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Abstract:
Although the �death of God� theology attracted considerable attention during the

1960s, in recent decades it has fallen into neglect. Nonetheless, the issues raised by the

�death of God� theology were important ones and it remains an interesting question

whether the �death of God� theologians were able to make substantial contributions to

them.

This thesis re-examines the work of the �death of God� theologians. It argues

that the popular view � that the �death of God� theology represented a common

tendency, or movement, towards atheism among certain prominent American Protestant

theologians � is mistaken.

Through a series of detailed studies of Thomas J.J. Altizer (chapters 3 and 4),

William Hamilton (Chapter 5), Paul van Buren (Chapter 6), and Harvey Cox (Chapter

7), the thesis shows not only that the significance of the �death of God� theologians has

been widely misinterpreted, but that their work contains a number of features which

have been under-emphasised or even overlooked.

The aim of the thesis is to provide a more balanced contemporary reading of

their work. The work of Altizer receives special attention and a case is made for the

view that he should be read as a Protestant mystic of a peculiar sort.
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One: The �Death of God� Movement1

1. Introduction:

The existence of a �death of God� movement in theology is most associated with

the work of Thomas Altizer and William Hamilton. Rightly or wrongly, however, the

�death of God� theology in the 1960s was associated with a number of other prominent

young Christian theologians of the time including Paul van Buren, Harvey Cox and

Gabriel Vahanian. The principal works that formed the canon for �death of God�

theology were Altizer�s The Gospel of Christian Atheism;2 Altizer and Hamilton�s

combined work, Radical Theology and the Death of God;3 van Buren�s The Secular

Meaning of the Gospel;4 Cox�s The Secular City;5 and Vahanian�s The Death of God.6

Van Buren always rejected the notion of a �death of God� movement and

attributed the whole �death of God� controversy to an invention of the media, following

the coining of the term by Langdon Gilkey in 1963.7 Cox also rightly rejected the �death

of God� label and has claimed to be unable to understand why critics have persisted in

including him among the �death of God� theologians.8 Vahanian likewise, in spite of his

famously titled book, was merely trying to draw attention to the proposition that

contemporary culture had lost sight of God�s transcendence - a point confirmed by him

in a retrospective article, �God is Dead, Bake Better Bread!�.9

In its heyday, however, the concept of the �death of God� theology generated a

great deal of interest and provoked many publications that attempted to analyse and

respond to its various presumed protagonists. Following the cessation of the controversy

� from about 1970 onwards � not much has been written except for a number of

                                                
1 In this thesis some original sources will be cited which include quotations that are in non-inclusive
language. In the main body of the thesis, however, there shall at all times be an endeavour to use inclusive
language.
2 Altizer, T.J.J. The Gospel of Christian Atheism (London: Collins, 1967).
3 Altizer T.J.J. and Hamilton, W. Radical Theology and the Death of God (New York: Bobbs-Merrill Co.,
1966).
4 Van Buren, P. The Secular Meaning of the Gospel (London: SCM, 1963).
5 Cox, H. The Secular City (New York: MacMillan, 1965).
6 Vahanian, G. The Death of God (New York: George Braziller, 1967).
7 Van Buren �Review of Naming the Whirlwind by Langdon Gilkey� Theology Today Vol.27 No.2 1970
pp.225-228 at p.225; see also Sproul, R.C. �Twenty Years After the Death of God Movement�
Christianity Today June 14 1985 pp.18-21 at p.21.
8 Cox, H. �The Secular City 25 Years Later� Christian Century Vol.107 November 7 1990 pp.1025-1029
at p.1026. As an example of critics who have categorized Cox as a �death of God� theologian, see
Montgomery, J.W. The �Is God Dead?� Controversy (Michigan: Zondervan, 1966); see also West, C.W.
�What It Means to Be Secular� in Callahan, D. (ed.) The Secular City Debate (New York: Macmillan,
1967) pp.59-63.
9 Vahanian, G. �God is Dead, Bake Better Bread!� Christian Century Vol.95 September 27 1978 pp.892-
893.
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anniversary or other retrospectives from the leading exponents and other

commentators.10

The 1960�s literature in response to the �death of God� theology was mostly

written in haste and in the heat of public controversy. It is largely polemical and intent

on defending Christian theism against the threat of what was euphemistically called

�Christian atheism�. The end result of the controversy was that the proponents of the

�death of God� theology were universally regarded as being wedded to a hybrid notion

which blended Christianity with some form of atheism.

The belief that the �death of God� movement was given to promoting atheism is

encapsulated in various entries in theological reference works, which provide a guide to

how the movement is regarded by the scholarly consensus. Thus, J.M. Frame in the

New Dictionary of Christian Theology says,

The death-of-God theology was a minor movement (though it brought great
notoriety, briefly, to its authors), but an instructive one: because it underscored
the bankruptcy of liberalism and the weakness of the neo-orthodoxy dominating
20th century theology. Altizer�s extreme kenoticism had roots in Barth, and
Hamilton�s talk about modern man recalls Bultmann. Tillich taught that one may
find God by passionately embracing unbelief. (Bonhoeffer�s �religionless
Christianity� also influenced the movement, perhaps by the authors� misuse of
Bonhoeffer). If we agree (with liberalism and neo-orthodoxy) that God is too
transcendent to be described in words, or too immanent for his acts and words to
be distinguished from those of nature and man, then what do we have but a dead,
or non-existent God?11

Likewise, G.A. James in the Encyclopedia of Religion argues that,

The view of these thinkers [Gabriel Vahanian, Paul van Buren, William
Hamilton, Thomas Altizer] that belief in God is impossible, unnecessary, or
wrong, has apparently not caused them to believe that they are disqualified as
theologians. To this extent they stand alongside other forms of religious atheism
we have encountered in the history of religious thought. It has certainly been
objected by other theologians that the �death of God� theology does not
authentically represent the Christian tradition. For the present it is sufficient that
the death of God represents a controversy of significant dimensions in the record
of Christian thought and that its influence continues to affect the development of
theology today.12

                                                
10 Altizer, T.J.J. �Overt Language About the Death of God� Christian Century Vol.95 June 7-14 1978
pp.624-626; Altizer, T.J.J. �Is the Negation of Christianity the Way to its Renewal?� Religious
Humanism Vol.24 No.1 1990 pp.10-17; Hamilton, W. �In Piam Memorium - the Death of God After Ten
Years� Christian Century Vol.92 October 8 1975 pp.872-873; Hamilton, W. �Finding a Voice, Shaping a
Style� Christian Century Vol.95 July 5-12 1978 pp.682-683; Hamilton, W. �Can the Death of God Die?�
Religious Humanism Vol.24 No.1 1990 pp.3-9; Steffen, L. �The Dangerous God: A Profile of William
Hamilton� The Christian Century Vol.106 Sept.27 1989 pp.844-847; Sproul, R.C. �Twenty Years After
the Death of God Movement� Christianity Today June 14 1985 pp.18-21.
11 Frame, J.M. �Death-of-God Theology� in Ferguson, S. & Wright, D. (eds.) New Dictionary of
Christian Theology (Downers Grove, Illinois: Intervarsity Press, 1988) pp.188-189 at p.189.
12 James, G.A. �Atheism� in Eliade, M. (ed.) Encyclopedia of Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1987)
Vol.1 at p.489.
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In the more substantial works on the �death of God� the structure of the argument

is basically similar to that which is noted in the dictionary entries. First of all a decision

is made as to who to include and who to leave out of consideration. Vahanian is

generally mentioned first (given that his was the first book that employed the �death of

God� terminology), whereupon he is generally excluded from consideration because of

his obvious affinity with neo-orthodoxy.

After leaving aside Vahanian, the commentators generally note that the �death of

God� movement is of a heterogeneous nature. Yet, in spite of its diversity there is

considered to be sufficient similarity among the core group � consisting of Altizer,

Hamilton and van Buren � which thereby warrants an overall analysis of the movement

as a whole. Occasionally Harvey Cox is considered, but his inclusion tends to be

symptomatic of a more extreme theological counter-reaction which considers any hint

of �secularism� as being tantamount to atheism.

Having noted the heterogeneous nature of the �death of God� movement, the

polemical literature of the time gives separate consideration to the three main

protagonists, only then to combine these analyses into a set of overarching

generalisations about the principal shortcomings of the movement. The general position

thus articulated is that the �death of God� movement represents either a capitulation to

secularism or else a naïve embrace of atheism.

Sometimes the blame is laid at the door of Karl Barth. Thus, Alan Richardson

and John Bowden assert that,

One direct cause for theologies of this kind was Karl Barth�s rejection of all
natural theology, leaving disillusioned pupils who could not share the positive
side of his theology with little to fall back on.13

However, whether the �death of God� is interpreted literally (as Altizer is often

interpreted as doing) or metaphorically (Hamilton), it is generally followed with an

assertion that what is required is a new and reinvigorated assertion of the truth of

theism. The counter-attack on behalf of Christian theism may then follow one of two

paths. It may either seek to accommodate the secular reality of modern thought without

entirely capitulating to it; or else it may reject the secularist-modernising agenda

altogether and advocate a return to uncorrupted biblical truth.

A typical example of the first tendency is Langdon Gilkey�s book, Naming the

Whirlwind14 which represents a pro-secularising tendency (albeit one which employs

                                                
13 Richardson, A. & Bowden, J. �Death of God Theology� in Richardson, A. & Bowden, J. (eds.) A New
Dictionary of Christian Theology (London: SCM, 1983) pp.146-147 at p.147.
14 Gilkey, L. Naming the Whirlwind: The Renewal of God-Language (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1969).
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the secular as the theological context in which the existential questions it poses are

answered by the Christian revelation). On the other hand, an example of the more

reactionary kind of treatment of the �death of God� movement is provided by John

Warwick Montgomery�s book, The �Is God Dead?� Controversy.15 In this book the

claimed historical truth of the biblical revelation (i.e. the miracles and the resurrection

of Christ) is adhered to in uncompromising fashion in opposition to the theological

muddle provided by the various �theothanatologists�.

The fact that the �death of God� movement was of a heterogeneous nature,

however, is obscured by the attempt - invariably made in the literature - to combine the

protagonists and tar them with one and the same brush. It is as if having noted the

differences between the various protagonists, their detractors suppress this feature of the

�death of God� literature. Instead, they seek to make a common cause out of Altizer,

Hamilton and van Buren, only thereupon to nullify the movement in the process of

erecting what are considered to be superior theological responses to the crisis of faith

engulfing modernity. Hence, after treating the �death of God� movement more as part of

the theological problem rather than its solution, the opportunity is then taken to restate

the truth of theism in a way that answers the �death of God� movement in a once and for

all fashion.

2. Re-evaluating the �Death of God� Theology:

It is the intention of this thesis to challenge the prevailing consensus concerning

the nature of the �death of God� movement. Of most concern is to remove the

impression created by the secondary literature that the �death of God� movement was

given over to the promotion of atheism in Christian guise. Instead, I shall argue that in

Altizer�s case, the �death of God� theology is an example of Protestant mysticism

which, far from denying the existence of God, attempts to articulate a form of theism in

which the person of faith experiences total unity with the divine.

In order to re-evaluate the �death of God� theology in this way, it will be

necessary to disentangle the various protagonists in the �death of God� movement.

Hence, I shall demonstrate that the homogenising tendency in the reception of the �death

of God� theology is contradicted by the divergent theological agendas of the various

�death of God� theologians. In fact, it will be argued that Altizer should be regarded as

the definitive representative of �death of God� theology and that Hamilton and van

Buren should only be considered as being of ancillary interest. As for Vahanian, I shall

                                                
15 Montgomery, J.W. The �Is God Dead?� Controversy (Michigan: Zondervan, 1966).
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follow the scholarly consensus and disregard him in the analysis. Harvey Cox, however,

will be briefly considered for the purposes of refuting once and for all the notion that he

is a �death of God� theologian.

In addition, I shall argue that Altizer�s theology is a reprise of various elements

of nineteenth century Protestant theology. The most significant affinity is with Hegel,

but there is also some affinity with Kierkegaard as well as with the mystical element in

Schleiermacher�s theology. The fact that this has escaped notice in the secondary

literature may be explained by the fact that the majority of Altizer�s critics sought either

to attack or defend some form of neo-orthodoxy, or else have had recourse to biblical

fundamentalism, and have used Altizer as a whipping post in the process. However,

when viewed from the perspective of nineteenth century Protestant theology, Altizer is

no longer the menace to Christian faith that he has been commonly portrayed as being.

The fact that Altizer has elements in common with various nineteenth century

theologians, however, may be counted both to his detriment as well as in his favour

when it comes to evaluating the merits of his theology. Thus, I will also argue that

whilst Altizer�s mystical system of thought is impressive in its overall structure, he is

strangely silent on many of the issues that divide nineteenth century theology. Hence,

Altizer is prone to taking a position on certain contentious points and simply ignoring

the historical complexity of the issue at hand. His wholesale, yet selective, identification

with the philosophy of Hegel is perhaps the most glaring example of this tendency in his

work.

Before embarking on a reassessment of the �death of God� theology, however,

an analysis of the existing literature � in which the overwhelming conviction is that it is

a form of atheism � is required.16

                                                
16 Some minor additional material in the secondary literature is noted in the Appendix.
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Chapter Two: The Reception of the �Death of God� Theology 1960�s -

1990�s

1. Introduction:

The fact that there is any �death of God� controversy to speak of is in large part

due to the flurry of publications that were produced in the 1960�s which sought to

express an opinion about the �death of God� movement as a whole. However, had the

work of Altizer, Hamilton and van Buren not received such instant (and collective)

publicity - which was fuelled in part by the interest of the popular press � they might

well have been neglected or merely given a cursory reading over a longer period of time

by a specialised academic readership. Nevertheless, the major secondary literature that

deals with the �death of God� controversy did arise in a very short space of time - and

then seemingly exhausted the topic - leaving a settled opinion that the movement was an

anomaly in American Protestant theology in which atheistic tendencies had gained a

temporary foothold.

It is my contention that this was a judgement made in haste. However, the fact

that time has elapsed since the �death of God� controversy was at its height - and hence

the urgent need to find a polemical response to the various protagonists has subsided -

has not prevented the view formed on the basis of the 1960�s polemics from continuing

to be the accepted view of the situation. Evidence of this tendency is reflected in the

previously cited entries from selected theological reference works. However, unlike

previous analyses of the subject, this thesis will take advantage of material written by

the major protagonists both before and after the period of their greatest notoriety.

Hence, the conclusions to be drawn here are grounded in a larger body of work than that

which was at the disposal of the majority of previous commentators on the subject, and

hopefully as a result, the judgements to be made will be less polemical.

Apart from the risk posed by the issuing of judgements in haste, the fundamental

problem with the secondary literature is its attempt to construct an homogenised

theology of the �death of God� from what were readily conceded to be heterogeneous

original viewpoints. Hence, if van Buren�s �secular gospel� assumed atheism as part of

its philosophical apparatus, this was then regarded as being symptomatic of a broader

malaise that afflicted the entire �death of God� theology. This is in spite of the fact that

van Buren always rejected any identification of himself with Altizer and Hamilton.

Nor is the situation much better in the standard comparisons of Altizer with

Hamilton. Thus, if Hamilton�s problem with Christian theism was essentially a personal
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loss of faith in God, even to the extent of losing his desire to see faith return, then

Hamilton�s accidie was thought to afflict Altizer as well.

This tendency to conflate disparate viewpoints was aided by the fact that Altizer

and Hamilton collaborated in the production of Radical Theology and the Death of

God.1 However, in this book it is all too apparent that Altizer�s eschatological theology

has nothing in common with Hamilton�s articulation of a sense of spiritual torpor. Yet,

even to this day Altizer and Hamilton persist in claiming some connection between their

radically disparate thought worlds, as witnessed by Altizer offering a favourable

comparison between his own recent book, The Contemporary Jesus,2 and Hamilton�s

book, A Quest for the Post-Historical Jesus.3 However, the obvious good will between

the two men cannot disguise the fact that their respective systems of thought have little

in common, which will become more apparent in the exposition in subsequent chapters.

 Nevertheless, the general tendency in the literature to conflate the theologies of

Altizer, Hamilton and van Buren must be firmly resisted if there is to be any clarity as to

the meaning of the �death of God� theology. Indeed, when this analysis is complete,

there will be only one candidate for what is to count as genuine �death of God� theology

� namely, Altizer�s theology. However, whilst it is true that the appellation, the �death

of God�, is a technical term in Altizer�s theology which refers to an eschatological event

in the triune life of God, there are good reasons why the �death of God� should be

replaced by something like the �total presence of God� as the centrepiece of Altizer�s

terminology if Altizer�s theology is to be rightly interpreted as a form of mystical

theology.

It is sufficient to say at the present juncture, however, that the pre-eminence to

be given to Altizer as the normative �death of God� theologian is assisted by the fact van

Buren never embraced the concept, and whatever grounds there may once have been in

linking his �secular gospel� with the �death of God� have been well and truly annulled

by van Buren�s subsequent repudiation of the �secular gospel�, which - when rightly

interpreted - was really only a continuation of his lifelong interest in Christology and its

implications for the doctrine of divine impassability.

As far as the work of Hamilton is concerned, the �death of God� has only ever

functioned as a metaphor for his personal loss of faith, a point that is suggested again in

                                                
1 Altizer,T.J.J. & Hamilton, W. Radical Theology and the Death of God (New York: Bobbs-Merrill &
Co., 1966).
2 Altizer, T.J.J. The Contemporary Jesus (London: SCM, 1998) p.xii.
3 Hamilton, W. A Quest for the Post-Historical Jesus (London: SCM, 1993).
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A Quest for the Post-Historical Jesus.4 However, the fact that Hamilton is far more

concerned to articulate his own existential despair and is not disposed in any way to

engage with Altizer�s vivid sense of the �total presence of God�, is a point that is

entirely lost on previous commentators and therefore much of the reasoning that is

based on the homogenisation of the concept of the �death of God� can now be seen to be

based on a critically flawed approach to the subject.

2. The Reception of the �Death of God� Theology 1960-1970:

The early reception of the �death of God� concept can be grouped into two main

categories and a third subsidiary category. In the first category were various attempts to

provide constructive opposition to the �death of God� theology, by seeing it as a

signpost for the need to reinvigorate the tradition of Christian theism by modernising its

claims, but without capitulating to modernity (and secularism) as was the charge against

the �death of God� theologians. Thus the �death of God� theologians were thought to be

useful in announcing the theological problems of modernity, but as being failures in

providing any sort of adequate solutions. The essential idea was that the �death of God�

theologians had given the game away by dispensing with theism in favour of a dissolute

form of �Jesuology� (a term used to describe van Buren�s and Hamilton�s ongoing

enthusiasm for the ethical example of Jesus, even in spite of their abandonment of belief

in God).

The best examples of constructive opposition to the �death of God� theology can

be found among supporters of the work of Paul Tillich. These include Langdon Gilkey

and John Charles Cooper. However, another source of constructive opposition which

seeks to overcome the �death of God� whilst still seeking to modernise the Christian

account of God can be found among the process theologians, and John Cobb in

particular. These and other works I shall examine presently.

The second category is made up of theologians who were completely hostile to

any compromise between biblical faith and modern problems. Hence, even Barth and

Tillich - and any others who could be loosely grouped together under neo-orthodoxy -

were regarded as being suspect and were held to be indirectly responsible for the

emergence of the �death of God� theology.

This more reactionary category of opposition is best exemplified by John

Warwick Montgomery, but his reaction is closely allied to that of Kenneth Hamilton

                                                
4 Ibid. p.13.
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since each base their respective positions on a reiteration of the historical truth of the

biblical revelation.

A third subsidiary category of response is comprised of editors who provide

compilations of various articles and letters drawn from the popular journals (e.g.

Bernard Murchland, Jackson Lee Ice et al.); or critics who express exasperation with the

�death of God� theologians for their allegedly logically incoherent and self-contradictory

arguments (Robert McAfee Brown); or finally, those who assume that the �death of

God� theology is an assertion of atheism and employ this assumption in the furtherance

of other philosophical arguments (Colin Lyas).

There were, in addition to these, a number of separate responses to van Buren�s

The Secular Meaning of the Gospel,5 in particular, Eric Mascall�s The Secularization of

Christianity,6 However, it is not the intention here to revisit the debate concerning van

Buren�s �secular gospel� per se, as the merits of van Buren�s then favoured philosophers

of religion (Flew, Braithwaite, Hare) have by now been thoroughly canvassed. Rather, I

shall confine my remarks to a comparison of van Buren�s overall programme with that

of Altizer. For the moment, however, the issue at hand is to review the major responses

of those 1960�s critics who grouped van Buren, Altizer and Hamilton together as

collectively representing the �death of God� theology.

2A. Constructive Opposition to the �Death of God� Theology 1960-1970:

(i) Langdon Gilkey�s Naming the Whirlwind7

This book is perhaps the leading example of the tendency to try to find a

response to the �death of God� movement as a whole. As such it represents the

culmination of Langdon Gilkey�s persistently critical interest in the �death of God�

theology which he maintained during the 1960�s. In short, Gilkey believed that the

�death of God� movement �presents us with neither a viable interpretation of Christian

faith nor a valid symbolic account of our general human experience, secular or

otherwise�.8 In contrast to �death of God� theology, Gilkey attempted to show how the

quality of �Ultimacy� can be discerned in secular experience thereby leading to a

recovery of the meaningfulness of God language.

Gilkey�s argument was predicated on a broad categorization of the �death of

God� which he defined as a movement that sought to deny the existence of God. Thus,

                                                
5 Van Buren, P. The Secular Meaning of the Gospel (London: SCM, 1963).
6 Mascall, E. The Secularization of Christianity (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1966).
7 Gilkey, L. Naming the Whirlwind: The Renewal of God-Language (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1969)
8 Ibid. p.21.
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Gilkey identified the central affirmation of the movement as being �the denial of the

reality of God, the relevance of any relation to him, and even the meaningfulness of any

language about him�.9

Gilkey�s project begins with a description of the modern secular spirit as being

radically this-worldly10 and governed by four elements, namely, contingency,

relativism, transience, and autonomy.11 Added to this analysis, Gilkey describes the

recent modern theological schools of liberalism and neo-orthodoxy.12 He then proceeds

to his description of �death of God� theology with an additional comment on the radical

Jewish rabbi, Richard Rubenstein.13 However, Gilkey�s analysis of the �death of God�

theologians, whom he limits to Hamilton, van Buren and Altizer, is incidental to his

larger task of interpreting the mood of contemporary existence and providing an avenue

for the rediscovery of the reality of God.

Essentially, Gilkey�s argument is that a phenomenology of everyday experience

reveals that the categories of contingency, relativism, transience and autonomy are

bounded by the unconditioned, the ultimate, finality and ultimate concern. These

boundary aspects of secular experience then provoke a question as to whether, at the

limits of secular experience, we are looking into a Void, or whether we are able through

them to glimpse the reality of God. If we care to follow the precepts of general and

special revelation, preserved by the believing Christian community, then it becomes

apparent that the reality of God prevails over the Void and hence revelation �correlates�

with life�s existential questions. In sum, we have here a version of Paul Tillich�s

theological �method of correlation�.14

As far as specific criticism of �death of God� theology is concerned, Gilkey

regarded Hamilton as lacking a theological method by virtue of his having given up the

sources of revelation with his preoccupation with literary criticism. He also believed

van Buren to be mistaken in his adoption of the verificationist principle. As for Altizer,

Gilkey believed his system of thought to be intriguing, yet in spite of its proclamations

it failed to persuade anyone of its truth because it lacked any correlation with everyday

reality. Above all, Gilkey was critical of the fact that

Radical theology has rejected both metaphysical speculation and special
religious sources, such as revelation or religious experience, for theological
reflection, and it has embraced the secular as providing the materials, insights

                                                
9 Ibid. p.22.
10 Ibid. p.39.
11 Ibid. pp.40-63.
12 Ibid. pp.73-106.
13 Ibid. pp.107-145.
14 Ibid. p.455.
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and criteria for its thinking. Thus theology has relinquished any �home ground,�
so to speak, for its thought, and must find its place among the specialized and
unconnected disciplines of secular life.15

In spite of the elegance of Gilkey�s overall project concerning the correlation of

Christian revelation with the existential problems inherent in the secular reality of

modern humanity, he was clearly mistaken in his assertion that the �death of God� is

founded upon a denial of the reality and/or the meaningfulness of language about God.

Whilst this may appear to be true of van Buren in The Secular Meaning of the Gospel, it

is clear from van Buren�s earlier work, Christ in Our Place,16 as well as his work which

appeared subsequent to the �secular gospel�, that van Buren had no difficulty with the

reality of God. Even Hamilton, in spite of his disillusionment with theodicy, has never

doubted the meaningfulness of religious language. Indeed in his latest work he has come

to deplore its potency.

Nor is it true of Altizer, who at all times in his writing has laboured the point

that he believes in the reality of the sacred. Thus, in reply to Gilkey it may be objected

on behalf of Altizer that Gilkey has devoted a whole book to trying to establish the

reality of the sacred, a principle that Altizer, however, regards as axiomatic. Hence,

Gilkey misrepresents the situation with his accusation that the �death of God� movement

as a whole was committed to the denial of the reality of God.

The fact that Gilkey could not appreciate the theistic nature of Altizer�s work is

probably due to there being a couple of basic disagreements between them as to how

God is to be conceived. Thus, Gilkey holds that God is the ultimate ground of secular

existence and is disclosed by it, whereas Altizer regards God as bringing an apocalyptic

end to the world as we know it. Altizer�s concept of the transcendence of God is in

comparison to Gilkey�s view, therefore, much more austere. As a consequence, Gilkey

poses a choice between God and the Void, whereas in Altizer�s apocalyptic theology

both God and the Void are one and the same, and the two must be held together

conceptually in a dialectical unity. With such opposed viewpoints, it is not surprising

that Gilkey could not appreciate the significance of Altizer�s theological convictions.

                                                
15 Ibid. p.121.
16 Van Buren, P. Christ in Our Place: The Substitutionary Character of Calvin�s Doctrine of
Reconciliation (Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1957).
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(ii) John Charles Cooper�s The Roots of Radical Theology17 and Radical Christianity

and Its Sources18

Another attempt to move beyond the �death of God� is presented in these two

books by John Charles Cooper. Cooper set out to explain the work of Altizer, Hamilton

and van Buren by linking them to the prior work of Karl Barth and Paul Tillich. Cooper

described Barth as the �catalyst of radical thought� given his �emphasis upon the

disunity of the natural and the divine�,19 thereby implying that the �death of God�

theologians were extreme interpreters of Barth�s doctrine of divine transcendence who

wrongly extrapolated from the Barthian doctrine the extreme conclusion of asserting

God�s non-existence. Tillich, on the other hand, was described as �the reluctant father of

radical theology�20 because of the way that his theology � especially the notion of �the

God beyond God� - had been borrowed from by the radical theologians. Nevertheless,

according to Cooper, the radical theology has �an extreme overemphasis on one side of

Tillich�s thought, the radical side, with the omission of the balancing conservative

elements that his thought contained.�21

Whilst Cooper was inclined to view the �death of God� theologians as prophetic,

he finds some of their protestations �too shrill�.22 Thus, for example, whilst he rejects

their more extreme tendencies, Cooper nevertheless believed that �the church must

recognize its need for reformation.�23 However, it is not clear how Cooper proposed that

the �death of God� theologies could be modified in order to make them more amenable

to his reform-based theological agenda. Hence, the basis for his sympathies is somewhat

unclear. Nonetheless, Cooper did seek to distance himself from the more reactionary

views of the biblical revelationists and expressed the opinion that �the path of static

orthodoxy such as is displayed by Kenneth Hamilton, and is actually made into a

caricature by John Warwick Montgomery, is a path that leads nowhere but to the further

decline of respect for Christendom.�24

                                                
17 Cooper, J.C. The Roots of Radical Theology (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1967).
18 Cooper, J.C. Radical Christianity and Its Sources (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1967).
19 Cooper, J.C. The Roots of Radical Theology p.121.
20 Ibid. p.125.
21 Ibid. p.132.
22 Ibid. p.133.
23 Cooper J.C. Radical Christianity and Its Sources (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1967) p.145.
24 Ibid. p.144.
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(iii) Thomas Ogletree�s The �Death of God� Controversy25

Thomas Ogletree�s short book is striking because it was written in a fair-minded

and measured way about a topic that was, literally, hot-off-the-press in 1966. Ogletree

devoted a chapter each to Hamilton, van Buren and Altizer, providing summaries of

their respective positions as well as offering various criticisms of his own. Whilst he

was keen to take the �death of God� theologians seriously, he nevertheless set out to

defend traditional orthodoxy. Hence, according to Ogletree, the historic faith of the

church had more to offer than the �death of God� theologians� various arguments against

it would have us believe.

In his evaluation of Hamilton, Ogletree suggested that �the highly personal and

confessional character of Hamilton�s writing tends to remove it from the sphere of

legitimate theological criticism.�26 This is because �theological reflection in a Christian

context also involves responsibility to and for the whole community of faith, both as a

present reality and as a community extending back in time to our father Abraham.�27

Thus, according to Ogletree,

It may be that this responsibility can only be fulfilled by taking a radically
critical stance towards the prevailing ideas of the community. Often the most
authentic spokesmen for Christian faith have been men who were profoundly
estranged from the community which claimed that faith. Nevertheless, they
dared to address the total community and speak for it even if that meant speaking
against it. Where theology is understood as involving responsibility to and for a
community of faith, the possibility of discerning norms to test theological
reflection is present.28

However, in Ogletree�s opinion, �Hamilton�s efforts at radical theology have not

thus far involved such a broad conception of theological responsibility. Rather than

attempting to deal comprehensively with the meaning of Christian faith for our time, he

contents himself with expression of what he finds in his own experience, simply

claiming the presence of authentically Christian elements in that experience in spite of

the loss of God.�29

As far as van Buren�s �secular gospel� is concerned, Ogletree regarded the

arguments concerning the non-cognitive status of religious statements to be based more

on logical positivism than on the work of Wittgenstein, whom van Buren had claimed to

                                                
25 Ogletree, T.W. The �Death of God� Controversy (London: SCM, 1966).
26 Ibid. p.33.
27 Ibid. p.34.
28 Ibid. p.34.
29 Ibid. p.34.
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follow. Thus, in commenting upon van Buren�s view of theology being responsible to

the university (i.e. to secular empiricism) rather than the church, Ogletree says,

So long as there is a community of faith which self-consciously understands
itself as Christian and which seeks to clarify the nature of its place and mission
in the world, theological study as a part of the humanities cannot supplant
concern for the ecclesiological context of Christian thought and interpretation.30

Ogletree also argued that �the Gospel loses its integrity unless it is able in significant

measure to call into question the cultural context in which it is to be interpreted.� 31

As far as Altizer�s theology was concerned, Ogletree argued that Altizer �needs

to give more sober attention to the relation of his thought to Christian tradition.�32 This

is because, according to Ogletree, �Altizer has more in common with classical issues in

Christian theology than he is prepared to acknowledge.�33 Thus, for Ogletree the

classical tradition is an unfolding tradition. It does not confine the Incarnation to a static

past event as Altizer would have us believe, but is, rather, directed to a �future horizon�.

Quite apart from the questionable interpretation Ogletree places upon Altizer�s

view of classical Christology, the desire to compromise with Altizer � albeit in a

manner that is never spelt out - is a common problem among Altizer�s friendlier but

nevertheless conservative critics. Ogletree also suggested that Altizer needs to engage

more with the concept of grace; that he needs to develop more of an ethical concern;

and that he needs a more biblical, rather than oriental approach to the meaning of divine

transcendence. However, Altizer�s position cannot easily effect a compromise on any of

these points, which suggests that Ogletree�s and Altizer�s respective positions are

fundamentally irreconcilable.

(iv) C.W. Christian and Glen Wittig�s Radical Theology: Phase Two � Essays on the

Current Debate34

This compilation of articles begins with the assertion that the reaction to the

�death of God� theology in its first phase was �frequently hasty and intemperate� and

ranged from �shocked disbelief and dismay to anguished and angry denials and even

personal attack.�35 In contrast, this book is intended to be a �second phase� of criticism,

based on a more theological and scholarly approach to the issue. The articles are

                                                
30 Ibid. p.55.
31 Ibid. pp.56-57.
32 Ibid. p.79.
33 Ibid. p.79.
34 Christian, C.W. and Wittig, G.R. Radical Theology: Phase Two � Essays on the Current Debate (New
York: J.P. Lippincott, 1967).
35 Ibid. p.1.
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grouped together around the three themes of �(1) a description of the religious and

theological situation of the modern world, (2) an interpretation of this situation and of

the responses called for by it, and (3) an attempt to project a positive theological

construction capable of doing justice both to Christian faith and to the requirements of

the situation.�36

The compilation of articles appears to support the overall position that, contrary

to the �death of God� theologians, a more positive regard can still be had for Christian

orthodoxy despite the challenges that the modern world poses. Examples of such

positive theological approaches are to be found in the work of theologians such as

Langdon Gilkey, Michael Novak and John Cobb, all of whom made contributions to

this volume.

(iv) John Cobb, J. (ed.) The Theology of Altizer: Critique and Responses37

This book is the best existing collection of reviews and commentaries upon

Altizer�s theology. It brings together a series of articles written in response to Altizer�s

theology by various authors from different schools of thought, along with replies by

Altizer to each contributor. These are prefaced by a useful introduction to the overall

shape of Altizer�s thought co-written by John Cobb and Nicholas Gier.

Process theology is well represented in this work. Apart from Cobb himself,

Gier presents a substantial chapter which obviously grows out of his doctoral thesis on

�Process Theology and the Death of God� (Claremont Graduate School, 1969) and

which is cited by Cobb as the inspiration for his bringing together the collection of other

critical works. Gier�s own position, which he argues in his chapter comparing Altizer�s

theology to process theology, is that with process theology �all the valid insights of

death-of-God theology can be retained without the loss of a doctrine of

transcendence.�38

Other contributors take issue with Altizer from a variety of other theological

positions. Eric Meyer, for example, rejects Altizer�s views on Catholicism, which

prompts Altizer to concede his point and look instead for a more radical approach to

Catholicism than is offered by Meyer. James Heisig presents a comparative analysis of

Altizer and Teilhard de Chardin in which the two systems of thought are depicted as

                                                
36 Ibid. p.2.
37 Cobb, J (ed.) The Theology of Altizer: Critique and Response (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1970).
38 Gier, N. �Process Theology and the Death of God� in Cobb, J. (ed.) The Theology of Altizer: Critique
and Responses (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1970) pp.164-193 at p.165.
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having close similarities.  Richard Rubenstein presents an article outlining why as a Jew

he cannot believe in a new aeon and why he must therefore reject Altizer�s eschatology.

Winston King presents a very interesting comparison of Altizer and Zen Buddhism

claiming that the two systems of thought have a shared concept of Nothingness, as well

as both having been devised in opposition to their predecessors, i.e. Buddhism and

Christianity.

There is a short response by Mircea Eliade to Altizer�s work. Whilst Eliade

congratulates Altizer for the originality of his work, he suggests that Altizer attributes to

him far too much in the way of a normative philosophical position. Eliade asserts that he

would rather be seen as having provided a descriptive analysis of archaic consciousness

to assist westerners in their hermeneutical appreciation of oriental thinking.

The book concludes with a satirical one-act play written by the late Walter D.

Love. In the play Altizer is lampooned using a fictional portrayal of him as �Professor

Oldteaser� who is attempting to convince one of the students in his course �Bible 101�

that she is not loosing her grip on reality as a result of his lectures. However, Altizer�s

dialectical gymnastics in fact leads to the bewildered student being left utterly mentally

vacant in an absurd scene depicting the dialectical unity of the sacred and the profane.

Whilst this book stands alone as the best existing study of Altizer, it lacks a

unified critique of his work by virtue of its being a compilation of articles drawn from

divergent religious and philosophical standpoints. Furthermore, it lacks the benefit of

having the greater proportion of Altizer�s literary output before it, which has appeared

since its date of publication.

2B. Reactionary Opposition to the �Death of God� Theology 1960-1970:

(i) John Warwick Montgomery�s The �Is God Dead?� Controversy39 and The Suicide of

Christianity40

Montgomery�s first book, The �Is God Dead?� Controversy was in the form of a

short diatribe against the �death of God� movement as a whole. He described a spectrum

of �theothanatologists�, beginning with the more conservative variety and moving on to

the more radical theologies. Thus, moving along the conservative-radical spectrum he

described, in turn, Vahanian, Cox, Altizer, Hamilton and van Buren. This was indicative

of the degree to which he ranked each theologian�s willingness and ability to believe in

God.

                                                
39Montgomery, J.W. The �Is God Dead?� Controversy (Michigan: Zondervan, 1966).
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Having briefly outlined their systems of thought, Montgomery then moved on to

describe various responses to the �death of God� movement, beginning with Cobb�s

process theology followed by Gilkey�s concept of �Ultimacy�. Finally he surveyed

various �fideistic� responses to the movement. However, Montgomery regarded all of

these as inadequate and argued, instead, for his own reliance on �the empirical claims of

Scripture�.41 Hence, Montgomery argues,

The moral, then, is simply this: Physicians of the soul will inevitably find
themselves faced with the corpse of Deity if they lose their confidence in God�s
special revelation. The final and best evidence of God�s existence lies in his
Word � in the triple sense of Christ, the Gospel he proclaimed, and the Scripture
that infallibly conveys it. The historicity of the Resurrection, the facticity of the
biblical miracles, the internal consistency of Holy Writ and its freedom from
empirical error: these must be sustained, or the God of Scripture will fade away
into a misty transcendence for us too, and eventually disappear.42

Montgomery�s position regarding the nature of revelation is obviously vastly

different to that of the �death of God� theologians. However, as far apart as his position

is from theirs, he demonstrates, especially in his next book, The Suicide of Christianity,

considerable command of Altizer�s theological system, as well as offering some unique

insight into its construction. Whilst The Suicide of Christianity was concerned with

more than just the �death of God�, the middle section of the book contained an extended

commentary upon Altizer�s work as well as the transcript of a debate held between

Montgomery and Altizer at the University of Chicago in 1967.

In The Suicide of Christianity Montgomery presented three main objections to

Altizer�s theology. First, he rejected Altizer�s abandonment of the law of non-

contradiction. In Montgomery�s opinion dialectical logic was utterly irrational.43

Second, Montgomery rejected Altizer�s conviction that there is �an underlying unity of

thought between Eastern mystical religion and the Christian faith�.44 Rather,

Montgomery believed that Altizer had completely misinterpreted the data of

comparative religion. Third, Montgomery rejected what he claimed was Altizer�s

�uncritical acceptance of scientistic biblical criticism.�45 Thus, he argued that Altizer

                                                                                                                                              
40Montgomery, J.W. The Suicide of Christianity (Minneapolis, Minnesota: Bethany Fellowship Inc.,
1970).
41 Montgomery, J.W. The �Is God Dead?� Controversy (Michigan: Zondervan, 1966) p.54.
42 Ibid. p.59.
43 Ibid. p.124.
44 Montgomery, J.W. The Suicide of Christianity (Minneapolis, Minnesota: Bethany Fellowship Inc.,
1970) p.125.
45 Ibid. p.127.
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was committed to the form-critical method of Dibelius-Bultmann which, according to

Montgomery, depended on �rationalistic presuppositions against the miraculous�.46

However, despite their profound differences, Montgomery did make a serious

attempt to try to understand Altizer. This is especially borne out by Montgomery�s

delving into Altizer�s doctoral dissertation, �A Critical Analysis of C.G. Jung�s

Understanding of Religion� (unpublished, University of Chicago, 1955), as well as his

Master of Arts thesis on �The Concepts of Nature and Grace in Augustine�s Theology�.

Of considerable interest to Montgomery was Altizer�s very conservative outlook

contained in his thesis on Jung, compared to the radicalism of his �death of God�

theology. Thus, Montgomery quoted a very revealing passage from Altizer written as a

young doctoral candidate:

Jung�s basic weakness, which proceeds out of the most basic principles of his
thought, is that he is incapable of finding meaning or reality in the historical
foundations of religion�This writer is an Anglican who accepts the canonical
authority of the Bible as well as the ecclesiastical authority of the creeds and
practices of the ancient church catholic as normative standards for Christian life
and belief. He believes that Christianity is nothing if it is not founded in the life
and teachings of Jesus Christ, and that without its Christological foundations as
normatively established by the ancient church, it cannot preserve its authentic
nature. Therefore, he is forced to reject Jung�s conception of Christianity as well
as his conception of the figure of Christ�That Jesus Christ is wholly a mythical
figure arising from the deeper processes of the collective unconscious which has
artificially been engrafted by tradition into the insignificant figure of history,
Jesus of Nazareth, this writer cannot in any sense accept. Jung�s interpretation as
it stands cannot possibly be incorporated into the classical structure of the
Christian faith.47

The question obviously arises as to how Altizer could completely reverse his

admirable orthodoxy in such a short period of time.  For Montgomery, the answer lay in

the risk posed by �dialectical logic� which was already apparent in Altizer�s M.A. thesis,

in which Altizer says,

The conflicting truths which it [the problem of nature and grace] embodies may
be seen to point to a higher synthesis and to the possibility of the retention of all
the truths which they embody, through a dialectical synthesis that unites the
contrary concepts by incorporating the truth in each.48

                                                
46 Ibid. p.127.
47 Ibid. p.136-137 [Montgomery does not provide any specific citation other than that he is quoting from
Altizer�s thesis].
48 Ibid. p.137 [Again, Montgomery does not provide any specific citation as to where in Altizer�s M.A.
thesis he is quoting from].
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Altizer continued this line of thought when he said, in his doctoral dissertation,

that a solution to the problem of contraries is to adopt some form of dialectical thinking.

Montgomery quotes him thus:

While refusing �at any cost to accept the dissolution of reason, nature, and
history which entails not only the destruction of the world-view of empirical
science but of the reality of the Christian faith as well�, he seeks to bring the
conflicting poles of science and art together through �some form of dialectical
thinking�; and the latter will necessitate a �return to the problems of Hegel,
Schelling, Kierkegaard and Nietzsche�.49

For Montgomery, however, �to enter the presuppositional domain of these thinkers was

in itself to give up on the possibility of retaining objective truth, since in differing ways

all four reject the subject-object distinction.�50

Montgomery also attributed Altizer�s dialectical tendencies to his favorable

treatment of Wilhelm Dilthey�s philosophy of history. Thus,

The Preface to Altizer�s doctoral dissertation reveals an already-existing
commitment which made the transition to irrational subjectivism easy for him.
�Wilhelm Dilthey has taught us,� he writes, that �the historian is unable to
escape the vantage point of his own situation, for in the historical sciences the
object of knowledge and the knowing subject are not distinct. Where there can
be no clear epistemological distinction between subject and object there can be
no valid goal of absolute objectivity.� Precisely: if Dilthey is correct (and Altizer
tragically does not doubt it), then objective knowledge of the past, including
objective knowledge of the historical Christ, is impossible. The floodgates are
open to Dilthey�s principle that �the historian must himself become a participant
and an actor in the object of his inquiry�, and eventually Altizer becomes just
such a �participant and actor�  - indeed, a godlike creator and reformulator of the
Christ in the image of his own philosophical speculations.51

After concluding his own analysis, the transcript of the debate between

Montgomery and Altizer, which followed, further revealed the vast differences that

existed between their basic philosophical orientations. Yet despite his intellectual

ability, Montgomery seemed blind to the difficulties of an empirical approach to the

historical truth of the Christian revelation. For Montgomery, faith appeared to be

reduced to believing in the historical veracity of scripture, rather than faith being either

self-authenticating (as Altizer appears to favour) or, alternatively, faith resting upon a

natural theology (a position that Montgomery and Altizer would both reject).

Montgomery, however, seemed untroubled by the question as to whether faith, regarded

as being empirical historical fact, can really be considered as being �faith� at all. On this

                                                
49 Ibid. p.137. [Montgomery cites pp.250-252 from Altizer�s doctoral thesis].
50 Ibid. pp.137-138.
51 Ibid. p.138. [Montgomery cites p.xi from Altizer�s doctoral thesis].
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point an impasse is the only result that could emerge in the debate between Montgomery

and Altizer.

(ii) Kenneth Hamilton�s God is Dead: The Anatomy of a Slogan52

Kenneth Hamilton, like Montgomery, contributed to the consensus that the

�death of God� theology was part of a more general trend towards atheism in western

culture by providing a summary of the history of atheism in nineteenth and twentieth

centuries as background to the �death of God� theology. A survey then followed of the

main �death of God� theologians, in which the principal focus was upon Altizer,

Hamilton and van Buren. Vahanian was mentioned, but only to point out his affinity

with Barth, especially in respect to his contrast between human religion and Christian

revelation. Cox, however, did not escape censure and, indeed, Hamilton argued that he

and the other �death of God� theologians all had strong links with American liberal-

Protestantism. However, Hamilton rejected the social gospel, as well as other

contemporaneous efforts in linking the Gospel to philosophy and science, as being

based on preconceived ideas rather than being open to the truth of revelation. Hence, for

Kenneth Hamilton, the twin foci of liberalism were that the Gospel is �justified by

social relevance and justified by philosophical relevance�.53 However, Hamilton

rejected the social and philosophical agenda of American liberal-Protestantism. He

described it as resulting in a situation where �a human valuation is absolutized� (i.e.

social and philosophical relevance) thereby forcing Christianity to �illustrate admirably

its previously devised categories.�54 In other words, he accused American liberal-

Protestantism of circularity and found that the �death of God� theologians were guilty of

a similar intention to reach an accommodation with the spirit of the age.

Hamilton�s depiction of American liberal-Protestantism as an accomplice of the

�death of God� theology is unique in the secondary literature. However, the possible

links that he draws are too much by way of quick summary conclusions and his

approach to the matter is predominantly polemical rather than analytical.

(iii) Billy Graham et al. Is God Dead?55

Another book in the category of reactionary criticism is the collection of articles

about the �death of God� theology written by Billy Graham and several of his associates.

                                                
52 Hamilton, K. God is Dead: The Anatomy of a Slogan (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1966).
53 Ibid. pp.80-81.
54 Ibid. p.84.
55 Graham, B. et al. Is God Dead? (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 1966).
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The authors were all convinced that Altizer and Hamilton are atheists. The opening

article by Vernon C. Grounds situated the �death of God� theology within an historical

overview of atheism and then proceeded to explore the views of Altizer and Hamilton,

but Grounds declared their prose and their logic to be maddening.56 Altizer, he said,

offers us a �dialectical morass�.57

Billy Graham offered the view that the �death of God� theologians were the tools

of Satan who was intent on �producing counterfeits in religion, and�false teachers who

are leading many people away.�58 In response to this situation, Bernard Ramm - in the

following article � believed that the answer lay in going

�Back to the fountain! Back to the sources! Back to the origins! Back to the
purity of truth�Back to the Holy scripture as the source and norm of Christian
truth�Back to Jesus Christ as the living Lord and Savior of the Church...Back
to the Holy Spirit as the only One who can make Christianity a living reality to
the human heart. Here and here alone is God living and not dead.59

Likewise David Hubbard argued that God has �chosen to make Himself known through

the Church, as the Church bears witness to His Word in the power of the Holy Spirit.�60

Yet, Hubbard at least conceded that the Church needed a revival in order to make the

reality of God more evident. Hence the �death of God� theology might serve as a rebuke

to the church and be a catalyst for its renewal.61

This book - for all its passionate defence of Christian theism - merely

popularizes the erroneous belief that the �death of God� theology is essentially atheistic.

Perhaps the single biggest failure in its critique is its refusal to sympathetically inquire

into Altizer�s dialecticism, which, had it been properly understood, would at least have

prevented the charge of atheism being so casually laid against him.

2C. Other Assorted Responses to the �Death of God� Theology 1960-1970:

(i) Bernard Murchland (ed.) The Meaning of the Death of God 62

This collection of articles is introduced by its editor, Bernard Murchland, on the

premise that the �death of God� movement was a representative of the contemporary

phenomena of atheism and alienation.63 However, Murchland believed that �the death

of God theology points ironically to man�s lost world and his own consequent death. It

                                                
56 Ibid. p.13.
57 Ibid. p.35.
58 Ibid. p.65.
59 Ibid. pp.90-91.
60 Ibid. p.108.
61 Ibid. p.120.
62 Murchland, B. (ed.) The Meaning of the Death of God (New York: Vintage Books, 1967).
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is more a commentary upon the present predicament of man than upon God, and that is

why the optimism sometimes predicated upon the slogan seems so very shallow.

Altizer�s dialectical effort to recover the sacred by affirming the secular seems much

more constructive. But he, like Cox and others, seems perplexed as to how we make

such an affirmation.�64 Murchland, on the other hand, believed the efforts of

Whiteheadian theologians to be a more positive approach to the recovery of a sense of

transcendence.

(ii) Jackson Lee Ice and John J. Carey (eds.) The Death of God Debate65

This collection of articles concentrated on reactions to Altizer and Hamilton,

although it also included a review of van Buren�s The Secular Meaning of the Gospel

and Vahanian�s The Death of God. Unique to this publication was the appearance of

two chapters in which various letters from the public at large, addressed to Hamilton

and Altizer, were reproduced. The tone of the articles from academic writers was mostly

critical whereas the letters from the public at large evinced a broader level of support.

There were, however, some very hostile letters among this correspondence. The

collection concludes with a chapter by Hamilton, which is written in a question/answer

format, followed by an essay by Altizer.

(iii) Robert McAfee Brown�s �Review of The Gospel of Christian Atheism� 66

Brown�s article is among the most comprehensive of the reviews and critical

notices of any book produced by Altizer. Brown argued at length with what he regarded

as Altizer�s self-contradictory and incoherent style of theological writing. In addition,

he criticized Altizer�s eagerness to dispense with ecclesial community as the site for

genuine theology. Thus Brown asserts,

I share a considerable amount of the exasperation Altizer feels about traditional
church structures, but what surprises me in his total rejection of the community
of faith is that I cannot discover him offering anything to take its place. The life
of the radical Christian, if this book is any indication, is an utterly solitary one.
Suppose I were persuaded of the truth of Altizer�s gospel. Where would I go?
With whom would I join? What kind of community would there be through
which to give expression to my new found faith? I am left feeling that the only
course of action open to me would be to go to Emory University and take
courses under Altizer on the poetry of William Blake.67
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However, Altizer�s objection to the church is not so easily disposed of as Brown

tried to make out. Indeed, given Altizer�s particular type of mysticism, the church is at

best an irrelevancy and at worst is a definite impediment to faith. This is because his

thought system dissolves all boundaries between individuals and groups. Hence, the

church is also dissolved in his thinking. However, the justification for this last

proposition requires a fuller investigation of Altizer�s thought than is provided by

Brown�s unsympathetic article.

(iv) Colin Lyas �On the Coherence of Christian Atheism� 68

Colin Lyas�s paper was in the analytical tradition of philosophy of religion.

Unfortunately he completely misconstrued Altizer by claiming that the latter asserts the

literal non-existence of God. However, on the assumption that his interpretation of

Altizer is correct, he is moved to raise the question as to what this might imply for the

meaning of the ontological argument, which contends � according to Lyas and contrary

to Altizer�s own apparent concept of God - that the �necessary being� must exist (i.e.

cannot not exist). Lyas believes that the relationship between the �greatest possible

being� and necessary existence may have to be loosened if Altizer is to be believed.

However, all that Lyas achieves by his analysis is to reveal a critically flawed

understanding of Altizer, resulting in what is a totally unnecessary attempt to revise the

ontological argument.

3. The Reception of the �Death of God� Theology 1970�s�1990�s:

Unlike the 1960�s, the secondary material concerning the �death of God� since

1970 has mostly focused on Altizer�s work. Thus, whilst Hamilton has continued to

publish material, he has received very little attention except for an occasional book

review and a couple of retrospective articles. His writings are less systematic than

Altizer�s and focus mainly on literary studies, in particular the interpretation of the

thought of Herman Melville, as well as many fictional �lives of Jesus�.69 Hence, whilst

he has been consistent in his advocacy of the �death of God� over the years, his

theological position is mostly implicit in his literary studies, rather than being explicit.

He is therefore less amenable to theoretical analysis. As a consequence, there is little
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significant secondary material on Hamilton. This thesis will therefore attempt to make

up for this deficiency.

On the other hand, van Buren (who died in 1998) published a three-volume

systematic theology - A Theology of the Jewish-Christian Reality70 - as well as some

earlier volumes,71 which together repudiate the position that had previously contributed

to his reputation as a �death of God� theologian. These volumes have received a degree

of attention from scholars interested in Jewish-Christian dialogue.

James H. Wallis (Claremont Graduate School, Faculty of Religion), in a doctoral

dissertation, has examined van Buren�s �Jewish-Christian� theology in considerable

detail, a reworked version of which was published as Post-Holocaust Christianity: Paul

van Buren�s Theology of the Jewish-Christian Reality.72  Wallis provides a sympathetic

account of van Buren�s attempt to reach an accommodation between Christianity and

Judaism, as well as providing an overview of van Buren�s theological development,

from his early Barthianism, through his �secular gospel� period and then on to his

�Jewish-Christian� period. The main aim of Wallis�s thesis, however, is to defend van

Buren�s positive approach to Judaism by answering his critics such as Rosemary

Radford Ruether, whilst suggesting some amendments which might strengthen van

Buren�s position.

Whilst Wallis brings out the continuity in van Buren�s work, in so far as he notes

the this-worldly preoccupation in both van Buren�s �secular gospel� and in his �Jewish-

Christian� concept of reality, it should also be observed that van Buren was just as much

preoccupied with the doctrine of divine impassability. In different ways throughout his

career van Buren modified the doctrine of divine impassability, first by using Barth

against Calvin, then by abandoning the doctrine altogether in his �secular gospel�, and

then by totally immersing God within the contingencies of history in his �Jewish-

Christian� theology.

The result is that van Buren�s mature concept of God�s immanence is as much at

odds with Altizer�s concept of God�s �total presence� as was his earlier �secular gospel�
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with Altizer�s theology. Unlike the previous commentaries, however, I shall not seek to

homogenise the concepts, but rather, seek to bring out their differences.

3A. The Reception of Thomas Altizer 1970�s-1990�s:

The relative sparsity of material since 1970 on the concept of the �death of God�,

however, and its tendency to focus on Altizer�s theology, has at least prevented the

reiteration of the homogenising tendency, even if it hasn�t succeeded in dispelling it as

the enduring legacy of opinion in the standard reference works on the subject.

Yet it is also clear that Altizer�s work is still not widely understood, if a recent

review of The Contemporary Jesus is any guide. Thus, Crispin Fletcher-Louis of Oxford

University, in his review of Altizer�s latest book, is very impatient and unsympathetic in

his interpretation of Altizer. He argues that,

The author sets out from the outset to reintegrate the two academic communities
� biblical and theological. Yet the author�s rambling and repetitive style fails to
achieve this. The viewpoint reflects the polarized American scene and the author
seems unaware of much New Testament scholarship on Jesus, Paul and
apocalyptic�

[T]he first chapter offers a typology between the apocalyptic death of Jesus and
the modern death of God which is full of rhetoric, but is otherwise devoid of
historical substance. From the outset the author has failed to understand the
nature of Jewish apocalyptic, its socio-political shape and the way it is redefined
in the Christ event.73

Whilst there is an element of truth in Fletcher-Louis�s observation that Altizer is

not a participant in current New Testament debates, that does not mean that he is to be

condemned as possessing a rambling style which is full of rhetoric. However, as a

concession to Fletcher-Louis, it should be said that Altizer�s first chapter in The

Contemporary Jesus does take for granted that the elements of Altizer�s system of

thought are already well understood. Thus, Altizer puts no effort into explaining his

terminology, and therefore a reader who is unfamiliar with the basic structure of

Altizer�s theological system will no doubt view his writing in this instance as being

rambling and repetitive.

It is unfortunately the case, however, that Altizer�s thought is little studied and

therefore Fletcher-Louis is probably not alone in his adverse opinion of Altizer�s work.

Even where Altizer has been studied in a more positive and sympathetic manner, there
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is still no comprehensive guide to his life�s work. Thus, Altizer�s work is likely still to

be either poorly understood or else misrepresented in the secondary literature.

(i) Mark C. Taylor:

An exception to this general pattern of incomprehension - or else outright

opposition - on the part of Altizer�s reviewers can be found in various articles written by

Mark C. Taylor.74 Indeed Taylor more than anyone else demonstrates a high level of

insight into Altizer�s work, which also suggests that Taylor views Altizer as a precursor

to his own �a/theology�.

Whilst Taylor correctly identifies the Hegelian basis to Altizer�s theological

system, Taylor rejects Altizer�s notion of �total presence� in favour of his own

deconstructive notion of �presence/absence�. Moreover, Taylor rejects Altizer�s

eschatology in which there is thought to be a total and final ending of all things in the

arrival of the �all in all�. In its place, Taylor advocates his own more austere idea of

�nothing ending nothing�. The root of the disagreement according to Taylor is that

Altizer is still wedded to ontotheology, in virtue of his belief in �presence� being

inherent in speech. By contrast, Taylor asserts that there is only �presence/absence�

because this is the nature of writing (following Derrida).

Whilst Altizer has made one attempt to interpret Derrida,75 and in that attempt

sought to claim Derrida as an ally of his own concept of the �death of God�, Altizer is

by no means to be identified as a deconstructionist. Hence, the assertion put by Kevin

Hart that Altizer�s Hegelianism is incompatible with Derrida is probably quite

accurate.76 Thus, the matter of the correct interpretation of Derrida is more a

battleground between Taylor�s a/theology and Hart�s negative theology, rather than

being of crucial significance for Altizer.

It is not my intention to explore the issue of deconstruction further, because the

main object of this thesis is to demonstrate that Altizer is a mystical theologian who

believes in the total union of the soul with God. Yet, as Taylor observes, if Altizer is
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pre-Derridean in his thinking, then he may also be described as the last of the modern

theologians.77 Hence, for Altizer the �postmodern� is an alien category of thought.

(ii) Don Cupitt:

Another interpreter who holds himself out as a successor to Altizer is Don

Cupitt. Whilst Cupitt does not strictly identify himself as a �death of God� theologian,

he has frequently used �death of God� language, as well as having written approvingly

of Altizer in various places. However, it is not at all clear what Cupitt really thinks

about Altizer�s concept of �apocalypse� nor what Cupitt�s response would be to

Altizer�s dialectical logic.

Nevertheless, in presenting his own version of postmodernism - which, in

contrast to Taylor�s dependence on Derrida, owes as much if not more to Richard

Rorty78 � Cupitt also regards Altizer as a kind of forerunner, or prophet, who points in

the direction of his own postmodern thought-world. Thus, Cupitt argues that following

upon what he claims is the demise of all of modernity�s certainties regarding the nature

of the human subject, consciousness, experience, reason and language, Christian

theology too must be radically reconceived. The result of all this is Cupitt�s advocacy of

his programme of postmodern theological non-realism.

For Cupitt, however, there exists an unfortunate nexus between most Christian

theology and the realist assumptions of modernity, which even appears to determine the

parameters of Altizer�s thought. Cupitt consequently asserts that,

It is�not surprising that in our own time the various prophets of post-modernity,
in philosophy from Nietzsche to the early Derrida, and in theology from Albert
Schweitzer to Thomas J.J. Altizer, should have drawn so heavily upon the
language of theology, and especially apocalyptic theology, to communicate their
messages.79

However, if one is to truly break this nexus between theology and modernity then one

has to adopt a �mysticism of secondariness�, which Cupitt suggests will require an

affirmation of �all the features of the postmodern condition that most shock and alarm

the surviving Old Guard of the Enlightenment.�80 Thus, Cupitt advocates a new kind of

mysticism which he defines as a �subversive and transgressive kind of writing�81 whose
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purpose is to �deconstruct official church ontology�.82 At issue is Cupitt�s deeply held

conviction that,

One of the most important philosophical insights that has precipitated us into
postmodernity is the discovery that because we never come to any absolute
beginning or last end, nothing is absolute or primary, nor even wholly
independent. We are always in the midst of things, and everything is secondary.
Everything becomes, and everything passes away. Relativism should not be a
bogey to us: it is true, and religiously speaking it is good news.83

By contrast, Altizer defines mysticism as �an otherworldly attempt to dissolve

the self in union with a transcendent Reality�,84 and it is my contention that this notion

forms the key to interpreting the whole of Altizer�s subsequent articulation of the �death

of God� theology. Cupitt�s admiration for Altizer is therefore - in the light of this

contention of mine - somewhat puzzling. Indeed, Altizer�s urge to describe a sense of

mystical union with the �wholly Other� is diametrically opposed to Cupitt�s this-worldly

preoccupations. This contrast between the two is amply illustrated by Cupitt�s

fascination with the question of Christian ethics and �value creation�, compared to

Altizer�s aversion to any question of normative ethics and his silence on the demands of

practical living.

It ought also be observed that what unites the responses of both Cupitt and

Taylor to Altizer is that each implies that Altizer�s theology may be used as a

springboard to either theological non-realism or else to a/theology. Hence, if Altizer

were to go one step further in the direction of deconstruction and postmodernism, he

could improve his position by moving beyond theism and atheism (Taylor) or else

dispose of theism altogether (Cupitt) in order to liberate genuine non-realist religious

creativity. Yet on my reading of Altizer, the atheistic outcomes (express or implied) in

the work of both Taylor and Cupitt cannot be represented as the denouement of

Altizer�s �death of God� theology. Hence, even if they show much more appreciation for

Altizer than did his early critics, Cupitt and Taylor nevertheless contribute to the

misinterpretation that abounds in the secondary literature that Altizer is, if not a

complete atheist, then at least a willing ally of the cause.
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(iii) John Cobb:

The merits of deconstruction and postmodernist non-realism, in addition to their

respective claims to supersede Altizer�s �death of God� theology, are not the only path

along which the post-1960�s evaluation of Altizer has proceeded. Quite another type of

exchange has taken place between process theology and Altizer�s theology. This is

represented by the fact that Altizer has co-edited a book on John Cobb�s theology,85 as

well as his having written a number of articles separately on Whiteheadian thought and

related topics.86 Hence, there is considerable room for comparison between Altizer�s

concept of  �total presence� and Whitehead�s concept of �actual occasions�. In addition,

Altizer�s concept of �coincidentia oppositorum� which unites transcendence with

immanence shares some common ground with process theology�s assertion of a �di-

polar� relationship between God�s transcendence and God�s immanence. Similarly there

is a link between Altizer�s apocalyptic eschatology and the process view of history.

However, from both Cobb�s and Altizer�s respective points of view, there is an

unbridgeable gulf between their respective systems of thought. The chief difficulty,

from Altizer�s point of view, lies in what he claims is the absence of any eschatology in

the process view of God. The dipolar concept of God simply fixes the relationship of

transcendence and immanence in an eternal relationship of coexistence, whereas Altizer

claims that there is apocalyptic transformation in the being of God that leads to the

transcendent becoming the immanent. This criticism of process theology is applied with

equal vigour by Altizer to all other forms of what he calls �church theology�.

From Cobb�s point of view, there is a fundamental disagreement between

himself and Altizer on the duty of the theologian to uphold church theology. For Cobb,

therefore, upholding church theology is indispensable in the definition of a Christian

theologian, whereas for Altizer the reverse is the case.  Thus Cobb asserts that,

In his self-definition [Altizer] is a Christian theologian. But that does not place
him within the established discipline of Christian theology. That discipline is
what Altizer calls �church theology� and Altizer is not a church theologian. For
him Christian theology is, or should be, something much more radical and more
fundamental.

Altizer�s reasons for rejecting church theology are important for the theological
community, profoundly challenging its self-understanding. Church theology is
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inherently flawed because the church is no longer the bearer of the Spirit or of
God�s continuing incarnation in Christ. God�s action in the world can only be
identified without blasphemy at the cutting edge of creativity and sensibility.
The church for centuries has been resisting the Spirit by clinging to past forms
that once bore the Spirit but long since ceased to do so. Most church theologians
do not even grasp this problem, supposing it as the self-evident task of the
theologian to explain what remnants of traditional teaching can �still� be
believed or acting as if ancient doctrines could simply be reaffirmed.

For Altizer the true task of the theologian is to discern the movement of the
Spirit in history regardless of how it is related to the church.87

By contrast, however, Cobb regards his own system of process theology as being

broadly consonant with the discipline of church theology. Hence he asserts,

To be a church theologian is to associate oneself with some branch of the church
and to understand one�s responsibilities as including the clarification and
improvement of church teaching and the direction of the church�s energies in
fruitful ways�My choice of church theology and Altizer�s choice of a purely
religious form of Christian theology are closely connected with our
philosophical differences. That Altizer is an idealist in the Hegelian tradition has
already been indicated. I, on the other hand, am a naturalist in the Whiteheadian
tradition. That means that we differ as to the locus of reality. Many of our
differences follow from that.88

Cobb is correct in suggesting that one needs to understand the concept of church

theology in the light of the rest of Altizer�s theological system. Indeed, in his article

Cobb has gone some way towards meeting this objective by providing a brief sketch of

the differences between Hegelian and Whiteheadian philosophy which he claims

underpin their other differences. However, the uncompromising nature of Altizer�s

opposition to church theology is to some degree glossed over by Cobb. This is because

what Cobb calls Altizer�s �purely religious form of Christian theology� is not only

intended to bypass the constraints which church theology places upon the movement of

the Spirit, it is in fact antithetical to church theology. The two cannot stand together nor

can any compromise be reached between them. It is only with the abolition of the

church as a factor in theology that one can attain to the mystical knowledge of God that

Altizer seeks to describe.

(iv) Clark Butler:

Unlike Cobb�s critique of Altizer - which ends in a philosophical impasse - a

rejoinder to Altizer�s opposition to church theology that attempts to meet Altizer
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halfway may be found in Clark Butler�s article, �Hegel, Altizer and Christian

Atheism�.89 Butler�s argument, in essence, is that Altizer is right to draw atheistic

conclusions from Hegel, but that he is wrong to seek the abolition of ecclesiastical

Christianity. Thus, Butler identifies himself with the left-wing Hegelians who derived

atheism from Hegelian premises. Indeed, Butler claims that Hegel carefully veiled his

atheistic tendencies in order to preserve his academic tenure. However, Butler also

claims that there is no necessity that the atheistic truths of speculative reason should

compel the abandonment of the ecclesiastical Christianity, given that it prefigures

speculative truth, albeit in the language of representation (Vorstellung).

In substantiating his case, Butler summarises Altizer�s position quite correctly

when he writes,

Ecclesiastical Christianity falls into the contradiction of, on the one hand,
acknowledging the Incarnation and thus death of the transcendent Father in the
immanent Christ (since otherwise it would not be Christian) and, on the other,
restoring the Father to his transcendence (since otherwise it would not be
ecclesiastical). Atheistic or non-ecclesiastical Christianity is the only coherent
and pure form of Christianity since it affirms the Incarnation in the sense of an
irreversible emptying of God�s lordship, a dialectical sublation of the analytical
understanding into speculative reason.90

However, Butler maintains that �Altizer�s call for the end of religion and the church

goes quite beyond anything advocated by Hegel, his philosophical mentor.�91 Indeed,

The fact remains that Hegel was as much concerned to justify religion as to
transcend it. His dialectical transcendence of it was also a preservation of it.
Philosophy, he thought, was not for everybody. Religion in the form of
imaginative representation is how the truth exists in the world.92

In Butler�s opinion, if there were a wholesale closing of churches, depopulation

of seminaries and decline of priesthoods, then this would relegate the grasp of the truths

of speculative reason to the university and make them inaccessible to imaginative

representation (Vorstellung). An immediate consequence would be �to make our

universities our churches� and �to make our professors our new priests.�93 For Butler,

such a situation would bring no joy to Hegel, as it would have the effect of isolating

philosophy from the world. Above all, however,

The most important reason why our universities cannot become our churches is
that the university seeks to promote rational understanding, i.e. theoretical
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reason, while the church seeks rather to promote affective involvement with, and
personal participation in, the truth. Hegel said that edification is not the purpose
of philosophy, but that unabashedly is a purpose of our churches. The function
of religion is to bring the individual with his whole being to feel the truth; yet no
philosophy which fails to build on the sound basis of this feeling can from the
Hegelian standpoint bring the individual to think the truth.94

It would seem, therefore, that if Altizer were to be true to his Hegelian roots, he

ought to take a more charitable view of the church. Hence, according to Butler,

Altizer�s emphasis�is too one-sidedly critical in that it fails to credit
ecclesiastical Christianity with the great historical service it has performed over
the centuries in preserving, albeit in distorted and compromised form, the
Christianity�s revolutionary-eschatological heritage. Even if the church has no
future role, it has preserved this heritage until such time as it could begin to bear
fruit. Altizer in The Descent into Hell is predominantly a revolutionary, and in
the heat of the battle one can only pass a total death sentence on the established
ecclesiastical order. But the philosopher in Altizer even here admits that to
negate the past is also to fulfil its promise.95

Butler�s position is curious in that he defends an atheistic interpretation of Hegel

whilst at the same time trying to maintain that the church preserves the possibility of

speculative reason emerging from the affective education that the language of

representation provides to the faculty of imagination. For Altizer, however, Hegel�s real

attitude to Vorstellung is that it is the product of the alienation of consciousness from its

object and that �the degree of its alienation varies in accordance with the particular

stage of the manifestation of Spirit in consciousness and in history.�96 Thus, according

to Altizer, it is only because Hegel was keen to avoid censorship that he does not attack

organised religion and instead confines his remarks to criticising alienated belief or

faith.97

Hence, Altizer attributes similar motives to Hegel�s treatment of Vorstellung as

Butler does to Hegel�s treatment of atheism. However, Altizer�s rejection of the church

owes little to Hegel directly, but is motivated instead by Altizer�s affirmation of Blake�s

undeniable opposition to the church. Altizer�s appropriation of Hegel is, therefore,

somewhat selective.

Nevertheless, an issue which is more important than the interpretation of Hegel�s

ecclesiology is whether Altizer is justified in his apocalyptic interpretation of Hegel,

which is also motivated by his effort to synthesise the work of Hegel and Blake. Thus,
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in Altizer�s theology it would appear that time and history (i.e. the mediation of the

immediate) is all too easily supplanted by the apocalyptic arrival of the �all in all�. This

is in spite of the fact that Altizer spends much time defending Hegel�s doctrine of

mediation.

To be fair to Altizer, he does acknowledge the difficulty in establishing the exact

nature of Hegel�s eschatology.98 However, the end result of Altizer�s interpretation of

Hegel, influenced as it is by other factors, is that he subscribes to a version of dialectical

logic which negates everything, including time, history, the church and the self. Given

the nature of his dialectical logic, therefore, it is not at all clear how Altizer�s theology

can be amended so as to make its implications less revolutionary and therefore more

amenable to church theology, as Butler seems to hope may be possible with a more

conservative approach to Hegel.

(v) Richard Feero:

There may yet be another way of tackling Altizer that would force him to

moderate his stance on church theology. Richard Lee Feero attempts such a project in

his unpublished doctoral thesis, Radical Theology in Preparation: From Altizer to

Edwards.99

The main focus of Feero�s work is to analyse the concept of conversion and

grace in Altizer�s theology. Feero argues that the �epiphany of the Word� (or the �death

of God�) in Altizer�s theology is the scene of a conversion.100 Feero then proceeds to

argue that Altizer�s atheism does not simply eliminate theism, but that theism (which

Feero calls the �old� form of faith) always recurs as the condition of the possibility of

atheism (which is the �new� form of faith).101  Thus Feero argues that church theology

(the �old form of faith�) is a preparation and grounding for the �death of God� (the �new

form of faith�) and that the difference between the former and the latter is small. Feero�s

route to this conclusion is somewhat tortuous, as he attempts to find analogies between

Jonathan Edwards� concepts of conversion and grace and Altizer�s idea of the epiphany

of the Word.

Feero�s thesis begins with Langdon Gilkey�s observation that Altizer�s theology

is a solitary exercise, lacking criteria for theological truth, and that it merely

                                                
98 Ibid. pp.170-174.
99 Feero, R.L. Radical Theology in Preparation: From Altizer to Edwards (Unpublished thesis, Syracuse
University, Graduate School, 1993).
100 Ibid. p.22.
101 Ibid. pp.339-368.
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�proclaims�but cannot persuade�.102 In contrast to this, Feero is keen to demonstrate

that Altizer�s �death of God� theology does not issue, as Gilkey contends, from a �no

place�, but that it arises instead out of the old form of faith. Feero attempts to show that

for Altizer the �old form of faith� and the �new form of faith� correlate together and that

the differences between the last state and the first are small and gradual.

If Feero is to be believed, then church theology is a necessary preparation for

�death of God� theology, just as in Jonathan Edwards� theology �nature� prepares for

�grace�. Indeed, church theology is to be regarded as a substratum or seedbed in which

one awaits conversion to the new epiphany of the Word. With the arrival of the new

form of faith, the old form of faith is recast as having veiled the new form of faith, and

is henceforth regarded as a false form of faith. Nevertheless, the signs for the emergence

of the new form of faith can retrospectively be discovered to be inherent in the old form

of faith.

So whereas the conversion from church theology to �death of God� theology

may appear to be a sudden new epiphany of the Word, the reality is that this takes place

�within the strictures of temporality that is itself gradual�.103 In other words, it has to

have a long period of preparation via the old form of faith. Furthermore, following

Edwards, the gift of conversion (or �grace�) is very small. Thus, Feero quotes Edwards,

�There is much affection in the true saints which is not spiritual�affections are often

mixed; all is not from grace, but much from nature.�104  Hence for Feero, by analogy,

there is much in the new form of faith that owes its origin to the old form of faith.

Hence, �grace is very small.�105

Feero�s thesis is correct in so far as even Altizer admits, at least implicitly, that

the memory of church theology is inescapable for him and that it must therefore be

actively negated. It is also the case that for Altizer, as Feero himself observes,

�immanence is what transcendence was.�106 Yet even Feero agrees that his analogy

between the concepts of nature and grace in Edward�s theology and the old form of faith

and the new in Altizer�s theology must eventually break down. This is because the

conflict between the old church theology and the new �death of God� theology is a

conflict between two forms of faith, whereas the difference between grace and nature is

                                                
102 Ibid. p.1.
103 Ibid. p.37.
104 Ibid. p.24. [Feero�s citation is Jonathan Edwards, Religious Affections, Vol.2 The Works of Jonathan
Edwards ed. by John E. Smith (New Have: Yale University Press, 1959) p.118].
105 Ibid. p.28. [Feero�s citation is Jonathan Edwards, op.cit., p.194].
106 Ibid. p.23. [Feero�s citation is Altizer, T.J.J. The Descent Into Hell (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott,
1970) p.91].
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another sort of conflict altogether, namely, between the unredeemed and the redeemed

as seen from the perspective of the old form of faith.107 Consequently, if Feero�s rather

strained analogy were to be allowed to stand, then he would have succeeded in

completely undermining Altizer�s unique form of mysticism in an effort to co-opt him

as an implicit ally of the old form of faith. However, Feero�s attempt to co-opt Altizer�s

theology in order to make it conform more readily to church theology overlooks the fact

that Altizer�s system of thought cannot be compromised with, without having the whole

structure collapse in the process. 

4. Conclusion:

The survey of the foregoing material in which the �death of God� has been

variously described and then criticised yields the following preliminary conclusions:

(i) The original �death of God� controversy was constituted by both the primary

materials of Altizer, Hamilton and van Buren, as well as the welter of secondary sources

which wrongly sought to homogenise the concept of the �death of God�.

(ii) The enduring legacy of this homogenisation process has been to equate

�death of God� theology with atheism.

(iii) The later secondary material has concentrated on Altizer�s work, but this

has not had the effect of removing the lasting impression that the �death of God�

theology has atheistic implications. This situation is aided by the fact that Altizer�s most

sympathetic supporters in the intervening years (i.e. Taylor and Cupitt) have been

people with atheistic agendas of their own.

(iv) Where the secondary material frequently errs is in the attempt by various

commentators to meet Altizer halfway, in the hope of reaching a compromise between

his system of thought and church theology. However, Altizer�s idiosyncratic mystical

theology cannot reach a compromise with any of his friendly detractors� church

theologies, without his entire system having to be abandoned.

It is now necessary to describe Altizer�s corpus of writing at some length in

order to shore up these preliminary conclusions via a reading of Altizer that swims

against the general tide of opinion.

                                                
107 Ibid. p.23.
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Chapter Three: Thomas Altizer�s Mysticism of  �Total Presence�
1. Introduction:

In this chapter I shall seek to portray Altizer as a mystical theologian, in contrast

to the predominant view of the secondary literature that he is really an atheist in

Christian guise. The assessment of Altizer�s theology as a mystical system of thought,

as well as its relationship with nineteenth century Protestant theology, will both be

canvassed in the next chapter.

By �mystic� I shall begin by adopting Altizer�s own usage. Thus, Altizer defines

mysticism as �an otherworldly attempt to dissolve the self in union with a transcendent

Reality�.1 This definition is derived from Altizer�s study of oriental mysticism, but it

has implications for his understanding of Christianity as well. Indeed, I wish to assert

that this single definition is the key to understanding all of Altizer�s work. Hence, in his

concept of �total presence� Altizer describes a state of pure anonymity in which the self

is totally dissolved in the �all in all� which is derived from his eschatological

understanding of God�s self-negation (and hence total presence) in Christ.

As the discussion proceeds, Altizer�s initial position will be seen to be an

instance of the �principle of identity� in which the general object is the unity of the finite

with the infinite.

2. Altizer�s Theological Development:

Thomas Jonathan Jackson Altizer was born on September 28, 1927 in

Cambridge, Massachusetts. He is an Episcopalian layperson. He completed his A.B. at

the University of Chicago in 1948. In 1951 he received his A.M. from the University of

Chicago, and in 1955 he received his Ph.D., again from the University of Chicago,

having written his dissertation on Jung under the supervision of Joachim Wach.

Altizer�s major academic postings have included assistant professor, then associate

professor of Bible and Religion at Emory University, Atlanta (1956-68); followed by

professor of English and Religious Studies at State University of New York (1968 �

present).

For the foundations of Altizer�s published theology, his first book Oriental

Mysticism and Biblical Eschatology2 provides an essential background to all his later

work. It is here that Altizer laid down his pivotal concept of mysticism and its

                                                
1 Altizer, T.J.J. Oriental Mysticism and Biblical Eschatology (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1961)
p.170.
2 Ibid.
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relationship to divine transcendence, along with what he claimed was theology�s lost

grounding in eschatology. In Altizer�s second book, Mircea Eliade and the Dialectic of

the Sacred,3 he enlarged upon these themes and commenced the process of uniting the

sacred and the profane together into one reality, which was to become the hallmark of

his subsequent theology. He did this by drawing upon Mircea Eliade�s use of the

mystical concept of the �coincidentia oppositorum�.

Altizer�s next book, The Gospel of Christian Atheism,4 is his most famous work.

This and his other polemical book, Radical Theology and the Death of God5 (co-

authored by William Hamilton) published around the same time, have tended to obscure

his other less well-known works.

These two books were followed soon after by Toward a New Christianity:

Readings in the Death of God Theology6, which was a compendium of historical

readings in �death of God� theology, which Altizer edited. Then followed The New

Apocalypse: The Radical Christian Vision of William Blake.7 It is in this book that

Altizer defined more fully his understanding of the �death of God� by using the poetry

of William Blake as his inspiration, and by using Hegel�s dialectical thinking as his

interpretative apparatus.

In his next book, The Descent into Hell, Altizer set out to effect a radical

reversal of past Christian consciousness. The book�s bold title is meant to convey the

eschatological movement of �transcendence into immanence�, �Spirit into flesh� and

�Heaven into Hell�8 which Altizer derived from his use of Hegel�s dialectical negation.

�Eternal death� is another symbol Altizer employs in order to suggest the pure

immanence that results from �the eschatological negation and reversal of pure

transcendence.�9

From this point on, Altizer published a number of books that sought to present

God as breaking the eternal and transcendent silences by revealing himself as the �I

AM� incarnated in speech. The first such exercise was a meditation on Judaism

                                                
3 Altizer, T.J.J. Mircea Eliade and the Dialectic of the Sacred (Westport CT: Greenwood Press, 1975; first
published by Westminster Press, 1963).
4 Altizer, T.J.J. The Gospel of Christian Atheism (London: Collins, 1967).
5 Altizer T.J.J. and Hamilton, W. Radical Theology and the Death of God (New York: Bobbs-Merrill Co.,
1966).
6 Altizer, T.J.J. (ed.) Toward a New Christianity: Readings in the Death of God Theology (New York:
Harcourt, Brace & World, 1967).
7 Altizer, T.J.J. The New Apocalypse: The Radical Christian Vision of William Blake (USA: Michigan
State University Press, 1967).
8 Altizer, T.J.J. The Descent into Hell (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott, 1970) p.124.
9 Ibid. p.123.
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contained in The Self-Embodiment of God.10 Altizer had more to say on the nature of

speech in his next book, Total Presence: The Language of Jesus and the Language of

Today, but this time his approach was less meditative and more theoretical. Altizer

argued here that Jesus� parabolic speech was �the negation of mythical vision. Indeed, it

is the negation, transcendence or reversal of vision itself, a negation of all horizons and

planes lying outside of and beyond the pure immediacy of speech.�11 This book is

important in that it describes other concepts that are central to Altizer�s mysticism,

namely, the anonymity of God, the anonymity of selfhood, and the arrival of a universal

humanity in a total presence which is �all in all�.

Altizer�s subsequent publication, History as Apocalypse,12 was a study of the

western literary tradition traversing the ancient Greeks, the Old Testament, St Paul, St

Augustine, Dante, Milton, Blake and Joyce. It began with the question of how the Alpha

and the Omega, the beginning and the end, related to each other. But this issue was

subordinated to the tracing in literature of the movement from the beginning to the end

of self-consciousness.

The question of how the Alpha and the Omega relate to one another was taken

up again and expanded at length in Altizer�s next two books, Genesis and Apocalypse13

and The Genesis of God.14 These books resume the meditative style of The Self-

Embodiment of God and focus on the �I AM� that is incarnate in speech. But Altizer

goes further and declares that the �I AM� is also the �I AM NOT�.15 This implies

nothing less than the self-negation or self-emptying of the Godhead.16 The Genesis of

God gets behind the concepts of actuality and the self-naming of �I AM� and

concentrates on the necessity of God, which includes the necessity of the kenotic

Incarnation and Crucifixion.

Altizer�s most recent book, The Contemporary Jesus,17 is a recapitulation of his

previous work in a somewhat summary form and in the process Altizer reflects on

various contemporary descriptions of Jesus, with the �Jesus movement� receiving his

harshest criticism.

                                                
10 Altizer, T.J.J. The Self-Embodiment of God (New York: Harper & Row, 1977) reprinted in 1987 by
University Press of America in the Brown Classics in Judaica Series.
11 Altizer, T.J.J. Total Presence: The Language of Jesus and the Language of Today (New York: Seabury,
1980) p.11.
12 Altizer, T.J.J. History as Apocalypse (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1985).
13 Altizer, T.J.J. Genesis and Apocalypse: A Theological Voyage Toward Authentic Christianity
(Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1990).
14 Altizer, T.J.J. The Genesis of God: A Theological Genealogy (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster/John
Knox Press, 1993).
15 Altizer, T.J.J. Genesis and Apocalypse p.113.
16 Ibid. p.115.
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3. Altizer�s Essential Concepts:

In order to fully explicate Altizer�s system of thought I shall now proceed to

dissect his theology by dividing it into discrete concepts in an effort to lay bare the

elements that go together to form his particular interpretation of Christianity. When

properly analysed, it will be quite obvious that Altizer attempts to immerse the reader in

a mystical state of consciousness in which there is a total union of the soul with God.

This is made possible by the unity of the sacred and the profane, which is the result of

the total presence of the �all in all�.

3A. The Sacred and the Profane:

It is evident from his first publication that Altizer began his career being fully

committed to a doctrine of divine transcendence coupled with a radical, otherworldly

eschatology. Thus, in Oriental Mysticism and Biblical Eschatology, which must be read

as the benchmark text in order to understand any of Altizer�s subsequent theology,

Altizer speaks about belief in God in the following terms:

Religious belief is a response to an absolutely transcendent Beyond whose
actualization or manifestation must bring an end to everything man knows and
experiences as an immanent being within the world. Faith is the enemy not
simply of man�s moral autonomy but far more deeply of his ontological
autonomy: it is dedicated to the destruction of everything that man has become
as a historical being within the world. Nietzsche rightly recognized Christianity
as the �deification� of nothingness, for it is an ontological rebellion against
everything man knows and is as historical being and autonomous reality.18

Altizer�s concept of the nature of Christ is just as radically otherworldly, owing

to the fact that he makes such a sharp distinction between the sacred (which he equates

with the �mythical�) and the profane (which he equates with the �historical�). Thus,

Altizer asserts that,

In a profound sense it is true that there is no historical Jesus, but only a mythical
Jesus: for the Christian believer, Jesus is wholly a sacred Reality and in no sense
a profane being.19

The distinction between the sacred and the profane is absolutely central to

Altizer�s work, as is the distinction between the �mythical� and the �historical�. What

this amounts to will become clearer as the analysis proceeds. In the meantime, however,

it is sufficient to say that for Altizer consciousness of the sacred is �world-ending�

eschatological consciousness. However, according to Altizer the average Christian is all

                                                                                                                                              
17 Altizer, T.J.J. The Contemporary Jesus (London: SCM, 1998).
18 Altizer, T.J.J. Oriental Mysticism and Biblical Eschatology pp.160-161.
19 Ibid. p.165.
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too easily misled into thinking that consciousness of the sacred is world-affirming and

that the world (the profane) is the arena of God�s providence. Thus, the early Altizer

rejected what he claimed was the world-affirming tendency of liberal Protestantism with

the assertion that,

Not only has the Christian become at home in the world, but he has come to
interpret the world itself as a reflection of God (as witness the Logos theology
and the compromising efforts of liberal Protestantism to baptize a modern
scientific Weltanschauung). Even sophisticated Christians have naïvely assumed
that the world which is known and experienced by the modern consciousness is
the same world which was manifest in the ancient prophetic religions.20

On the contrary, Altizer maintained that,

We will never arrive at an authentic understanding of religion apart from a
shattering of our own autonomy, apart from a dissolution of our immersion in a
wholly immanent world.21

He went on to assert that �the Christian gospel will prove to be unreal to anyone

who is deeply attached to the reality of the world.�22 Thus faith consists of an

experience of a �primordial and eschatological reality of the Wholly Other.�23 Altizer,

therefore, forces us to make a choice between prophetic faith and world-affirming faith.

The former is aware only of primordial sacred reality, the latter is immersed in the

profane reality of this world and its historical and providential significance. Thus,

The prophetic faith was not a response to a providential Deity who is the
architect of nature and the director of history, but rather to a wholly other sacred
Power and Will.24

Altizer therefore likens prophetic faith to the world-denying philosophy of the

higher forms of Buddhism. As a consequence, �primitive Christianity and the higher

forms of Buddhism are completely indifferent to civilization�.25 However, we cannot

accept prophetic faith if we are in the habit of thinking that God must be revealed as

participating in profane �being�. Hence,

The man of faith does not pronounce the name of God as though it were the
product of a human or rational language. Indeed, he does not know God in so far
as he knows being, for in so far as he knows being he cannot know God. So it is
that the prophetico-eschatological demand for the reversal of the values of the
world is ultimately directed to the uprooting of man from his participation in
being�To the prophetic believer God is manifest to the world only as the God
of wrath and judgement. Consequently, the prophetic faith finally produced an

                                                
20 Ibid. p.171.
21 Ibid. p.172.
22 Ibid. p.178.
23 Ibid. p.181.
24 Ibid. p.185.
25 Ibid. p.182.
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eschatological religion that understood the world as the Old Aeon, as doomed to
pass away with the final �action� of God.26

Hence, Altizer suggests that without a concept of the �wholly Other�, �modern

man can only know the death of God�.27 By the �death of God� Altizer, in this early

work, meant that by being cognizant only of immanent �being�, modern consciousness

could only know the absence of God. However, Altizer�s understanding of the �death of

God� in this instance must be distinguished from his later use of the concept. In his early

work the �death of God� was likened to a form of secular consciousness whereby the

profane excluded the sacred. In his more fully developed thinking, the �death of God� is

a state of affairs in which the profane and the sacred come together in a �dialectical

negation� of transcendence into immanence. His early usage therefore differs from his

later version of the concept of the �death of God� which he uses as a designation for the

presence of God being effected in the world as a result of the principle of dialectical

negation.

Altizer�s early theology may be summarized as advocating a radical distinction

between the sacred and the profane without which one cannot begin to imagine or

experience the reality of God. However, whereas in his early theology the reality of God

was manifested only as an archaic sense of the wholly Other, in his �death of God�

theology the reality of God is experienced as the �all in all� which results from a

dialectical negation of the original, archaic, sense of the sacred Other.

Hence, in spite of the fact that Altizer came to reverse his original theological

position on the sacred and the profane, the distinction is carried over into Altizer�s later

work owing to the nature of his dialectical logic. Thus, the work contained in Oriental

Mysticism figures as the fundamental premise from which Altizer�s later �dialectical

negation� of the sacred and the profane is derived. On the other hand, Altizer is inclined

to reject his early work and believes that it is only with the publication of his fourth

book, The New Apocalypse: The Radical Christian Vision of William Blake, that there

is anything like a systematic �death of God� theology presented to the reader.28 This

may be so, but the route by which he gets to his fully developed �death of God� position

just as surely begins with the sharp dichotomy between the sacred and the profane

articulated in Oriental Mysticism. For without it he could not arrive at the dialectical

unity of the sacred and the profane contained in his bridging work, Mircea Eliade and

                                                
26 Ibid. p.195.
27 Ibid. p.195.
28 Altizer, T.J.J. �Overt Language About the Death of God� Christian Century Vol.95 June 7-14 1978
pp.624-627 at p.624.
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the Dialectic of the Sacred, let alone the �radical Christian vision� of William Blake

contained in The New Apocalypse. How else could he argue, as he does in Mircea

Eliade and the Dialectic of the Sacred, for a position that is radically dialectical, an

�ultimate coincidentia oppositorum when the sacred will be identical with the profane,

all things will be one, and God will be all in all.�?29 The dialectical negation requires

the original distinction between the sacred and the profane before the synthesis of the

two can emerge. In addition, it also requires a great many premises drawn from the

work of Mircea Eliade, G.W.F. Hegel and others in order to establish the nature of the

new epiphany of the sacred that Altizer has come to call, albeit somewhat misleadingly,

the �death of God�.

3B. Archaic Consciousness of the Sacred:

Altizer�s emergent synthesis of the sacred and the profane is first described in

Mircea Eliade and the Dialectic of the Sacred. Here the dialectical union of the sacred

and the profane is described as a forward moving eschatological end to transcendence

with the result that �the Center is everywhere [and] eternity begins in every Now.�30

The sense of eternity that makes this possible is described by Altizer as being like

�Proustian ecstasy�.31 In a manner similar to Marcel Proust�s �profane mysticism�32 - in

which Proust�s ultimate goal is a sense of timelessness - Altizer describes the unity of

the sacred and the profane as being like �an accidental experience�which brings the

�idea of existence� to the dreams of the imagination, supplying them with that which

they would otherwise lack, reality itself.�33 Altizer�s dream, being not unlike Proust�s

own sense of timelessness, is a vision of Christ being all in all.

Altizer�s new theological vision of the �all in all� is grounded in his

appropriation of Mircea Eliade�s understanding of religious consciousness in which the

realm of the sacred is upheld as being prior to and determinative of all profane reality.

This is the theme of the first part of Mircea Eliade and the Dialectic of the Sacred.

However, the commentary on Eliade is merely a prelude to Altizer�s larger agenda in

which his object is to show that the sacred is dialectically related to the profane. Hence

                                                
29 Altizer, T.J.J. Mircea Eliade and the Dialectic of the Sacred pp.114-115.
30 Ibid. p.200.
31 Ibid, p.116. [Altizer�s citation is Marcel Proust The Past Recaptured tr. by C.K. Scott Moncrieff and
Frederick A. Blossom (Random House, 1932) Vol. II p.997].
32 Ibid. p.116. [Altizer�s citation for this term is R.C. Zaehner Mysticism: Sacred and Profane (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1957) pp. 50-61].
33 Ibid. p.123. [Altizer�s citation is Marcel Proust, op. cit. p.996].
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the second half of his book is an exploration of other thinkers whom Altizer thinks

partially succeed in dialectically relating the sacred and the profane.

However, it is not until his next book, The New Apocalypse: The Radical

Christian Vision of William Blake, that Altizer is able to show to his own satisfaction

how Christianity can be interpreted as a fully dialectical system of thought. For this to

occur he has to have recourse to the philosophy of Hegel. The work of Eliade, however,

is fundamental to understanding how Altizer can ultimately arrive at his Hegelian

position.

What Altizer set out to do in Mircea Eliade and the Dialectic of the Sacred,

however, is to dialectically relate the sacred and the profane, rather than maintain the

strict dichotomy between the two concepts that he considered essential in Oriental

Mysticism and Biblical Eschatology. Moreover, in Mircea Eliade and the Dialectic of

the Sacred Altizer enlarges on the question of the reality of the sacred, given the

presence of profane consciousness as the predominant form of modern historical

consciousness. In order to achieve this Altizer makes substantial use of Eliade in

addition to a number of other prominent thinkers drawn from the fields of psychology,

existentialism and political theory. However, Altizer so interpolates the views of his

preferred thinkers throughout his overall argument that quotations from them can, in

most cases, be taken to illustrate his own views.

Altizer�s argument begins with the assertion, following Eliade, that the

understanding of sacred consciousness is independent of any prior theoretical discipline

such as the �scientific� or �historical� study of religion.34 Instead, the sacred is

presented as standing forth as its own reality, which involves the rejection of all other

profane and historical reality. In other words, the very assertion of the reality of the

sacred involves a fundamental clash between profane consciousness and sacred

consciousness and, as a consequence, the sacred consciousness, if it is to be grasped at

all, must of necessity be viewed as the foundational reality. In other words the sacred

does not correlate with, nor is it derived from, any aspect of profane historical

consciousness. Thus, according to Eliade,

In the last analysis, the religious life is nonhistorical (l�anhistoricité); for all of
history is a limitation and diminution of the sacred, in short, a �fall� of the
sacred.35

                                                
34 Ibid. pp.30-31.
35 Ibid. p.32. [Altizer�s citation is Eliade, M. Le Chamanisme et les techniques archaïques (Payot, Paris,
1951) p.14].
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Nor is the sacred inferred from any theoretical discipline. This is most important in that

the sacred reality is prior to all other reality. It is not derivative from anything else nor

is it subject to any kind of theoretical restriction. Hence, there is an �originality and

nonderivation [to] religious experience.�36 Indeed, all profane consciousness must be

first of all regarded as an illusion before the reality of the sacred can become the prior

and determinative reality. Thus, following Indian thought,

The state of ignorance and illusion is not that of living in History, but in
believing in its ontological reality.37

The dividing line between consciousness of the sacred and profane

consciousness for Eliade is that in sacred consciousness the real is the apprehension �

commonly found in archaic religion - of an archetypal reality that transcends individual

objects. Hence an individual object is at its most vivid when it becomes �a hierophany,

or possesses mana, or�commemorates a mythical act�.38 The object is then saturated

with being. From such archaic religious consciousness we can derive an archaic

ontology. Thus the real is the eternal or archetypal reality in contrast to the unreal

which is the temporal-historical world. This means that archaic ontology is constituted

in an entirely different way to that of modern western ontologies. Hence,

Archaic ontology is neither objective nor subjective in the modern sense, it
transcends this dichotomy�the reality known to archaic man is one that
�speaks� or �reveals itself� through symbols; and archaic symbols are always
religious (i.e. they are capable of revealing a meaning that is not evident on the
level of immediate experience) because they point to something real: �For on
the archaic level of culture, the real � that is, the powerful, the living � is
equivalent to the sacred.�39

It is apparent that consciousness of the sacred is based on a dichotomy between

modern historical consciousness and archaic consciousness of the sacred. This is

because, according to Eliade,

Modern man�s originality, his newness in comparison with traditional societies,
lies precisely in his determination to regard himself as a purely historical being,
in his wish to live in a desacralized cosmos.40

                                                
36 Ibid. p.30. [Altizer�s citation is Scheler, M. On the Eternal in Man (SCM Press, Ltd., London, 1960)
p.171].
37 Ibid. p.31. [Altizer�s citation is Eliade, M. Myths, Dreams and Mysteries, tr. by Philip Mariet (Harper &
Row, Publishers, Inc., 1960) p.242].
38 Ibid. p.43. [Altizer�s citation is Eliade, M. The Myth of Eternal Return, tr. by Willard R. Trask
(Bollingen Series XLVI, Pantheon Books, Inc., 1958) pp.3ff.].
39 Ibid. p.44. [Altizer�s citation is Eliade, M. �Methodological Remarks on the Study of Religious
Symbolism� in The History of Religions: Essays in Methodology, ed. by Mircea Eliade and Joseph
Kitagawa (The University of Chicago Press, 1959) pp.86-107 at p.99].
40 Ibid. p.23. [Altizer�s citation is Eliade, M. Birth and Rebirth, tr. by Willard Trask (Harper & Row,
Publishers Inc., 1958) p.9].
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By contrast,

Archaic man has no historical memory; he revolts against personal events that,
taken together, constitute history. Moreover, the archaic world knows nothing of
�profane� activities: every act that has a definite meaning in some way
participates in the sacred.41

Therefore, according to Eliade, for modern consciousness the sacred can only be

known by a complete inversion of everything that modern consciousness �knows� as

real. Hence, �the sacred can only appear to us as the Other, an Other whose very

epiphany would dissolve our being in time.�42 In order to conceive of the sacred,

therefore, we must begin with the idea that the sacred is atemporal. Its atemporality

consists of a mode of consciousness that participates in the archetypal �events which

took place in illo tempore, at the beginning of Time.�43 The apprehension of

atemporality is, importantly, derived from mythic consciousness. Indeed the �beginning

of time� is also described as the �time of the myths�.44 Thus, for Altizer, following

Eliade,

All myths describe the eruption of the sacred into the world; therefore all
mythology is ontophany, the plenary manifestation of Being. The man who
speaks, and truly speaks, in the symbols of myth reflects in his own being the
presence of the sacred; apart from that presence myth must remain an opaque
language, or, at least, a language that he can never speak. As Eliade notes, the
very recitation of myth in its true form is a hierophany, a manifestation of the
sacred.45

However, since even archaic mythic consciousness is subject to a fall from the sacred

into the profane world, the sacred must be recovered in archaic consciousness by means

of the renewal of sacred time enacted in the ecstatic rites and rituals of shamanism.

Hence,

Shamanism, like all religions, is a response to a primordial �fall� of man from
the sacred; the shaman in his ecstasy reproduces a primordial �situation,� he
recovers the human condition before the �fall.�46

Consequently,

The essence of shamanism is an ecstatic voyage to the sacred from the profane, a
quest for the lost time of paradise, a journey that culminates in the recovery in
ecstatic form of man�s spiritual powers. Yet the shamanic voyage is possible
only by means of a reversal of the profane, and concrete time and space must be
abolished so as to make possible an epiphany of the primal Beginning and the

                                                
41 Ibid. p.43. [Altizer�s citation is Eliade, M. The Myth of Eternal Return, op. cit. pp.75 & 27ff.].
42 Ibid. p.27.
43 Ibid. p.45. [Altizer�s citation is Eliade, M. Birth and Rebirth op. cit. p.xi].
44 Ibid. p.45. [Altizer�s citation is Eliade, M. Birth and Rebirth p.xi].
45 Ibid. p.36.
46 Ibid. p.49. [Altizer�s citation is Eliade, M. Le Chamanisme et les techniques archaïques op. cit. p.429].
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cosmic Center, the man who lives in �time� must dissolve himself in chaos so as
to be reborn through ecstasy in his primal state.47

The renewal of sacred time therefore involves a re-presentation (anamnesis) - in

the here and now - of the mythic time of the Beginning, the result of which is that all

�history� is destroyed.48 Consequently,

Archaic man does not accept himself as a historical or personal being, as a being
living in concrete duration. His deepest will is directed to the destruction of
concrete time and space, and his behavior as a �symbolic being� revolves about
a periodic abolition of that profane existence which modern man knows as
consciousness and history.49

3C. Modern Consciousness of the Sacred:

An important point to note is that in Altizer�s estimation Eliade�s distinction

between archaic and modern consciousness is a distinction between ideal types.50 In

other words, the archaic and modern senses of reality are determined according to

human choice and not by virtue of historical necessity. Hence, we can either choose to

accept mythic consciousness or we can choose to abolish the sacred by living in a

desacralized �historical� world. However, as will become clear in the section on Hegel,

Altizer�s own interpretation of the sacred/profane distinction is much more historically

determined (i.e. in an Hegelian manner) than is Eliade�s position. For Altizer the

procession of consciousness from sacred to profane and then back to sacred involves

more than human choice as the catalyst. It involves, instead, an apocalyptic act of God

to effect a renewed sense of the sacred in modern consciousness. In other words,

Eliade�s concept of shamanism on its own is not enough, even though the epic poets

whom Altizer admires could be likened to latter-day equivalents of the shamans.

Furthermore, whereas Eliade looks backward to a return of the archaic sacred, Altizer

argues that we must look forward to a resurrection of the sacred in modern

consciousness. In other words, Altizer seeks a �new eternity� in modern consciousness

that will, in a dialectical fashion, replace the �old eternity� which Eliade ascribes to

archaic consciousness. Hence, Altizer asserts,

For the religious man of our time, only a positive response to the sacred power
of the radical profane can make possible a Yes-saying to our destiny, an
openness to a Kingdom of God which lies not behind but beyond.51

                                                
47 Ibid. p.52.
48 Ibid. p.55.
49 Ibid. pp.56-57.
50 Ibid. p.58.
51 Ibid. p.196.
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For Altizer, however, the classical Christian doctrine of Incarnation is not the

means by which to the recover the sacred in modern consciousness. Thus, following

Eliade, Altizer asserts that with the Incarnation,

Christianity strives to save history; first because it accords a value to historic
time; and also because, for the Christian, the historical event, while remaining
just what it is, becomes capable of transmitting a trans-historical message.52

However, Christianity�s desire to save history is negated by what Eliade also asserts is

the fact that �Christianity entered into history in order to abolish it: the greatest hope of

the Christian is the second coming of Christ, which is to put an end to all history.�53

Thus, Altizer rejects the Christian attempt to save history whilst endorsing its opposite

tendency to abolish history.

Altizer seeks support for the view that the Christian attempt to save history

should be resisted by citing Albert Schweitzer�s work, The Mysticism of Paul the

Apostle, in order to demonstrate that the classical doctrine of Incarnation represents a

departure from the original eschatological message of the Gospel. The classical

doctrine, according to Schweitzer, substitutes a Hellenistic doctrine of the union of flesh

and spirit for the radical distinction between the old aeon and the new aeon to be found

in Paul�s eschatology. Hence, Schweitzer argues,

�The Hellenization of Christianity by Ignatius and by the Asia Minor theology
consists, therefore, in taking over the Pauline mysticism of �being-in-Christ� as
the proper formulation of the Christian doctrine of redemption, but giving it for
content, not the eschatological conception of the dying and rising again with
Christ, but the Hellenistic conception of the union of flesh and Spirit.� In this
conception of the �union� of flesh and Spirit (pneuma) lies the origin of the
traditional doctrine of the Incarnation. But to conceive of redemption as the
union of flesh and Spirit is to nullify the radical opposition between the Old and
New Aeons � or, in Eliade�s language, between the sacred and the profane � and
to sanction the structure of the natural order by making it the arena of
sanctification. By this means the eschatological foundations of faith are
abandoned, and so likewise is surrendered every real hope of liberation from the
world � which Schweitzer identifies as the one firm ground of Christian ethics.54

Thus, Altizer concludes that,

The Messiah-Son of Man, whom the early church had proclaimed, and whose
coming marked the advent of the end of the world, now became the Logos
Christ in whose image the world had been made. Redemption occurred in the
present through union with the Logos Christ, and this meaning of redemption

                                                
52 Ibid. p.65. [Altizer�s citation is Eliade, M. Images and Symbols, tr. by Philip Mariet (Sheed & Ward,
Inc., 1961) p.170].
53 Ibid. p.65. [Altizer�s citation is Eliade, M. Images and Symbols, p.171].
54 Ibid. p.70  [Altizer�s citation is Albert Schweitzer, The Mysticism of Paul the Apostle, tr. by William
Montgomery (Adam & Charles Black, Ltd., London, 1953) p.343].
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demanded a redeemer who was wholly detached from the eschatological
message of Jesus.55

Altizer regards Schweitzer�s characterization of the opposition between biblical

eschatology and the Hellenistic union of flesh and spirit as being a definitive account of

the malaise afflicting Christian dogma. Hence, Altizer asserts,

Not only is authentic faith compromised by an acceptance of the reality of the
profane (of �being�, of the world), but thereby it loses its immediate expression
in ethics. Nor can faith treat �flesh� as a neutral term: flesh is the Old Aeon, it is
the power of sin, the form of existence that annihilates the presence of the
sacred. Ancient Christianity�s neutralization of the world, the flesh, and the
profane, went hand in hand with an abandonment of the original eschatological
form of the gospel, and with a corresponding syncretistic absorption both of
classical culture and of alien religious forms. We need not doubt that such a
transformation was necessary if Christianity was to become Christendom, but
Christendom is now collapsing, and the time has come for a recovery of the
original meaning and power of the gospel! Quite naturally Eliade�s recovery of
the sacred has taken him beyond the Christian tradition, he can find no means of
making the sacred meaningful in terms of the traditional conceptions of the
creation and the Incarnation, but thereby he is moving beyond the compromise
of the ancient church, moving in the direction of the original gospel, and,
perhaps, most significant of all, is evolving an understanding of the sacred that is
genuinely universal, that draws all manifestations of the sacred into a unifying
dialectical process.56

This last paragraph illustrates perfectly the thesis which has come to dominate

Altizer�s work, namely, that the modern situation demands a positive response to the

sacred power of the radical profane and not merely a substitution of the profane for the

sacred (as is implied in the union of flesh and spirit). The latter option, represented by

the classical doctrine of the Incarnation, merely sanctions ontological illusion. In other

words, it sets about sanctifying the world (i.e. the profane) rather than transforming the

sacred into the profane. By contrast, Altizer envisages a complete change in the very

ontological structure of reality, which he attributes to the apocalyptic nature of Christ.

His Christology, therefore, has an accompanying eschatology that compels him to

conceive of a new epiphany of the sacred.

3D. The Eschatological Christ:

 Altizer�s very earliest Christology is contained in Oriental Mysticism and

Biblical Eschatology. Altizer presents Jesus as an eschatological messenger, whose

teachings lend support to Altizer�s concept of the radical sacred.57 For Altizer,

                                                
55 Ibid. pp.71-72.
56 Ibid. pp.72-73.
57 Altizer, T.J.J Oriental Mysticism and Biblical Eschatology pp.84-93.
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The original eschatological message of Jesus was a proclamation that the End is
here. The age has run out; the Kingdom of God is dawning.58

Altizer�s sharp contrast between the sacred and the profane had the corollary of

his making a distinction between what he called the God of �history� - in which God�s

Kingdom is conceived as coming in this world - and the eschatological expectation of

Jesus, in which the

New and final epiphany of God was real only in the context of a belief that the
world at any moment must come to an end. Through the collapse of the reality of
the world, the Kingdom of God became manifest, and the Christian who lives in
the Kingdom � through his faith in Christ � is indifferent to the values of the
world and treats the world as a mere provisional reality that must soon pass
away.59

The God of �history�, on the other hand, evokes a number of beliefs including that of the

��living� God who acts in history�60 whose object is to bring about a final redemption

which is �a fulfillment of the deepest reality of the world.�61

Altizer�s motive in rejecting the God of �history� was that he wished to draw a

parallel between his understanding of Biblical eschatology and mystical religion. Hence,

mystical religion by which he means �an otherworldly attempt to dissolve the self in

union with a transcendent Reality�,62 is, according to Altizer, similar to the goal of a

genuinely eschatological view of Christianity. It follows that any idea that prophetic

religion involves political and social reform (i.e. acts that are typical of the God of

�history�) is at odds with Altizer�s mystical concept of God. Hence, Altizer was intent

upon pressing religious consciousness beyond all mundane reality whatsoever into a

realm beyond being, towards what he refers to as �nothingness� or �nonexistence�.63 In

an effort to explain his meaning, Altizer asserted that,

There is nothing that can be said about ultimate Reality. Ultimately it can only
be experienced, and the mystical nature of the experience necessitates the
negation or dissolution of all other experiences whatsoever�Accordingly,
prophetic repentance entails a turning away of the believer from his historical
existence in the world. This path led to what Max Weber has called the utopian
world-indifference of the prophets, which made possible their demand for an
absolute obedience to God.�64

                                                
58 Ibid. p.84.
59 Ibid. p.177.
60 Ibid. p.170.
61 Ibid. p.171.
62 Ibid. p.170.
63 Ibid. pp.174 & 175.
64 Ibid. pp.175 & 176.
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However, with his subsequent adoption of Eliade�s concept of the coincidentia

oppositorum, which he describes in Mircea Eliade and the Dialectic of the Sacred, the

concept of �history� becomes very much more important for Altizer. Like his subtle

modification of his original distinction between the sacred and the profane, Altizer�s

new view on history is achieved without diluting his strongly eschatological

understanding of Christ. Importantly, for Altizer the �God of history� remains

inadequate in its eschatology, but so too is his own previous distinction between God

and the world. For example, in The Descent Into Hell Altizer impliedly criticizes his

own early theological stance when he says that,

Our theological dilemma derives from the fact that there seems to be no way
from the actuality of contemporary consciousness and experience to the God
who has made Himself actual and manifest in Christ as being for us and with us
in this life and the world. True, the theologian can resolve this dilemma by so
conceiving the reality of God and the world as to establish an absolute hiatus
between them, either by conceiving each as the antithesis of the other, or by
dualistically isolating the center of faith from the actuality and immediacy of life
in the world. [Italics added] But to follow such a path is to refuse the God who
is the ground of our history, the God whom the Christian faith proclaims to be
the center of history and consciousness, the alpha and omega of history and the
world. Ironically, theologies attempting to speak in the name of the orthodox
Christian conception of the absolute sovereignty and transcendence of God can
now speak only by negating their own foundation, only by reversing the
uniquely Christian name and identity of the God who is fully present and real in
Christ. For to proclaim a God who is unknowable in our history, or silent and
invisible in our experience, is to say no to the God who has actually become
incarnate in the world, embodying Himself at the center of history and life.65

3E. The Old World and the New World:

Whilst it might at first appear that Altizer would wish to totally affirm the world,

having previously totally rejected the world, the actual outcome is very much more

complex than this. Rather, the world itself is put radically in question at the same time

as being radically affirmed. Thus, in Total Presence Altizer observes that,

Perhaps what is most difficult to apprehend in eschatological language is its
simultaneous affirmation and negation of world. The Kingdom of God is fully
present, yes, but its presence effects a full negation of everything which
otherwise stands forth as world. The presence of the Kingdom of God is
simultaneously salvation and judgement, and its fullness as salvation is
inseparable from its fullness as judgement, so that the redemption of the world is
simultaneously the end of the world.66
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Hence, in Altizer�s �death of God� theology, in contrast to his earliest theology, the

world becomes the arena of the sacred yet without necessitating a denial of the

otherness of the sacred. This is because the dialectical reversal of the sacred comes

about only as a result of negating (and thereby implicitly affirming) the original

mystical nothingness of the sacred. Thus, in The Descent Into Hell, Altizer states that,

�transcendence realizes or fulfils itself by passing into immanence�immanence is that

which transcendence was.�67 Hence, the divine otherness is now to be thought of, albeit

in a form in exile from itself, as being manifest within the world, thereby implying

simultaneously both affirmation and rejection of the world.

In other words, for Altizer there are really two worlds: an old ecclesiastical

world, which he sometimes designates as �Christendom� or the �old aeon�, and a new

apocalyptic world, which he designates as the �Kingdom of God� or the �new aeon�.

The old world is a static world upheld by an absolute distinction between the sacred and

the profane. This kind of world, based upon a noneschatological ecclesiastical form of

faith, is what church theology seeks to preserve.68 The new world, on the other hand, is

the world in which the sacred has irreversibly descended upon the profane such that the

two are now fully merged. But this descent of the sacred requires an apocalyptic ending

of the old world together with the idea of static, primordial transcendence which church

theology seeks to maintain. This ending of the old world, Altizer believes, is integral to

the whole of the revelation of the �death of God� beginning with the Old Testament and

culminating with Christ. Hence,

We must not�confine the death of God to a particular point or occasion, not
even to Calvary. His death issues from the whole movement of revelation in the
Old Testament and is successively and ever more comprehensively embodied in
all of that history which is a consequence of Jesus Christ.69

The actual manifestation of God in history (or the �death of God�) therefore,

brings the old world to an end. Yet on the other hand, the ecclesiastical concept of

Incarnation seeks to preserve the old world by adhering to the idea of the original,

primordial transcendence of God, whereby God is limited to the alpha of archaic

consciousness without the omega of apocalyptic consciousness, thereby reversing the

eschatological proclamation of Jesus. For Altizer then,
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The fundamental problem at hand is whether the Christian God can truly be
known as a process or movement which actualizes and realizes itself by way of
passing into the opposite of its own original identity.70

Importantly, this means that the final eschatological act, which Jesus envisioned, must

not be interpreted as a call to return to the original God of the Beginning. Rather it must

lead us to the God of the End.71

Furthermore, the fully incarnate God is total and cannot be confined to any

institution, structure or conclave within history that is thought to preserve the sacred

within an otherwise profane world. Thus, the prophetic, apocalyptic faith is �set against

all mythical and cultic forms of religion, thereby dissolving the possibility of social and

cultural expressions of faith.�72 Indeed, Jesus attacked �the human if not the social

foundations of all institutional authority, and the radical demands which he placed upon

his hearers left no room for obedience to any human authority.�73 Moreover,

The intention of apocalyptic language is not simply to negate but also to invert
and reverse all given and established meaning. The new creation is by no means
to be understood simply as a new form of the old; it is far rather to be
understood as the opposite of the old, and it can only be named or evoked at a
time when the old creation appears as old and dying�yet out of the destruction
or dissolution of the old creation will appear and be born the new creation, the
Kingdom of God.74

In Altizer�s theology, therefore, what the world is, as a consequence of the

appearance of the Kingdom of God, depends heavily upon what the original primordial

sacred was in its complete otherness. Hence the mystical nothingness of ultimate

Reality, as Altizer formerly conceived of it, finds its echo in what is tantamount to a

new kind of mystical experience of nothingness in the world. Thus, the absolute silences

of eternity become audible in the entire language system.75  Further, all self-

consciousness is dissolved in a new universal humanity,76 which he designates as pure

anonymity.77 Above all, there is no space left for the distinction between the sacred and

profane and hence no need of a church, or of priestly religion,78 or of any revelation that

is not already given in general revelation,79 which is to be found in universal, rather than
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sectarian, church culture.80 In addition, the eschatological grounding of the new world

excludes any possibility of a system of normative ethics that is tied to the maintenance

or even the fulfilment of the existing world order.81

Hence, the new world is experienced through the hearing of total silence

throughout language;82 through dissolving self-consciousness in anonymity; by living in

and through the imaginative consciousness provided by universal culture rather than

through the sectarian dogma of church theology; and by abandoning the old world in

order to experience the utterly new Kingdom of God.

For Altizer, therefore, the Kingdom of God does not reside above the world with

Christ providing a bridge between it and the kingdom of this world. Rather, Altizer

takes the view that in Christ, God�s apocalyptic ending of the world has come into

effect. Thus, the sharp distinction between the sacred and the profane remains even

though the sacred is now totally present in the �new world�.

3F. The �I AM� and the �I AM NOT�:

The end of the �old world� is not limited to Christ or to his crucifixion. Rather,

the coming of the Kingdom of God is present from the very beginning of God�s self-

revelation in language. It is therefore apparent that the Judaic concept of �I AM� is just

as important as the �I AM NOT� of the crucifixion, since each implies the other in

Altizer�s theology. Thus, even in The Self-Embodiment of God, a book about Judaic

studies, Altizer can assert that �the original identity of �I AM� realizes itself as �I AM

NOT�.�83

Altizer�s argument in The Self-Embodiment of God commences with the

assertion that prior to the naming of God as the �I AM�, there is nothing but eternal

silence. However, once �I AM� is spoken, the eternal silence, and thus the complete

otherness of the divine transcendence, is broken forever. The original undifferentiated

identity of �I AM� is revealed, and consequently known, through the naming of God in

language. Thenceforth the �I AM� is other than itself in that it is no longer wholly Other.

Altizer�s fundamental claim, therefore, is that prior to all speech there is simply

the eternal silence, the wholly Other, the unhearable and unnameable; and that �God� is

the name we give to that eternal silence. However, in doing so we have broken the

eternal silence and thenceforth God, the �I AM�, becomes �emptied� into language. As a
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consequence of the cessation of the original identity of the unnameable eternal silence

in the actuality of speech, the �I AM� finally realizes itself as the �I AM NOT� through

having negated its original identity. Hence the unutterable becomes the utterable. Yet, in

negating itself the �I AM� becomes truly itself for,

Only insofar as identity actualizes and passes into its own otherness does it
realize its self-identity. Only by becoming its own otherness does identity
become itself, does it realize and enact itself.84

These aspects of Altizer�s theology are given larger treatment in his book,

Genesis and Apocalypse, which represents a culmination of his thinking about the

transition of God from total absence to total presence. It proceeds on the basis that

Christianity celebrates the absolute novum, namely Christ,85 who is simultaneously the

absolute beginning as well as the ultimate ending of all things. Nevertheless, the novum

is also a fulfilment of the original creation which itself represents an absolute beginning

and a consequent ending of absolute nothingness. However, all this can only stand fully

revealed from the vantage point of the �closing time of our history� within modern

consciousness, wherein we have a �vision of a new totality� which is the �all in all�.86

Once again, Altizer distinguishes between two types of worlds. The �old world�

is founded upon the view of creation where God is eternally and only God (i.e. God is

wholly Other) and where the world stands apart from God. The �new world�, on the

other hand, is where God is the �act of being� and �existence itself� which is

apprehended as the novum. In the �new world�, therefore, the novum is manifest as �the

source of all and everything�, and this is

�manifest in an original cosmological moment or instant which in our
contemporary cosmologies is so microscopic as to be unimaginable � and yet we
know it to be an instant of virtually infinite power, and a power even
transcending everything which we can know as the life and power of the
macrocosm.87

In other words, the apprehension of the novum is had all in an instant, and ends

all that previously stood forth as �world� or macrocosm. Hence the world is defined by

its conceptual relationship with the novum (i.e. Christ) which, in our modern

consciousness, is the �all in all�, the �ending of nothingness� and hence the �death of

God� (i.e. the God who alone is God). Yet such an ending of the �old world� in the new
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yields a transposition of the original nothingness of God to a new nothingness of the

world, which Altizer also describes as the �apocalyptic abyss�.88 Thus,

Christ is not a name that can be actually spoken by us, unless it is spoken by a
naming of Satan which names a total abyss, but even that naming must perish in
a full realization of abyss, for that abyss is unspeakable, unless it is speakable as
a nameless abyss.89

In other words, �Christ� is inseparable from �Satan� - which is the name that Altizer

gives to the �wholly Other� following an extended commentary upon Milton and Blake90

- and hence the unspeakable abyss of �Satan� (i.e. God) becomes the unspeakable abyss

of Christ (i.e. the creation, or the �new world�, the �all in all�). Thus, Christ is

�an embodiment of abyss, and an embodiment of that abyss which is finally
apocalpyse, just as it could equally be an embodiment of death which is death
and eternal death alone. Yet, apocalyptically envisioned, eternal death is eternal
life, and if that coincidentia oppositorum is at the center of an original
apocalyptic enactment, and even at the center of the act of creation itself, that is
a center which must finally pass into an absolute centerlessness, a centerlessness
which is inevitable in a universal or final apocalypse, and therefore a
centerlessness which is finally all in all.91

Importantly, the passing of the divine abyss into the abyss of the new world � a

movement from nothingness to nothingness � does away with the idea of history as

�providence� and, hence, with the need of theodicy. Instead, �a fully visible darkness

and eternal death are all in all�.92 However, the darkness is experienced as liberating

grace. Yet even grace in turn must cease to be grace, �just as Christ must perish before

Christ can be all in all and just as God has perished so that God will be all in all.�93 In

other words, since everything is realized in its opposite, God, Christ, the world and

grace must all cease in order truly to be themselves.

Hence, it is not by a return to the lost sacred of archaic consciousness that we

can rediscover God but by God passing over into the opposite of God (i.e. the world)

that God can be manifest once again. It therefore requires something new, not

something old, namely an apocalyptic act of God, which is the novum as well as genesis

and the final ending of all things.

3G. Dialectical Negation:

The difficulty with the dichotomy between archaic and modern consciousness is

that it leaves undiagnosed how the two states of consciousness come to be and how we
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get beyond them. For Altizer the endpoint in the series is apocalyptic consciousness.

Whilst Altizer�s position is first and foremost dependent on Blake�s poetry for its

inspiration, nevertheless it is Hegel who supplies his theoretical apparatus in

interpreting Blake�s apocalyptic vision. Ultimately, then, it is Hegel�s dialectical system

that provides Altizer with the means to bridge the gulf between the sacred and the

profane.

Of crucial significance in Altizer�s exposition of Hegel are the concepts of the

�infinite� and the �finite�; the �bad infinite�; �unhappy consciousness�; �dialectical

negation�; the �kenosis of eternal Being� and �total self-consciousness�. Thus, according

to Altizer, �the true finite and the true infinite reciprocally determine one another,

neither can be true nor real apart from the other, and each has its immediate origin in the

other, as together they form a dialectical unity.�94 Hence,

True infinity is the infinity of the finite but bad infinity is the infinity of the
infinite; the true infinite is already finite but the �Bad Infinite� is wholly other,
the God who alone is God.95

The notion of the unity of the finite and the infinite only makes sense within a

dialectical system in which truth can be discovered via contradiction. Thus,

The true infinite is known by the conceptual or dialectical understanding
(Vernunft) which knows that the finite must pass beyond itself and become
infinite just as the infinite must pass beyond itself and become finite. But
abstract or non-dialectical reason (Verstand) cannot think the truth of
contradiction and must dualistically separate or isolate the finite from the
infinite.96

Non-dialectical reason, however, can only conceive of God as wholly Other and thus it

inevitably leads to a state of �unhappy consciousness�. Hence,

The bitter pain of the �Unhappy Consciousness� derives from its failure to
realize that the Spirit which it knows in self-consciousness is identical with the
Absolute spirit that is seemingly distant and beyond. Thus the �Unhappy
Consciousness� stands at that level where the particularity of consciousness and
pure thought have mutually come into existence in consciousness but where they
are not yet harmoniously reconciled with one another.97

The fault in �unhappy consciousness� lies in its failure to appreciate the nature of

dialectical negation. According to Altizer,
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A purely formal thinking abstracts itself from all content, establishing a chasm
between subject and object, or between a subjective and conscious entity
existing for itself and an objective entity existing in itself. This chasm not only
makes necessary an acceptance of the given, or whatever happens to appear or to
be present, but it also establishes the given as alien to the thinker, wholly
isolating consciousness from its ground. Hegel�s term for the abstract reason or
ratio that is the product of formal thinking is Verstand, but Verstand is
antithetically related to the higher dialectical and conceptual mode of
understanding which Hegel terms Vernunft. Verstand is �positive� because it
makes determinations and maintains them while Vernunft is �negative� because
it dissolves these determinations. When Verstand or ratio operates apart from
Vernunft, it separates the content from the form of knowledge, isolating the
object from the subject of consciousness, and thus reflects a world of alienation.
Dialectic arises to oppose this world, for dialectic is the higher movement of
Vernunft �where terms appearing absolutely distinct pass into one another
because they are what they are, where the assumption of their separateness
cancels itself.� But a term is dialectically cancelled or transcended only in so far
as it has come into unity with its opposite, and such a process can allow for no
barriers or ultimate dichotomies whatsoever, such as the traditional Western
dichotomies between subject and object, body and soul, man and nature, or man
and God.98

Thus,

Negativity is the power and the process of the self-realization or the self-
mediation of the Hegelian Absolute, Subject or Spirit. Accordingly, Spirit is the
kenotic process of negativity, as such it is the true actuality (Wirklichkeit) of the
world, for spirit is the inherently negative or the negative as found in Being per
se: �i.e. it is absolute distinction from itself, is pure process of becoming its
other.�99

What follows from this is that Spirit - which to Verstand is seen as �Object� -

must according to Vernunft be transformed into Spirit by becoming �Subject� or, in

other words, Spirit must be brought to total self-consciousness. This is achieved in three

stages:

Spirit, which exists originally and eternally in itself (an sich), must become
historical, existing in a determinate form as object for itself (für sich). This
transformation occurs by the process of negation, Spirit-in-itself negates itself
and thus becomes Spirit-for-itself; and by the negation of negation Spirit-for-
itself becomes Spirit-in-itself; but this final form of Spirit is far richer and fuller
than its initial beginning.100
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The end point of total self-consciousness, according to Altizer, is that once

Absolute Spirit is fully comprehended, time and history are at an end. This is because

�the dialectical process must itself be judged to be an incomplete form of Spirit that has

not yet arrived at full self-certainty.�101 Thus in Hegel�s own words,

Time is just the Notion definitely existent, and present to consciousness in the
form of empty intuition. Hence Spirit necessarily appears in time, and it appears
in time so long as it does not grasp its pure Notion, i.e. so long as it does not
annul time. Time is the pure self in external form, it is the Notion apprehended
only through intuition. When this Notion grasps itself, it supersedes its time
character, (conceptually) comprehends intuition, and is intuition comprehended
and comprehending.102

3H. Apocalyptic Imagination:

Whilst Altizer�s system seems to be built upon an epistemological foundation

derived from his Hegelian account of the nature of reality, Altizer�s fundamental ground

oscillates between philosophical argument and the presentation of poetic insight. Thus,

Altizer�s apocalyptic eschatology is inferred from various of Hegel�s remarks, both at

the conclusion of the Phenomenology of Spirit as well as in the Science of Logic, in

which Hegel speaks of the Notion being beyond time as well as the �absolute liberation�

of the pure Idea. On the other hand, Altizer also declares these speculative ideas to be

analogous to Blake�s apocalyptic vision, which the poet acquired quite independently of

speculative philosophy. Thus, in The New Apocalypse Altizer makes no secret of the

fact that the Hegelian system is being used to illustrate an apocalyptic vision which is

discovered first by Blakean poetic intuition. Hence, Altizer asserts, �If a Heidegger can

speak of the poet as the shepherd of Being, then the Christian theologian must learn to

treat the artist as a prophetic seer, a visionary whose work records a new epiphany of

the Spirit.�103

Consequently, Altizer�s theology is built upon a rejection of a narrow conception

of reason, or ratio, as Blake would understand it. In its place he postulates the

�prophetic imagination� or �apocalyptic vision�. This is in all respects similar to Eliade�s

concept of mythic consciousness except for the fact that myth pertains to the archaic

consciousness of the sacred, whereas imagination and vision relate to Altizer�s idea of

the modern epiphany of the sacred. Thus, Altizer asserts,

Blake�s is a �system� which is not the product of a rational analysis and it
cannot be translated into rational terms. Blake profoundly opposed all of the
established forms of conceptual coherence and we must never lose sight of this
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fact. Thus it is wholly misleading to speak about the exact meaning of Blake�s
mythical figures, or the precise route of his �Circle of Destiny,� or even about
his pantheon or his psychological or metaphysical system. It must be stated
unequivocally that to find such meaning in Blake�s vision is to abandon both its
imaginative form and its revolutionary achievement.104

The same, too, may be said of the Blakean aspect of Altizer�s work. Equally,

therefore, it is possible to see in the following quotation that the problems that beset the

reader of Blake are of a similar nature to the problems that assail the reader of Altizer.

Thus,

The greatest problem posed for Blake�s reader is that of entering his vision; for
his is a visionary world, and we can comprehend its meaning only to the extent
that we ourselves become open to �Vision.� We must be prepared to enter a
world of total vision, a vision intended to embrace all reality whatsoever, and
calling upon its participant to engage all his faculties in a new and unified mode
of vision.105

The manner in which Blake presents his apocalyptic vision can also be taken to

signal how Altizer intends to proceed in his own work. Thus, Blake�s

Jerusalem leads its reader through a total range of experience, moving back and
forth between the poles of an orderless chaos and a fully integrated mode of
vision, as we ourselves are summoned to become what we behold. In one sense,
reading Milton or Jerusalem is like reading a Buddhist sutra, which is to say that
it is not reading at all, but rather an interior repetition of a mystical Totality. Yet
unlike their mystical counterparts these epics are genuine works of literature
which are directed to the imaginative faculties of every man. Indeed, these
works confront us with the call to a new Totality, a Totality which is both sacred
and profane, while simultaneously being both human, cosmic, and divine.106

The imaginative vision that Altizer discovers in Blake could, at first sight,

suggest the unintentional reintroduction by Altizer of the language of Vorstellung as a

preparation for speculative reason. However, Altizer�s reply would be that unlike the

imagination contained in the language of Vorstellung, which inevitably distinguishes the

finite and the infinite, apocalyptic vision is tantamount to a direct route to the highest

truth of speculative reason, i.e. the Absolute Idea.

Hence, Altizer�s theological system seems to be strung between two poles,

which together form its foundations, namely, apocalyptic vision and the necessity with

which the Absolute Idea presents itself to speculative reason. Thus, in The Genesis of

God Altizer also suggests that the Hegelian conceptualisation of self-consciousness is
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an undeniable and that the Hegelian movement of pure negation necessarily must occur.

Hence,

It is the uniquely Hegelian movement of pure negation which annuls and
transcends all given distinctions and divisions, including the primal division
between being and nothing. If every distinction which is present to
consciousness is a consequence of the act and activity of consciousness itself,
then those distinctions have no final ground in �being-in-itself,� but rather are a
consequence of �being-for-itself,� a for-itself which is the negation of an
abstract being in-itself. That negation is genesis or the beginning, and it is a
negation which necessarily must occur, and must occur if only because of the
actuality of consciousness itself, an actuality which is undeniable, and an
actuality which is inseparable from the movement and activity of consciousness.
This is the Hegelian answer to the metaphysical question of why there is any
being at all, why not far rather nothing?107

The two poles of apocalyptic vision and speculative reason, therefore, converge

into one, given that Altizer interprets Hegel�s system as culminating in an apocalyptic

�final liberation of all and everything�108 where total self-consciousness equates with

Blake�s apocalyptic vision. Hence, thought and imagination yield the same conclusion,

even if they may have different starting points. Thus, Altizer says,

Neither our thinking nor our imagination has been able to escape or wholly
transcend the necessity of God, and the absolute necessity of God. For even if
that necessity is identical with the necessity of the world, it is nonetheless an
absolute necessity, and an absolute necessity apart from which the world could
not be known or envisioned as an absolute actuality.109

In other words, absolute actuality is identical with consciousness itself, more

particularly consciousness that is both immediate and historically mediated at the same

time (i.e. subject to the process of dialectical negation). Indeed it is with the full

conjunction of immediacy and mediation that we have the manifestation of Absolute

Spirit itself. Another way of putting this is to say that the beginning of absolute

knowledge is the pure immediacy of present consciousness, but that on closer inspection

present consciousness is but a unity of being and nothing - or a state of pure becoming.

This leads inevitably to the appearance of the Absolute Idea or Notion, via the means of

�Trieb� which is �a primal urge or instinct or drive, which Hegel can finally identify as

the sole and absolute force of pure reason�the final source of all movement and

process�.110 Therefore,

The absolute Idea or Notion is everything, and its movement is the universal
absolute activity, an activity which is both a consequence and an embodiment of
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Trieb, and of that Trieb which is the sole and absolute force of pure reason. That
is a force which is present throughout all life and activity, just as that is the force
which dawns in the beginning, a beginning which would be impossible apart
from Trieb, even as beginning itself is impossible apart from the absolute Idea or
Notion. Thus the necessity of that beginning is inseparable from the necessity of
absolute spirit or the Hegelian absolute, and hence the return of that absolute
into itself is not a return to a primordial nothing, but rather a return to absolute
beginning, and to the absolute necessity of that beginning, a necessity which is
inseparable from the necessity of absolute spirit itself.111

3I. Eternal Silence and Parabolic Language:

The means by which actual consciousness manifests itself is through utterance,

or the spoken word. Hence, in The Self-Embodiment of God Altizer suggests that at the

most fundamental level actual consciousness results from the naming of �I AM�,

whereby the empty or alien absolute of the primordial �in-itself� (or eternal silence) is

broken. As a consequence, the �other� of the in-itself - the �for-itself� - breaks into

consciousness through the naming of �I AM�. However, it is only when the �I AM� is

also known as the �I AM NOT� that total self-consciousness, or Absolute Spirit, comes

to fulfilment. In other words, only where the pure immediacy of God and God�s

mediation in history fully coincide, where God as object and God as subject converge in

complete actuality, can total self-consciousness be said to be fully present.

However, there is more to the manifestation of the sacred in consciousness,

especially in modern consciousness, than just naming the �I AM� who is also the �I AM

NOT�. Hence, the �original and total silence� is also the �other� of speech in general. As

such, total silence comes to an end in the presence of speech, whereupon, �silence

speaks in the voice of speech, and speaks in that self-negating otherness which

embodies itself in its own otherness.�112 Thus,

God is the name of exile, the name of the ground of exile, the name of the source
of that exile which realizes itself by becoming exiled from itself. Simply by
naming God we make that exile manifest, but so likewise is exile manifest in
speech, and manifest in that silence which is inseparable from speech.�113

For Altizer the sacred makes its presence felt first of all in �parabolic language�,

but it is even more fully embodied in what he calls �common language�. Altizer defines

the first of these concepts in Total Presence and the second is defined in Altizer�s article

�The Atheistic Ground of America�.114
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Altizer defines parabolic language as being an �enactment of speech wherein a

totality of speakable or realizable identity is wholly present and immediately at

hand.�115 In fact, �the pure parable so centers the attention of its hearer upon its

enactment as to end all awareness of a meaning or an identity beyond its immediate

arena of speech.�116 Altizer further asserts,

The very everydayness of true parabolic language bespeaks an immediate
presence of world in voice. Parabolic enactment occurs on earth and not in
heaven, in �flesh� as opposed to �spirit.� Now is the time of decision, and this
nowness reverses every trace of a beyond which is only beyond. So likewise,
there occurs here a reversal of a world which is merely or only world. World
now stands forth in its immediacy, and that immediacy is itself the time of
decision. Now voice itself is praxis, the praxis of a world come of age. At no
point in this immediacy is either world or voice only itself, for each is charged
with a total and eschatological presence. In that presence there is an immediate
continuum between the actuality of both world and voice, and therein is
embodied a judgement which is simultaneously both eschatological and here and
now.117

The prime example of parabolic language is the original parabolic language of

Jesus. However, the pure immediacy of this has been lost in the process of the parables

being written down. Indeed, by doing so the original immediacy of parabolic speech is

lost and passes over into the static form of written grammatical and syntactical

structure.118 Hence, �the words of text are a reversal of Word, a reversal resurrecting an

originally negated meaning and identity.�119 In other words, the �immediacy� that is

revealed in Jesus� parabolic language is incapable of being captured in written form, and

as a consequence, the rehearsal of scriptural texts merely attempts to reproduce an

original identity (i.e. an �immediacy� that is not mediated in the actuality of the present

moment). Rather, parabolic discourse can only be enacted in a forward moving (i.e.

dialectical) present moment in which the eschatological unity of the �all in all� is

temporarily realized. Hence, the eschatological language of Jesus can only become

manifest again by being spoken in the language of today.

3J. Common Language:

Thus, in order to for us to apprehend �total presence� today we must hear the

�language of Jesus� in the �language of today�. Altizer therefore turns to the immediacy
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of everyday speech in which parabolic speech can once again be realized. However,

what counts as �everyday speech� is itself a matter of some complexity.

The issue is first described in The New Apocalypse, but gains a fuller

elaboration in �The Atheistic Ground of America�. In both of these places Altizer

makes considerable use of Herman Melville�s novel Moby-Dick in order to establish the

nature of everyday speech. In The New Apocalypse Altizer describes Melville�s epic

novel, which concerns the conflict between the Great White Whale (i.e. Moby-Dick �

the �personified impersonal� � the �Mystery of God�) and Captain Ahab, as signaling the

arrival of modern profane America. Thus, for Altizer,

Like America, Ahab has no history, except insofar as he has been burned by the
chaos of history, but by standing in the midst of �the personified impersonal� he
anticipates a later destiny of America; and, although madness maddened, he
greets the dawning apocalyptic �Mystery� of God with the true worship of
defiance.120

Furthermore,

If we incorporate this most prophetic of American novels into the world of
Blake�s vision we must be prepared to see that an America which can become
the murderer of God will enact the initial victory of the Apocalypse. Blake
believed that Europe was hopelessly bound to a history that is past, and, to the
true European, America must appear as a desert, and a desert shorn of the
vegetation of history. But a desert can also be a gateway to the future; ascetic
virtues can arise from the nausea and the ennui of life in the desert, and a new
ascetic may arise whose very weakness will give him strength to say no to
history. William Blake was such an ascetic, and if our destiny is truly one of
chaos, or if we must pass through chaos to reach our destiny, then we must
follow Blake in wholly abandoning the cosmos of the past, and pass with him
through the agony and the triumph of the death of God.121

Altizer takes up the issues of Melville and America�s apocalyptic destiny again

in the �Atheistic Ground of America�. However, in this article he elaborates on the

concept of what he calls �the American plain style�. The essence of this type of

language, characteristic of the early Puritans in America, is �to make the deepest

mysteries manifest and real in common language itself, in a language which is the

language of everyone, and therefore in a language dissolving all rank and station.�122

Importantly, the plain style has its origins in the sermon and hence it reflects �the

nuances, gradations, and tonalities of oral speech. This gives the plain style an

immediate power that otherwise would be absent�.123 Altizer further asserts that

                                                
120 Altizer, T.J.J. The New Apocalypse: The Radical Christian Vision of William Blake p.163.
121 Ibid. pp.163-164.
122 Altizer, T.J.J. �The Atheistic Ground of America� p.263.
123 Ibid. p.263.



64

Moby Dick is a conjunction of the incredible richness of Elizabethan English
with the somber plain style of the New England Puritan sermon, a conjunction
wherein and whereby a new language is born, a language in full continuity with
its past, yes, but also a language bringing that past to a decisive end.124

Two key aspects of the common language are its affinity with parabolic

language and the experience of wilderness which, according to Altizer, lie at the heart of

common language. In other words, what is significant about common language is that it

is the successor to parabolic language � and hence is essentially apocalyptic � and more

especially it bears the marks of the wilderness (i.e. the chaos and mystery) of God

which would otherwise be lost in the eternal silence. Hence,

The original challenge of the plain style was to embody in a common language
the deepest mysteries of speech, thereby the symbolic and mysterious words of
revelation pass into colloquial speech, and the deepest mysteries of God become
spoken in such a way that all can hear and respond. The truest precedent to the
plain style is the parabolic language of Jesus, a language in which symbolic
words are wholly absent, and a common speech bears the full weight of
revelation. The primal authority of the Word or revelation is now embedded in
words as such, and these words are not only common words, they are actually
spoken words, and therefore are charged with the immediacy of the here and
now. That immediacy brings an end to the silence of mystery, and with it the
ending of all traditional obedience, as authority itself is solely present in the
actually spoken word.125

Hence, the immediacy is embedded in words as such. Furthermore, it is America, - �the

first nation in which a public or objective anonymity is universal, a universality wherein

and whereby a total anonymity dominates all language and all consciousness�126 - in

which the �death of God� is made manifest in common language. Consequently,

The world is truly turned upside down in the advent of the American language,
an advent which is nothing less than the historical realization of the death of
God, a death realizing itself in the linguistic reversal of high and low. 127

With this reversal comes the actualization of the �death of God� in common

language that is also the full extension of the dialectical principle implied in the naming

of �I AM�. In other words, it is the continuation of the coming to be of the eternal

silence (or wilderness) in its �other�, namely, the spoken word.

So it is that the American language knows and embodies a deep wilderness as
does perhaps no other language in the world, and it most deeply knows that
wilderness by speaking its own ground, and speaking it in a language that is
addressed to all and everyone. Here, ground itself speaks by speaking
wilderness, by speaking a wilderness which is its own, and is actually its own in
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the very utterance of wilderness. This is the Word of God, but it is so only by
being the word of God, a word that is actually spoken, and is fully itself in the
immediate actuality of speech. God dies by being fully spoken, by fully being
itself, a death that the Christian knows as Crucifixion, and that language knows
as the full and final utterance of speech.128

What Altizer�s mysticism of common language delivers, then, is the general

sense that everywhere in common speech the eternal silence can be �heard�. In other

words, God�s presence is everywhere at once, just as surely as language itself

encompasses all human consciousness. Furthermore, there is no longer any thought of

the �self� in relation to God. Rather, God alone is. God has become the �all in all� and is

present to consciousness wherever universality and anonymity are fully comprehended.

Moreover, such absolute consciousness is only possible once we have overcome the

ontological illusion of the separation of �world� from God. Yet to get to the point where

all separation and division is overcome, human consciousness must be plunged into the

chaos of apocalypse in which the old world-God relationship is brought to an end and

the new world-God relationship comes to be. This means that the subject/object

distinction must be overcome, together with the distinction between the sacred and the

profane. Along with this we must resolve to dispense with the dichotomy between the

self and world, and likewise, there must be a dissolution of the church-world distinction.

The means by which all this is achieved is by virtue of grasping the ecstatic vision of

the coincidentia oppositorum, as well as understanding the necessity of dialectical

negation as the route to achieving total self-consciousness. It is only as a result of this

that the �bad infinite� of alienated consciousness can be surpassed and the total union of

the infinite in the finite can be apprehended. Where this is accomplished the mystery of

total silence (i.e. the sacred, the wholly Other) can be heard everywhere throughout

common language and thereby gives expression to the total presence of the �all in all�.

3K. The Church:

A corollary of Altizer�s mysticism is his belief that the church is opposed by its

very nature to the apocalyptic gospel whereby the distinction between God and the

world and the church/world distinction are both annulled. Henceforth, for Altizer, the

proving ground for genuine theological thought must be within culture as a whole, and

cannot be found within the church. Thus Altizer asserts,

...it is not surprising that what we once knew as theology is threatening to come
to an end. At most it seems able to survive only as the voice of an isolated
community. An integral theology, or a theology deeply engaged with culture and
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society, now seems to be wholly in our past. In the Protestant theological world,
this fundamental transformation occurred when Karl Barth moved from a
dialectical to a church theology. Now a church theology, whether Catholic or
Protestant, is by necessity an isolated and sectarian theology, and is so because
the churches, and with them all religious institutions throughout the world, are
so isolated from our modern culture and society. In America today, the
theologies of our churches and seminaries are almost wholly sectarian, and it is
theologians themselves who are virtually banishing theology from our colleges
and universities. Nor is this occurring for accidental or insignificant reasons.
Neither our religious or academic institutions can now be homes for theology,
and this is because religion and culture now exist in a polarized relationship to
each other.129

For Altizer, then, the locus of genuine theological insight comes from thinkers

gifted with creative imagination. These include poets such as Dante, Milton, Blake and

Joyce, who �make manifest the historical evolution and realization of self-

consciousness�,130 but also philosophers such as Hegel and Nietzsche �each of whom

were not only prophetic visionaries of our world, but apocalyptic enactors of a final and

total ending, an ending which is nothing less than apocalypse itself�.131

Yet Altizer also goes well beyond asserting that the church is merely lacking in

cultural engagement or prophetic insight. Instead, his judgement is much more severe

and he even suggests that church is the very embodiment of repression and tyranny.

Thus,

The radical Christian views the established or the traditional Church not simply
as the instrument of tyranny in establishing political and social repression but
also as the very embodiment of repression in all its forms: the repressive
authority of the Church is the source of a condemnation of all human acts, a
condemnation that has shrunk human existence into a dark and turbulent sea of
guilt.132

However, Altizer�s negative assessment of the church is not derived from making

sweeping generalisations about church history or by trying to calculate the harm done,

compared to the good that may have been achieved, in the church�s name. Rather it is

based upon his overall position that the church is founded upon a reversal of the

apocalyptic gospel and thereby is guilty of retarding, if not reversing, all forward

movement in history. This means that the church, by its very nature, is dependent upon

the maintenance of the division between the sacred and the profane, thereby denying the

eschatological essence of the gospel. This therefore leaves the world-as-it-is perfectly

                                                
129 Altizer, T.J.J. �Introduction� in Griffin, D.R. & Altizer, T.J.J. (eds.) John Cobb�s Theology
in Process p.1.
130 Altizer, T.J.J. History as Apocalypse p.9.
131 Altizer, T.J.J. The Contemporary Jesus p.8.
132 Altizer, T.J.J. The New Apocalypse: The Radical Christian Vision of William Blake p.41.
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intact, whereas the eschatological essence of the gospel would sweep away the world as

we know it and replace it with an utterly new world. Hence, the church is deeply

implicated in the world�s opposition to God because it resists the full epiphany of the

Spirit by insisting upon the maintenance of the God-world distinction. By preserving

�God�, therefore, the church also preserves the �world�.

Altizer expresses his anti-ecclesial position at some length in The Gospel of

Christian Atheism. Altizer argues that,

From the point of view of radical Christianity, the original heresy was the
identification of the Church as the body of Christ. When the Church is known as
the body of Christ, and the Church is further conceived as a distinct and
particular institution or organism existing within but nevertheless apart from the
world, then the body of Christ must inevitably be distinguished from and even
opposed to the body of humanity. Only a religious form of Christianity could
establish such a chasm between Christ and the world: for it is the backward
movement of religious Christianity which retreats from the world, regressing to
a primordial deity which it dares to name as the cosmic Logos and the
monarchic Christ. We must not be misled by the emergence of Catholic
Christianity into thinking that an increasingly universal form of the Church gives
witness to a genuinely forward movement of the Church. A forward movement
evolving by means of an extension and enlargement of its given or original form
cannot evolve to a truly new and comprehensive universality, nor can it embody
the kenotic process of the Incarnation. Thus a forward movement in this sense is
finally the expression of the will to power, an all too human regression to an
inhuman or prehuman state, which necessarily entails a reversal of the true
humanity of Jesus. Once the Church had claimed to be the body of Christ, it had
already set upon the imperialistic path of conquering the world, of bringing the
life and movement of the world into submission to the inhuman authority and
power of an utterly distant Creator and Judge.

But by identifying the Church's Christ as a reversal of the incarnate Christ, a
reversal effected by a backward movement to the now emptied preincarnate
epiphanies of God, the radical Christian points the way to the presence of the
living Christ in the actuality and fullness of history.  It is precisely because the
orthodox image of Christ is an image of lordship and power that it is a reversal
of a kenotic Christ. The mere fact that the Christ of Christian orthodoxy is an
exalted and transcendent Lord is a sufficient sign to the radical Christian that
Christianity has reversed the movement of the Incarnation. Simply by clinging to
the religious image of transcendent power, the Church has resisted the self-
negating movement of Christ and foreclosed the possibility of its own witness to
the forward movement of the divine process.  Consequently, the radical
Christian maintains that it is the Church's regressive religious belief in God
which impels it to betray the present and the kenotic reality of Christ. So long as
the Church is grounded in the worship of a sovereign and transcendent Lord, and
submits in its life and witness to that infinite distance separating the creature and
the Creator, it must continue to reverse the movement of the Spirit who
progressively becomes actualized as flesh, thereby silencing the life and speech
of the Incarnate Word.133
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For Altizer, therefore, the Church is guilty of retaining the transcendence of God

at the expense of a fully kenotic Incarnation of Christ. This means that the world cannot

be really renewed, and not even Catholicism - which hints at a fully incarnate faith - is

up to the task of representing the truly living Christ. Hence,

Only by recognizing the antithetical relationship that radical faith posits between
the primordial and transcendent reality of God and the kenotic and immediate
reality of Christ, can we understand the violent attack which the radical
Christian launches upon the Christian God. Even the remembrance of the
original glory and majesty of God roots the Christian in the past, inducing him to
evade the self-emptying negativity of a fully incarnate divine process, and to flee
from the Christ who is actual and real in our present. A faith that names Jesus
either as the Son of God or as the prophet of God must be a backward movement
to a disincarnate and primordial form of Spirit, a movement annulling the events
of the Incarnation and the Crucifixion by resurrecting Jesus either in the form of
the exalted Lord or as the proclaimer of an already distant and alien majesty of
God: hence an orthodox and priestly Christianity is inevitably grounded in the
sacred authority and power of the past.134

Altizer here further manifests his belief that the Incarnation is an irreversible

forward moving process. Hence the church�s attempt to restrict the Incarnation to a

manifestation of archaic transcendent deity, rather than viewing the Incarnation as a

fully kenotic eschatological change in the ontological structure of reality, defeats the

purpose of the original gospel. Thus, Altizer asks,

How can the Christian know the living Christ who is immediately present to us,
a Christ who is the consequence of the continual forward movement and self-
negation of the divine process, if he is bound to a long-distant epiphany of Christ
which has been emptied and left behind by the progressive movement of the
Word�s becoming flesh? A Christ appearing to our consciousness in his ancient
and traditional form cannot be the true and the living Christ, unless we are to
deny the real and forward movement of the Incarnation. Above all, a Christ who
even now is manifest in the preincarnate form and epiphany of God, and who
can be reached only by a total reversal of our history and experience, must be
named as the Antichrist, as the dead and alien body of God who originally died
in Christ. Thus it is the radical Christian proclamation of the death of God which
liberates the Christian from every alien and lifeless image of Christ.135

In spite of what Altizer says in The Gospel of Christian Atheism, his opposition

to the church is qualified in some measure by his guarded approval of Catholicism.

Hence, in his article �Catholic Theology and the Death of God� Altizer argues that

Catholicism, at its very best, is open to general revelation and therefore points in the
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69

direction of universal consciousness, even if in the end it fails to live up to its potential.

Thus, Altizer states,

Obviously, Catholic theology is first a Church theology, incorporating the life
and teachings of the Roman Catholic Church; as such it clearly must be
subordinate to the life of the Church. However, unlike most Protestant
dogmatics, Catholic theology is not and cannot be bound to a single form or
image of the Church, nor even to its widely varying scriptural images. This is so
because Catholic theology is the product of a Church living simultaneously in
the historical past, the contemporary present, and the apocalyptic future. That the
Church is organic and moves through an evolutionary process of development is
a distinctively modern idea, though rooted in patristic dogmatics.136

Hence,

Precisely because the Catholic thinker is open to such general revelation he must
take with ultimate seriousness the movement of history and the cosmos: he must
foreswear every temptation to erect a chasm between the God of faith and the
God manifest in nature and consciousness.137

Hence,

Theologians must also take far more seriously than is their habit the identity of
the Church as the full Body of Christ or the universal body of humanity. When
this is done, there can be no pretension that faith is confined to the institutional
bodies of the Church or to that sphere or realm which is sanctioned by
ecclesiastical authority. Indeed, if Christ is present wherever there is full human
energy or life it would seem apparent that He is more fully present outside than
within ecclesiastical bodies. Why this idea should bring offense to a theologian
today is beyond my imagination, but that it apparently does so should warn us
ever to be on our guard against all forms of theology which are merely church or
ecclesiastical theologies.138

However, in a recent article, �The Contemporary Challenge of Radical

Catholicism� Altizer suggests that in spite of the potential contained within Catholicism

to respond to general revelation, it nevertheless turns out to be the most repressive and

reactionary of all institutions. Nevertheless, contained within ecclesiastical Catholicism

there are seeds of what Altizer calls �heretical Catholicism� in which a new universal

humanity is struggling to emerge from the sectarian consciousness of the backward-

moving orthodox Catholic tradition. As an example, Altizer endorses the work of the

American Catholic philosopher and theologian D.G. Leahy. According to Altizer, Leahy

represents the Catholic Mass as the celebration of the apocalypse of God. Thus,

Leahy can declare, �What happened before now in the Mass exclusively (missa
solemnis) now happens in the Mass inclusively (missa jubilaea).� For at the end,
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in extremis, and even by an Hegelian irony of history, it becomes the destiny of
the eucharist to be the substantial experience of the world at large. Now an
essentially new consciousness is born, whereby and wherein the very matter of
the universe becomes the apocalyptic and sacrificial Body of God. If this
apocalyptic epiphany is the termination of history, it is also and precisely
thereby an ultimately new world, a world realizing the eucharistic essence of
existence itself. Thereby, body or matter finally becomes indistinguishable from
both the center and the depths of mind and consciousness.139

However, orthodox Catholicism represses any such attempt to arrive at a truly universal

understanding of Catholicism which is �open to the depths of matter itself, depths which

are primordial depths, depths which are intimations of a uniquely apocalyptic glory.�140

The principal folly of all church theology is that it is immersed in preserving the

profane world (i.e. profane history) out of which �Christendom� arose. In Genesis and

Apocalypse Altizer portrays this as a denial of the crucifixion. Thus, Altizer says,

Only in the course of many centuries of historical evolution did the cross
become hearable and seeable as such, for even if the cross was heard in
primitive Christianity, and is present and actual in the New Testament, it was
progressively reversed in the history of the Church, and does not become fully
manifest in history until the disintegration of medieval Christendom. Nothing
else is such a deep source of the Reformation, or such a deep source of the
advent of modernity, and if that advent ends a Church which is Christendom, it
also progressively ends the actual presence of God who is God and only God,
and with the historical realization of the death of that God, the crucifixion itself
is realized in the very center of self-consciousness.141

Yet there can be no theological comfort derived from attempting to divorce the church

from Christendom whilst still seeking to preserve the church. Hence, in The Descent

into Hell Altizer attacks the efforts of Protestant neo-orthodoxy to separate the church

from the world as providing nothing more than a �dualistic isolation of the history of

faith from the historical movements of consciousness and society.�142

Altizer�s principal argument with church theology is that it is founded upon a

reversal of the eschatological ground of Christianity. Thus Altizer holds that it was the

�progressive disappearance of the eschatological proclamation of the Kingdom of God

which most clearly records the radical transformation of early Christianity, so that with

the victory of the Catholic Church or the Great Church in the second century that

proclamation had virtually come to an end.�143 Moreover, the self-negation of God is,
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according to Altizer, an irreversible and irrevocable act, which brings to an end the

archaic sacred in a realization of the Godhead in the profane. However, church theology

reverses the self-emptying of God and tries to reinstate the archaic sacred by virtue of

the ecclesiastical symbol of ascension. Hence,

Even if that archaic movement was reborn in the Christian church, as witness the
symbols of ascension and assumption, such rebirth is clearly a reversal of the act
of incarnation, and nothing could more clearly indicate the radical
transformation which occurred in early Christianity, a transformation ending or
initially ending the apocalyptic faith of primitive Christianity, and a
transformation isolating the act of incarnation from the actuality of history.144

4. Conclusion:

Altizer�s protest against church theology is founded upon his belief that the

doctrine of the ascension is a reversal of the eschatological ground of authentic

Christianity, and thereby re-establishes the distance between God and the world and

once again sunders the unity of the finite and the infinite. Hence, the reason Altizer

protests against church theology is that the doctrine of the ascension puts off the coming

of the Christ as the �all in all� to an indefinite future time. By contrast, Altizer�s

eschatological mysticism requires an immediate and total presence of Christ. He does

not subscribe to the view that futurity is the essence of Christian eschatology. He is

impatient with such a deferral of the coming of the �all in all�, and would regard future

eschatology as merely being a theological excuse for the reestablishment of institutional

sacral power and authority.

Nevertheless, if the worst charge against Altizer is that he proposes an extreme

version of realized eschatology, which as a result of an apocalyptic vision of the

dissolution of the old world in the coming of the new causes him to reject the church,

then this is a far different outcome to the previous judgement of his work in which he

has been portrayed as being an atheist in Christian guise. Non-conformist he may be,

but atheist he is not. Instead, he is to be judged as a mystic whose eschatological

impatience causes him to disregard the church as an obstacle which hinders, or else

defers, the total presence of Christ as the �all in all�.
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Chapter Four: A Comparative Analysis of Altizer�s Mysticism

1. Introduction:

The purpose of this chapter will be to examine in more detail the theoretical

underpinnings of Altizer�s mysticism. I shall proceed on the basis that Altizer�s

theology represents a reprise of early nineteenth century Protestant romanticism. Hence,

I will oppose those commentators who have sought to portray Altizer as a theologically

disillusioned heir to Barth, or even Tillich. Instead, I shall embark upon a dissection of

Altizer�s Hegelianism, which will include a comparison with various prominent

nineteenth century interpreters of Hegel. My conclusion will be that Altizer takes a

highly selective approach to Hegel. Nevertheless, Altizer�s Hegelianism is sufficient to

qualify him for inclusion in the ranks of what Ernst Troeltsch, in The Social Teachings

of Christian Churches, defined as �Protestant mysticism�.

I shall also draw certain parallels with Schleiermacher, as well as other

nineteenth century liberal-Protestant theologians. Of most significance in this discussion

will be the mystical tendency in Schleiermacher who, like Altizer, also sought the unity

of the finite with the infinite, over against the later liberal-Protestantism which regarded

ethics as the essence of authentic Christianity.

2. Altizer�s Relationship to Barth and Tillich:

Altizer�s connection with Barth has generally been portrayed negatively, with

opponents of Barthianism using Altizer as proof that atheism is a likely outcome of

Barth�s theology. Hence, a number of propositions have been advanced (which I have

already cited). The first, proposed by J.M. Frame, is that Altizer�s extreme kenoticism

had its roots in Barth. The second related proposition is John Charles Cooper�s assertion

(supported by Richardson and Bowden) that Barth�s radical disjunction between the

natural and the divine can be regarded as a starting premise for concept of the �death of

God� (interpreted as a form of atheism).

However, contrary to these opinions, there is simply no evidence that Altizer at

any stage has attempted to trade upon Barth�s dialectical theology in order to justify his

own purported �atheism�. Indeed, since the charge of atheism is untrue, the allegation

that Barth is somehow implicated becomes a non-issue. On the other hand, a possible

analogy might be drawn between Barth�s dialectical theology and Altizer�s insistence

upon the overriding reality of the sacred. Both Barth and Altizer are uncompromising on

the epistemological and ontological priority they give to the reality of God (the wholly
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Other) and the invulnerability of this concept to any humanistic discipline or critique.

Hence, some of Altizer�s views are very close to Barth�s own. For example, Barth

asserts that,

The Other from which we have come and which is contrasted with all concrete,
known, temporal, human existence can be in no manner wholly distinct unless it
be in every manner wholly distinct. This complete Otherness is adequately
protected only when it is quite strictly the Origin and Fulfilment of human
existence, its final affirmation.1

Altizer, likewise, in his early work on the reality of the sacred adopted the

terminology of the �wholly Other� which he derived from eschatological desire, and

believed this to be atemporal, supramundane and the Alpha and Omega of existence.

Thus, Altizer asserts,

The Eschaton is a religious symbol created by the dual passions of longing for
the future, primeval aeon and of hatred of the present, historical age. It is created
as much out of hostility towards historical existence as it is out of a desire for
�primeval� existence. Thus, eschatological religion is born out of a rebellion
against history, against profane existence or �reality� and out of a consequent
longing for the �wholly other.�2

This eschatological desire for the �wholly Other� remains central to Altizer�s theology,

even though in his �death of God� theology he superimposes the sacred upon the

profane, thereby creating a new sense of eschatological awareness about present reality.

Barth also agrees, at least in part, with Altizer�s view of the non-derivation of

our knowledge of the sacred. However, whereas Barth makes much of the distinction

between religion and faith, with only the latter being non-derivative, his removal of

faith from the grasp of any competing discipline is broadly similar to Altizer�s

insistence on the unique domain of the sacred. In Barth�s opinion, therefore,

We have seen [that]�the righteousness of faith is peculiar, new, strange. In its
pure other-worldliness we have found it to be the beginning and truth of all
religion. We are no longer permitted either to regard it as a thing in history or to
subject it, as though it could be identified with religious experience, to
psychological analysis. It is neither a constant factor traceable throughout the
evolution of human being and having and doing, nor is it a special department of
Church History or of the History of Comparative Religion, nor can it be
disclosed in the so-called History of Salvation.3

Thus, Barth and Altizer could be considered allies in as much as they agree on the

reality of the sacred, but Altizer gives credence to the idea of a general revelation

whereas Barth does not. Compared to Barth�s focus on the dichotomy of faith-versus-
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religion, Altizer is arguing on another front altogether by advocating his unifying

concept of the sacred, which stands over against the profane. Hence, Altizer has a far

broader concept of the origin of our knowledge of the sacred than Barth has for his

concept of revelation. This is nowhere more evident than in Altizer�s reference to

archaic religion in order to defend his position on the nature of sacred reality, as well as

his citing the support of oriental mysticism. Furthermore, whilst Altizer claims that his

concept of eschatological desire is informed by scripture, the role of scripture in his

thought remains somewhat ill-defined. Hence, Altizer writes a lot about scripture, but

he rarely directly quotes it. On the contrary, Altizer�s theology proceeds upon the basis

that there is an essence to scripture that is in conformity with other great literature and

philosophy as well the �highest expressions of the non-Christian religions.� 4 These all

form part of a seamless �totality of religious meaning.�5 Altizer, therefore, is as much

interested in general revelation, which is present in nature or history, as he is in the

concept of special biblical revelation.6

The fact that Altizer promotes the idea of the sacred being present in a �seamless

totality of religious meaning� clearly places him at odds with Barth�s neo-orthodoxy.

Furthermore, Barth would have undoubtedly rejected Altizer�s Hegelianism given

Barth�s belief that Hegel�s dialectical method denied the sovereignty of God.7

Another issue separating them is Barth�s promotion of church theology

compared to Altizer�s opposition to the concept. Hence, whereas Barth believed that the

church has a divine commissioning to bear witness to the Word of God (even if the

church itself stands under the judgement of the Word),8 Altizer would regard the

Barthian doctrine as erecting a permanent partition between the sacred and the profane

which his apocalyptic theology is determined to overcome. As an example, it is clear

that Altizer could never countenance Barth�s assertion that,

The event in which God acts consists altogether in the fact that men are by God
visibly aroused, set apart, and gathered together into being in the visible Church.
A visible opposition between �religious� and �worldly,� arising within the
profane realm, is now established and preserved, not of itself but in this event of
divine election, and is thereby marked out as a genuine indication of the
opposition between judgement and grace, in which it is not a case of this man or
that acting against others, but of God acting on men.9

                                                                                                                                              
3 Ibid. p.126.
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For Altizer such a partition between the religious and the worldly is a form of sectarian

thinking which denies the universality of the sacred present in the �all in all�. In

comparison to Barth�s strong ecclesiology, therefore, Altizer�s anti-ecclesial position

has much more in common with the ambivalent and/or weak ecclesiologies of

nineteenth century liberal-Protestantism, even though Altizer�s emphatic opposition to

the church exceeds anything the leading liberal-Protestant theologians themselves

proposed.

As far as Altizer�s mysticism is concerned, there can be no commerce between

Barth and Altizer on this point, given that Barth�s eschatology differs markedly from

Altizer�s own position. While Barth and Altizer agree that the sense of the wholly Other

is linked to eschatological desire, for Barth this is a future reality that we can only reach

out towards, whereas for Altizer the eschatological reality is made totally present. Thus

Barth claims,

We believe that we are redeemed, set free, children of God, i.e. we take up as
such the promise promulgated in the Word of God in Jesus Christ, although and
while we do not in the least understand it in regard to our present, or in the least
see it as fulfilled and completed; we take it up, because it speaks of an act of
God upon us, although and while we only see our empty hands, which we
thereupon stretch out to God. We believe in our future existence, we believe in
an eternal life in the midst of the valley of death. It is thus, in this futurity, that
we have and possess it. The certainty with which we are aware of this possession
is just the certainty of faith, and certainty of faith means concretely certainty of
hope.10

In contrast to this, Altizer annihilates the distinction between past, present and

future. Even the distinction between life and death is dissolved in his concept of

�universal consciousness�. He therefore proclaims an apocalyptic judgement on

everything that previously stood forth as �world�, including the reality of individual

identity, and replaces this with the view that all individual identity is absorbed into

anonymity. Hence, in the �new world� of the apocalypse there is an abolition (and hence

a dialectical absorption) of every manifestation of otherness. Altizer asserts,

Our world in its very anonymity would appear to be the ending of any possible
dualism, and the disappearance of dualism is the disappearance of otherness; but
that disappearance is precisely the disappearance of ourselves, the disappearance
of our interiors as the otherness of the world, and the disappearance of our
unique and individual �I� as the otherness of an objective universality, for the
disappearance of the world as world is inevitably and necessarily the
disappearance of everything whatsoever which is the otherness of that world.11
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The abolition of otherness negates �all previous divisions in humanity�thereby

decisively ending every real and ultimate division between the sacred and the profane or

even Heaven and earth.�12 Universal consciousness is also a state in which �death� and

�life� are one and the same and therefore name the same eschatological reality. Thus,

Altizer asserts,

Now we have reached or are reaching that eschatological end which is either life
or death, and now nothing whatsoever ultimately or actually distinguishes life
from death, so that there is no way by which we can choose either life or death,
or no way by which we can be assured or certain that life is life and death is
death. Even if this is a confrontation which ends the individual and interior will,
that is an ending which is the ending of every unique and individual identity, and
therefore the ending of a life which is only life and a death which is only death.13

The metaphor of �death�, just like �kenosis� and �negation�, represents a desire by

Altizer to reclaim the eternal silence that once defined the transcendent nature of God,

but now defines the nature of Altizer�s own apocalyptic sense of reality. The awareness

of the total presence of God that results from this renders all other reality null and void.

It is, therefore, plainly evident that Altizer and Barth part company once again so far as

their respective attitudes to the principle of identity is concerned (i.e. the question of

union of the finite and the infinite).

In regard to the principle of identity, however, the comparison between Altizer

and Tillich is more fruitful. Thus, Tillich and Altizer share a common interest in the

notion of the unity of the infinite and the finite as well as the idea of the coincidentia

oppositorum. However, whereas Altizer derives these respective concepts from Hegel

and Eliade, Tillich attributes his own position to the inspiration of Schelling and

Nicholas of Cusa.

Altizer and Tillich are in substantial agreement on the desirability of a system of

theology that bridges the gap between the finite and the infinite. However, in Tillich�s

opinion Hegel�s synthesis of the two suffered from intellectual hybris, by which Tillich

meant the tragic attempt at �self-elevation toward the realm of the divine�.14 Hence,

however much Tillich might wish to fully endorse the principle of identity (i.e. the total

union of the infinite and the finite), against this Tillich posed the enduring problem of

the �Protestant principle�, which he defined as the �guardian against the attempts of the

finite and conditioned to usurp the place of the unconditional in thinking and acting.�15

                                                
12 Ibid. p.89.
13 Ibid. p.185.
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Consequently, the Protestant principle is the source and judgement of Protestantism and

it transcends any cultural form or definition. Hence, Tillich argues,

[It] is not to be confused with the �Absolute� of German idealism or with the
�Being� of ancient and recent philosophy. It is not the highest ontological
concept derived from an analysis of the whole of being; it is the theological
expression of the true relation between the unconditional and the conditioned or,
religiously speaking, between God and man.16

Tillich regarded his own theology as an attempt to maintain the balance between

the Protestant principle and the principle of identity. The best previous example of this

balancing tendency in theology was, according to Tillich, not Hegel, but Schelling. For

Tillich, Schelling�s later work took account of the fall and the consequent estrangement

of the creature from the Creator, which his earlier emphasis on the principle of identity

did not sufficiently acknowledge.17 Tillich also claims to hold both principles together

in his own theology and insists that while the finite participates in the infinite, the

infinite is not contained by it and therefore Being transcends finitude. Were it not so, the

finite would condition the infinite, and hence Being would not be the unconditioned.18

Altizer, on the other hand, subscribes to the principle of dialectical negation in

which the infinite fully realizes itself in the finite. There is nothing of Being left in

remainder after the process of the infinitizing of the finite. By contrast, Tillich claims

that Hegel �set himself on the chair of divine providence�19 by reducing the

transcendent element of Eternal life to the dialectical logic inherent in his concept of

history.

Thus, while Tillich has a great deal of sympathy for the principle of identity, it

conflicts with his understanding of existentialism in which existence is estranged from

essence (Being). Only with the arrival of the New Being (i.e. Christ) can we experience,

albeit in fragmentary form, the future consummation of the union of Being with non-

being.20 Hence, like Barth, Tillich is also at variance from Altizer over the meaning of

eschatology.

In Tillich�s theology, whilst the New Being is manifest in history, the Kingdom

of God, which it ushers in, transcends history. Tillich describes his position as

�eschatological pan-en-theism�.21 By this he means that Eternal Life - which represents

the culmination of the whole salvific process whereby existence�s estrangement from

                                                
16 Ibid. p.239.
17 Tillich, P. Perspectives on 19th and 20th Century Protestant Theology pp.148-152.
18 Tillich, P. Systematic Theology (Digswell Place: James Nisbet & Co., 1968) Vol.1 pp.207-213.
19 Ibid. Vol.3 p.399.
20 Ibid. pp.148-150.
21 Ibid. p.450.
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essence is overcome - is neither based on a recovery of timelessness, nor a progression

of endless time, but results from absorption of time into the Eternal in the process

Tillich, following Schelling, calls �essentialization� (i.e. the movement from essence,

through existence to essentialization).22 With the end of history the ambiguities of life

are resolved and the negativity of existence is overcome. However, the �end� of history

is not a temporal event. Rather, it is a transcendent event.23

Altizer�s position is altogether more definite than Tillich�s in as much as

Tillich�s panentheism is vague about how the Eternal differs from the timeless. On this

point, Altizer�s position is quite clear. For Altizer the eternal and the timeless are one

and the same thing. Thus, even in spite of his adoption of Hegel�s principle of

dialectical negation as the means by which the timeless becomes manifest in time,

Altizer�s endpoint in the process is that the Notion, once realised, is essentially timeless.

Whilst this may represent a rather selective treatment of Hegel�s own rather ambiguous

eschatology, Altizer�s motive in reaching this conclusion is quite obvious. The result he

is looking for is a restoration of the original state (i.e. timelessness, eternal silence) in

the here and now.

3. Altizer�s Interpretation of Hegelianism:

For the sake of clarity, and before proceeding to a full analysis of merit of

Altizer�s Hegelianism, I shall attempt to summarise the �gospel according to Hegel� as

Altizer conceives it. Hence, Altizer�s concept of authentic Christianity can be

encapsulated as follows:

1. Contrary to the tradition of church theology, it appears that in order for a

genuine apprehension of the sacred to be present in the profane world in

which we live there must be an ontological change in the structure of

reality. This is because the seemingly objective nature of profane

temporal reality can only be removed or replaced by the objective eternal

transcendent reality (God, or Absolute Spirit, i.e. the sacred) re-

presenting itself in a new way. Thus, profane consciousness cannot be

transformed except by a complete transformation in the transcendent

reality itself. This is because all historically conditioned profane

consciousness is but a succession of alienated moments in the history of

Absolute Spirit. The non-alienated state of Absolute Spirit, on the other

                                                
22 Ibid. p.427.
23 Ibid. pp.427-432.
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hand, is the state in which Absolute Spirit is fully comprehended and

present to itself in an apocalyptic ending of profane consciousness in a

universal and anonymous consciousness of the timeless �all in all�.

2. We, however, as �historical� individuals � in other words we, being

alienated moments in Absolute Spirit�s self-estrangement from itself -

can only think temporal-historical thoughts. The only way to think the

eternal Absolute in the historical, however, is for the historical to bear

the full imprint of the Absolute Idea. Yet, this cannot be achieved as a

result of our adopting the ecclesiastical doctrine of Incarnation because

that doctrine does not admit to the full gravity of the ontological change

necessary in the transcendent reality for there to be a genuine

consciousness of eternity in history, rather than there merely being

consciousness of the �bad infinite� of temporal-historical church

orthodoxy as the norm of faith.

3. Hence, in order to emerge from alienated consciousness in which the

�bad infinite� substitutes for the consciousness of Absolute Spirit, it

cannot be by a mere postulation of divine transcendence from within

profane consciousness. All that this can achieve is alienated or �unhappy

consciousness�, in which the �infinite� and the �finite� have an

unbridgeable gulf separating them. Rather, the gulf can only be overcome

by the occurrence of an overwhelming vision of the ontologically real

reality of Absolute Being which brings into being �total self-

consciousness� or the Absolute as Subject, which supplants the Absolute

as Object. This new form of consciousness is fundamental and

foundational for the emergence of a genuine recovery of sacred

consciousness.

4. The opposition between the sacred and the profane, whilst it is

foundational, is not a dualistic dichotomy, but is instead, historical and

dialectical. This means that the dividing line between the sacred and the

profane is not permanent, but transitional. Thus, the relationship between

the sacred and the profane involves a process of historical separation and

reunification. The result is that opposites of the sacred and the profane
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are in a dialectical sense identical, even if they must endure a period of

alienation from each other prior to a higher level reunification.

5. All opposites therefore ultimately coincide in the unity of the finite and

the infinite, and in so doing become more truly themselves. However, the

end point of this process involves an historical progression from archaic

consciousness to apocalyptic consciousness via alienated consciousness.

There can be no short cut from alienated consciousness back to archaic

consciousness. Rather, there must be a progression to apocalyptic

consciousness, which involves the process of a complete ontological

change in reality.

6. The dialectical process begins with the absorption by archaic

consciousness in the primordial totality, which then separates out into the

alienated consciousness where the infinite and the finite cease to

coincide, but which is then finally replaced by a new apocalyptic totality

that is the �all in all�. The crucial difference is that archaic consciousness

knows of a totality that is before time. The apocalyptic consciousness

knows of that totality as being an end to time. However, the end is not

merely the beginning reinstated, but a new form of the beginning: a

moment after which there can be no more alienated consciousness.

This, in summary, is my effort to capture Altizer�s overall conception of

authentic Christian faith, conceived along Hegelian lines. However, being thus so baldly

stated its epistemological status remains as a question to be resolved. Eliade�s notion of

the coincidentia oppositorum together with Hegel�s principle of dialectical negation are

both crucial in supporting Altizer�s system of thought. If adopted as a set of axiomatic

principles they would seem to support the idea that the unity of the sacred and the

profane is based on the philosophical necessity of the principle of identity.

Nevertheless, Altizer�s approach to Hegel is problematic in that he is limited in

what he chooses to select from Hegel, and ignores a considerable amount of his writing,

especially as it pertains to questions of ethics and the role of the state in mediating the

�Idea� of right.24 Furthermore, he borrows directly from Hegel and bypasses the

secondary literature, thereby reducing the complexity of the task of interpreting Hegel.

                                                
24 E.g. Hegel, G.W.F. The Philosophy of Right translated by T.M. Knox (Chicago: Encyclopedia
Britannica Inc., 1952).
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An example of how Altizer himself is received in the secondary literature on

Hegel, a good example is to be found in Hans Küng�s book, The Incarnation of God.

Küng is severely critical of Altizer�s understanding of Hegel and asserts that,

Hegel cannot be appropriated by any kind of atheism. If this is true of the
atheism of Feuerbach and Marx (except through a distortion of Hegel�s own
intentions), then it must be said against Altizer in particular that this is also true
of �Christian atheism�� (if there is such a thing!). If Altizer differs from
Vahanian in not protesting, in the wake of the biblical revelation �alone�, against
the �death of God� in the immanence of modern civilisation and religiosity, and
if he differs from Hamilton and van Buren in regarding the death of God as an
objective event of cosmic relevance which occurred in the death of Jesus, this is
undoubtedly chiefly due to the influence of his first Crown witness, Hegel. Apart
from other contradictions entailed by what we can only call this mystically and
mythologically understood death of God in the year 30, we need only draw
attention here to the one basic contradiction to Hegel, requiring no further proof
in the light of the above account: Altizer opposes Hegel by accepting the death
of God in Christ as �a final and irrevocable event, which cannot be reversed�,
and by thinking it possible to merge God into the absolute immanence of the
secular world. Quite apart from all counter-arguments, this represents an
astonishingly frivolous misunderstanding of Hegel�s �negation of negation�, an
absolutisation of the negative moment unsupported by any serious foundation
and a blatant disregard for what can be gleaned from Hegel on the subject of the
resurrection of the totality in the most serene freedom. Hegel would count
Altizer among the philosophers of reflection, who are wont to �absolutise the
individual dimensions of totality�.25

However, whereas Küng�s criticism depends upon viewing Altizer as an atheist, a better

question than the one Küng poses is whether Altizer�s mysticism is in any way

compatible with Hegel�s system of thought.

The difficulty that Altizer faces is that he wants to adopt an apocalyptic

approach to his interpretation of Hegel�s eschatology, which is a somewhat forced

interpretation. Moreover, Altizer draws the conclusion that his system of theology has

no normative ethical consequences,26 which is at variance with Hegel�s emphasis on the

objective institutions of morality contained in family, civil society and the state. Unlike

Hegel, Altizer has no interest in the nature of free will, nor how it moves through the

various stages of abstract right, subjective morality and the objective ethical order.

Instead, Altizer�s appropriation of Hegel is limited to the relationship between the good

and bad infinities. He leaps from the Alpha of abstract universality to the Omega of the

fully comprehended Notion, which he interprets as an absolute liberation from time.

                                                
25 Küng, H. The Incarnation of God (New York: Crossroad, 1987) pp.171-172.
26 Altizer, T.J.J. The Descent Into Hell pp.164-165.
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Altizer�s position is based upon one paragraph in the Phenomenology of Spirit27

in which Hegel appears to elevate the Notion, when fully comprehended, to a timeless

dimension, as well as Hegel�s reference to �absolute liberty� of the Notion contained at

the end of his Science of Logic.28 Whilst Altizer admits that the evidence on Hegel�s

eschatology is ambiguous,29 it is clear that Altizer prefers to view the outcome of

Hegel�s system of dialectical negation as resulting in absolute knowledge in a state of

timelessness.

In contrast to Altizer�s position, Mark C. Taylor argues that,

Hegel�s interpretation of the dialectical relation between time and eternity does
not, as many commentators insist, imply the end of history, in any ordinary
meaning of this term. To the contrary, the historicity of the eternal assumes the
eternity of the historical. The eternal process of the self-related negativity
realizes itself ever again in constantly changing historical circumstances. This
process completes itself in speculative philosophy only in the sense that its
abiding nature is conceptually comprehended.30

Ironically, some support for Altizer�s viewpoint may be found in Küng�s

analysis of Hegel. Thus, Küng remarks that,

Admittedly, we can find in Hegel a tension between time and eternity, along
with a sort of �immortality� of the individual in the guise of the finite�s being
sublated in the Absolute. Even so �the formal characteristic of Hegel�s
eschatology�is the abolition of teleological directedness towards an end in
favour of a vertical relation to eternity�, where absolute Spirit stands, everything
finite has already been �sublated� and become a moment of the Absolute: in this
sense it is elevated beyond finitude and mortality, it is immortal.31

According to Küng, however, Hegel is mistaken in dispensing with the futurity of Christ

the �Coming One�,32 and hence, Hegel is in the grip of Hellenism so far as his

eschatology is concerned.33 So, whilst not wanting himself to go behind Hegel and lapse

into crude biblical supernaturalism, Küng advocates a more future oriented eschatology

and less emphasis on timelessness. Thus, the historicity of God should be retained, but

the unknown future of God should also be admitted.

For Altizer, on the other hand, the apocalypse ushers in a state of timelessness,

which is closely allied to his concept of anonymity. Conceivably, a remote link may be

made between Hegel�s objective establishment of family, society and state, and

                                                
27 Hegel, G.W.F. The Phenomenology of Spirit translated by A.V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1977) para. 801 p.487.
28 G.W.F. Hegel Science of Logic translated by A.V. Miller (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1969).
29 Altizer, T.J.J. The New Apocalypse pp.171-174.
30 Taylor, M.C. Journeys to Selfhood: Hegel & Kierkegaard (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1980) note 57 p.159.
31 Küng, H. The Incarnation of God p.403.
32 Ibid. p.407.
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Altizer�s concept of the American experience of total immersion in common language.

Hence, the post-Melvillian world may indeed be the �new� world that Altizer�s

apocalypse ushers in. As a consequence, one might view the endless production of

American vernacular as the incarnation of Absolute Spirit, but because Altizer�s object

is to annihilate all distinctions in the coming of the �all in all�, this represents an end

stage in the historical development of Absolute Spirit and not an intermediate stage as

family, society and the state does in Hegel�s philosophy. There is, then, no way to

discern in the common language any particular patterns or discrete elements which

could support a general theory of ethics in Altizer�s theology.

Altizer�s sole object is to find in the vernacular the vocalisation of the eternal

silence everywhere and at all times. It is a seamless web of discourse in which all

distinctions between self and other, higher and lower, immanent and transcendent,

sacred and profane are done away with. In Altizer�s thought, then, there is a leap to the

end of Hegel�s system whilst bypassing all the intermediate stages of the incarnation of

Absolute Spirit. Consequently he moves directly from indeterminate Being, to the

timeless and final unity of Being and Nothing in the fully determinate Notion.34

Assuming this interpretative move is legitimate, a yet more fundamental

question arises as to whether Altizer�s adoption of the Hegelian system in the first place

is totally arbitrary, when viewed from the perspective of even some of Hegel�s nearest

contemporaries. In particular, Altizer does not concern himself with the left-Hegelians

such as Strauss, Feuerbach and Marx.

The fact that Altizer does not concern himself with the viewpoint of left-wing

Hegelianism bears testimony to just how orthodox and right-wing-Hegelian Altizer�s

theological tendencies are. Hence, he is avowedly a theistic interpreter of Hegel�s

dialectical system and he advocates a view of Christ that is conventionally trinitarian in

the sense that he implicitly affirms the uniqueness of Jesus, as well as his unsurpassable

significance in the divine economy. Thus, Altizer�s theology is quite clearly opposed to

the humanistic tendencies exhibited in the early work of David Friedrich Strauss.

However, whilst Altizer proclaims a high apocalyptic Christology, he is silent on the

many points that give Strauss�s position the cogency that it intrinsically possesses as the

first step in the erosion of confidence in the Hegelian synthesis of faith and philosophy.

For example, in The Life of Jesus Critically Examined, Strauss opens the door to

doubt about the exact significance of Christ in Hegel�s philosophy, and queries whether

                                                                                                                                              
33 Ibid. p.408.
34 Cf. Hegel, G.W.F. Science of Logic pp.82-106.
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the uniqueness of Christ is essential to his system or whether Christ is merely exemplary

of the unity of the divine with the human in general (i.e. the species).35 However, in

Strauss�s own version of Hegelianism he denies the uniqueness of Christ (with the

possible exception of the concluding section of the third edition of the Life of Jesus),36

and substitutes the notion of Spirit being incarnate in the species as a whole.

Consequently, there can be no question of Christ being the novum as in Altizer�s

theology, nor is there any apocalyptic element in Strauss�s interpretation of Hegel.

Hence, the Spirit for Strauss becomes incarnate in the human race and is exhibited in the

historical achievements of humanity in its evolving mastery over the forces of nature.

Hence, whilst in Strauss there is a union of the divine with the human and consequently

a unity of the infinite with the finite, Strauss conceives of this as an incarnation in this

world and not as an eschatological ending of the old world in the new. Thus for Strauss,

Humanity is the union of the two natures � God become man, the infinite
manifesting itself in the finite, and the finite spirit remembering its infinitude; it
is the child of the visible Mother and the invisible Father, Nature and Spirit; it is
the worker of miracles, in so far as in the course of human history the spirit more
and more completely subjugates nature, both within and around man, until it lies
before him as the inert matter on which he exercises his active power.37

The divergence between Strauss and Altizer is therefore based primarily on the

question of the uniqueness of Christ. If the unity of the finite and the infinite is a process

that involves the species as a whole rather than being focused in one historical

individual, then the possibility or need of Christ being �all in all� ceases to make sense,

and hence Altizer�s desired ontological change in the structure of reality is precluded.

Whatever change is brought about as a result, Strauss�s humanistic Christology is

gradual and evolutional, rather than apocalyptic and world-ending as in Altizer�s

theology.

If the tendency in Strauss�s early work is to posit humanity as the incarnation of

God, then this tendency is taken one stage further in Feuerbach�s philosophy. Feuerbach

regards his substitution of anthropology for theology, in The Essence of Christianity, as

the true fulfilment of the principle of identity and as being accomplished only by an

inversion of the Hegelian dialectic. Thus, Feuerbach is at all times in sympathy with the

desire for the union between the finite and the infinite, but whereas theology misplaces

this desire for the infinite in the transcendent realm, anthropology upholds the infinite

nature of humanity. Hence, Feuerbach claims,

                                                
35 Strauss, D.F. The Life of Jesus Critically Examined (Ramsey, NJ.: Sigler Press, 1994) pp.777-780.
36 Ibid. pp.798-802.
37 Ibid. p.780.
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Religion, expressed generally, is consciousness of the infinite; thus it is and can
be nothing else than the consciousness which man has of his own � not finite and
limited, but infinite nature.38

In opposition to the speculative doctrine of God, Feuerbach claims that the human

consciousness, rather than being the self-consciousness of God, is divine consciousness

per se.39 Hence, Feuerbach argues,

Only when we abandon a philosophy of religion, or a theology, which is distinct
from psychology and anthropology, and recognise anthropology as itself
theology, do we attain to a true, self-satisfying identity of the divine and human
being, the identity of the human being with itself. In every theory of identity of
the divine and human which is not true identity, unity of the human nature with
itself, there still lies at the foundation a division, a separation into two, since the
identity is immediately abolished, or rather is supposed to be abolished. Every
theory of this kind is in contradiction with itself and with the understanding, - is
a half measure � a thing of the imagination � a perversion, a distortion; which,
however, the more perverted and false it is, all the more appears to be
profound.40

On the basis of Feuerbach�s criticism of religion, it is but a short step to Marx�s

position, in which Feuerbach is regarded as needing supplementation by an account of

the alienated social conditions that produce the illusory religious sentiment in the first

place.41 Moreover, Marx rejects Hegel�s dialectical philosophy because of its being

beholden to the alienated consciousness of religion. Thus, according to Marx, the

supersession of religion in absolute philosophy merely reinstates religion�s unhappy

consciousness at a higher level of abstraction. Thus, according to Marx,

If I know religion as alienated human self-consciousness what I know in
it as religion is not my self-consciousness, but my alienated self-consciousness
confirmed in it. Thus my own self, and the self-consciousness which is its
essence, is not confirmed in religion but in the abolition and supersession of
religion.

In Hegel, therefore, the negation of the negation is not the confirmation
of true being by the negation of illusory being. It is the confirmation of illusory
being, or of self-alienating being in its denial; or the denial of this illusory being
as an objective being existing outside man and independently of him, and its
transformation into a subject.

The act of supersession plays a strange part in which denial and
preservation, denial and affirmation are linked together.42

                                                
38 Feuerbach, L. The Essence of Christianity (New York: Prometheus Books, 1989) p.2.
39 Ibid. p.230.
40 Ibid. p.231.
41 Marx, K. �Theses on Feuerbach� translated by Bottomore T.B., reprinted in Gardiner, P.L. (ed.)
Nineteenth Century Philosophy (New York: Free Press, 1969) pp.281-283.
42 Marx, K. �Critique of Hegel�s Dialect and General Philosophy� translated by Bottomore T.B. ibid.
pp.263-272 at p.270.
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Hence, the result is that the subject knowing itself as absolute self-consciousness �is

therefore God, absolute spirit, the self-knowing and self-manifesting idea.�43 However,

in such a condition, according to Marx,

Real man and real nature become mere predicates, symbols of this concealed
unreal man and unreal nature. Subject and predicate have, therefore, an inverted
relation to each other; a mystical subject-object, or a subjectivity reaching
beyond the object, the absolute subject as a process of self-alienation and of
return from alienation into itself, and at the same time of reabsorption of this
alienation, the subject as this process.44

In order to rescue Altizer from the left-Hegelian critique of religion (which

Altizer unfortunately never formally addresses), one may take up the discussion where

it was left by Barth. Thus, according to Barth, the anthropological reduction of �God� to

the essential �Human� is a necessary outcome of the application of the principle of

identity in early post-Enlightenment theology. Hence, Barth asserts,

The question [Feuerbach] represents becomes acute whenever incautious use is
made in theology of mystical ideas, of the union of God and man; in fact,
wherever these ideas are used other than in an eschatologically ensured
connection.45

It is quite evident that Altizer would resonate with this suggestion of Barth�s,

given that both Barth and Altizer initially agree that God is the �wholly Other� and not

to be confused with the essence of humanity. Where they part company is in their

eschatology, in that Altizer argues that the �wholly Other� has become the �all in all�,

whereas Barth still awaits this as a future event. It is possible to conclude from this that

Altizer (like Barth) is quite at variance from the left-Hegelians in his starting premise

regarding the idea of the �wholly Other�.

As a consequence, Altizer may be favourably compared with the view from the

opposite end of the anti-Hegelian spectrum, namely, Kierkegaard�s insistence on the

infinite distance between God and history. Thus, in Kierkegaard�s theology the

transcendence of God cannot be known objectively within this world, but must instead

be sought in a moment of radical inwardness, resulting in his rejection of speculative

philosophy and its replacement by the paradox of faith.

This argumentative strategy admittedly runs counter to Altizer�s otherwise

straightforward reprise of Hegelian philosophy. What follows, however, is the fact that

despite Altizer�s avowed Hegelianism he has elements in common with Kierkegaard.

There are three matters of prime importance. First, Altizer and Kierkegaard both affirm

                                                
43 Ibid. p.272.
44 Ibid. p.272.
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the otherness of God. Second, they both agree that the proof of faith is fundamentally a

matter of individual decision. Thirdly, they both believe that faith transcends ethics. Yet

as a result, it is apparent that where Altizer�s theology most approximates Kierkegaard�s

theology, his Hegelianism is thereby put in jeopardy. The dilemma that faces Altizer is

whether to accept the left-Hegelian critique of his dialectical system or else to fully

embrace the Kierkegaardian alternative. Instead of this, Altizer tries to have the best of

both worlds (i.e. attempting to have Hegel synthesized with Kierkegaardian elements).

The topic of Kierkegaard�s concept of faith is first broached in Mircea Eliade

and the Dialectic of the Sacred.46 The matter of most importance to Altizer in this book

is that Kierkegaard requires a subjective decision of faith in order to arrive at

consciousness of the sacred, rather than placing any reliance upon an objective

historical route to God. Thus, Altizer quotes Kierkegaard in his Journals as saying,

Immanently (in the fantastic medium of abstraction) God does not exist, he only
is - God only exists for an existing man, i.e. he can only exist in faith�Faith is
therefore the anticipation of the eternal which holds the factors together, the
cleavages of existence. When an existing individual has not got faith God is not,
neither does God exist, although understood from an eternal point of view God is
eternally.47

Whilst this passage reveals Kierkegaard�s opposition to the Hegelian �system�,

as well as Kierkegaard�s derision for the concept of �man� - in contrast to the subjective

reality of faith in the individual - for Altizer the important point is that in Kierkegaard�s

theology faith also requires a radical breach between the sacred and the profane. This

means that God (the sacred) cannot be assimilated into the objective reality of time and

history (the profane). Indeed, faith can only be had by radical inwardness. Thus,

according to Altizer,

[Kierkegaard] says that the uniqueness of Christianity lies in its reaching eternity
through time, that Christianity is the ultimate paradox because here eternity
becomes time. But eternity, for Kierkegaard is radical �inwardness,� it is a
�subjective� truth, having no objective meaning, or rather, objectively, it is an
absurdity. If the eternal appears in objective time and history only by means of
the Paradox, then, the eternal, as such, does not appear, does not �exist,� in the
time and history that is known objectively. Here, there is no �union� of time and
eternity. Only in faith does eternity become time; thus faith is the ultimate
paradox, the ultimate �offense� to objectivity, the �passion� of absolute
subjectivity. Yet where is faith to be found? In history? In Christendom? In the
church? No! Only in inwardness, in subjectivity, in the passionately existing

                                                                                                                                              
45 Barth, K. From Rousseau to Ritschl pp.358-359.
46 Altizer, T.J.J. Mircea Eliade and the Dialectic of the Sacred pp.73-80.
47 Ibid. pp.76-77. [Altizer�s citation is Søren Kierkegaard, The Journals of Søren Kierkegaard, ed. and  tr.
by Alexander Dru (Oxford University Press, 1951) p.173].
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individual who by his passion has negated the reality of time and history.48

Hence Kierkegaardian �subjectivity� is, for Altizer, a recognition that time and

history is annihilated at least where faith is concerned and therefore represents an

emphatic embrace of archaic ontology where only the sacred is real, in contrast to time

and history which is unreal.

However, if faith�s object is to be secured against the left-Hegelian attack by

placing it beyond history, why then expose the �wholly Other� reality of the sacred to

the left-Hegelian reduction to the human by adopting a dialectical negation of the

sacred, as Altizer is so resolutely intent upon doing? Altizer�s reply, in The Genesis of

God is that,

While a Kierkegaardian passion of faith is alien to Hegelian thinking, that
thinking is no less centered upon a pure subjectivity which is logical and
historical at once. That is the very subjectivity which ends all objective
expressions of thinking and consciousness, an ending which is the ending of
ancient Christianity, and therein and thereby is the realization of a universal
consciousness and world.49

What Altizer is attempting to say is that Hegel�s Absolute Idea contains the

notion of the union of eternity with time in a way that abolishes time and history, in a

manner similar to the way that Kierkegaard�s subjective faith unites time and eternity

and also abolishes history. What is implied, however, is that whereas Hegel provides us

with an eschatological route in which there can be a modern epiphany of the sacred, the

Kierkegaardian alternative approximates what Altizer would call a return to the archaic

consciousness of the sacred. Thus, Altizer attempts to transpose the �wholly other� God

� via Hegel - into the totally present �all in all�. He does this by insisting upon the

apocalyptic dissolution of the profane �world� which stands over against God and its

replacement by the new world which is truly the manifestation of the �all in all�. So,

unlike the left-Hegelians, Altizer is not at home in the world as such, but only in so far

as it is an apocalyptically transformed world. He is intent on reinstating the nothingness

of God by importing into the notion of the fully realised Absolute Idea the idea of the

nothingness of the world. He advocates therefore the �negation of the negation of

negation� which is a resurrection of the original negation in an absolutely present future.

Thus, in Genesis and Apocalypse, Altizer asserts that,

The negation of the negation is the self-negation of the self-negation of I AM,
and not a negation which is a reversal of that original negation, but rather a

                                                
48 Ibid. pp.78 & 79.
49 Altizer, T.J.J. The Genesis of God pp.45 & 46.
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negation which is a final realization of negation itself, and a realization of that
negation in an ultimate and final death, a death which is resurrection and is
resurrection as the realization of an absolutely future actuality.50

Based on this passage it is possible to infer that the Kierkegaardian passion of faith is a

reversal of the original negation, rather than the final realization of negation itself.

Whilst Altizer does not accord much of a role for Kierkegaard in his theology, it

is clear that Kierkegaard�s otherworldliness is in keeping with Altizer�s concept of the

�wholly Other�. The novelty in Altizer�s Hegelianism is that he attempts to hold on to

the otherness of God by apocalyptically interpreting Hegel�s doctrine of Absolute Spirit.

The question arises, however, as to whether it is possible to hold the otherness of God

together with the Hegelian idea of mediation, or whether it would not be more

straightforward to simply affirm the paradox of faith and abandon the dialectical system

of Hegel altogether. There is all the more reason to query Altizer on this point, given

that Altizer does not unequivocally advocate the philosophical necessity of his own

version of speculative philosophy, but instead puts the onus back on the individual to

decide for themselves what is to be believed.

Hence, in spite of Altizer�s emphasis on the end state of pure anonymity, he

shares another aspect in common with Kierkegaard, namely, the concept of the

supremacy of individual judgement as the decisive factor in faith, even if that judgement

leads to a sense of total anonymity (which is most unlike Kierkegaard�s concept of

subjective existence). Thus, Altizer agrees with Kierkegaard that authentic faith is

reached in solitude and cannot be derived from the opinion of the crowd. Hence, in

Altizer�s understanding of  �truth� he avoids an appeal to any authority that is outside or

above the individual. What Altizer requires is a decision by the individual in favour of

apocalyptic finality and all that this entails. This means that as individuals we must

choose between reality and illusion and thus between the coincidentia oppositorum (the

union of Nothing and Being) or else the continuance of the illusory subject/object

distinction. Above all, we are not asked merely to take Altizer�s word as a new kind of

objective authority. Rather, in addressing his audience in Genesis and Apocalypse,

Altizer asserts that,

There is no authority whatsoever present in this book which is not at least
potentially present in the reader; here judgement can only be a mutual
judgement, but a mutually solitary judgement �[Hence] the reader is finally the
author of this book, or is so at whatever points this book is real.51
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The question of what is foundational for human consciousness, therefore, places us at a

crossroads in which we must decide, as solitary individuals, what we are to believe.

Furthermore, Altizer offers nothing other than a solitary apprehension of the truth,

which is reminiscent of Kierkegaard�s belief that,

A direct relationship between one spiritual being and another, with respect to
essential truth, is unthinkable. If such a relationship is assumed, it means that
one of the parties has ceased to be spirit�Socrates was an ethical teacher, but he
took cognizance of the non-existence of any direct relationship between teacher
and pupil, because the truth is inwardness, and because this inwardness in each
is precisely the road which leads them away from one another.52

Given the similarity between Altizer and Kierkegaard over the solitary nature of

inwardness, it is surprising that Altizer does not attempt to write pseudonymously. After

all, Altizer makes no attempt to establish a rapport with his audience. There is certainly

no attempt on his part to create disciples, nor to cultivate a school of thought.  Hence, it

is somewhat incongruous that Altizer should be so heavily indebted to the Hegelian

system, and thus to be subject to all the Kierkegaardian taunts that any such attempt to

�explain� the paradox of faith leads to nothing but a comic approximation of the truth.

Thus, according to Kierkegaard,

The speculative philosopher is perhaps at the farthest possible remove from
Christianity, and it is far preferable to be an offended individual who
nevertheless sustains a relation to Christianity than a speculative philosopher
who assumes to have understood it.53

In spite of Kierkegaard�s rejection of speculative philosophy, there is a third area

of partial agreement that nevertheless unites Altizer and Kierkegaard, and that is on the

supremacy of faith over ethics. However, such agreement as there is enters the picture,

so far as Altizer is concerned, only as regards the terminus of Kierkegaard�s thought and

not in regard to the means by which his ideal of Christian faith is realized. Hence,

Altizer begins where Kierkegaard ends. Kierkegaard�s distinction between aesthetic

possibility, and ethical and religious subjectivity, is completely ignored by Altizer.

However, Altizer is emphatic on the point that the religious transcends the ethical, if

only because he need only state this once,54 and he thereafter never gives the issue a

moment�s extra thought. Indeed, so extreme is Altizer�s otherworldliness, that the

ethical is simply excluded from consideration. Furthermore, as the end state is a

repristination of the Nothing from which the whole dialectical process began, there is no
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�Kingdom ethic� that can be described as an alternative way of living for the duration of

existence within the profane world. This is because for Altizer the profane world is an

illusion and does not really exist in consequence of the coming of the �all in all�. Hence,

his apocalyptic vision is indeed revolutionary, in so far as it is destructive of all social

institutions and authority, and it leaves nothing alternative in its place.

By contrast, Kierkegaard takes ethical subjectivity very seriously as the means

by which one prepares for religious subjectivity. Thus, ethical subjectivity is much to be

preferred to mere aesthetic possibility. Yet, the ethical constitutes a final stumbling

block to the religious which transcends the ethical via the leap of faith. Thus Abraham�s

ethical duty to Isaac came into conflict with Abraham�s call to have faith in God.

Hence,

The teleological suspension of the ethical�consists in the individual�s finding
himself in a state precisely the opposite of that which the ethical requires, so that
far from being able to begin, each moment he remains in this state he is more
and more prevented from beginning. He is not related to the task as possibility to
actuality, but as impossibility. Thus the individual is suspended from the
requirements of the ethical in the most terrible manner, being in suspension
heterogeneous with the ethical, which nevertheless has an infinite claim upon
him; each moment it requires itself of the individual, and each moment it thereby
only more definitely determines the heterogeneity as heterogeneity. Abraham
was not heterogeneous with the ethical in his temptation, the temptation in which
God tempts a man as the story in Genesis says of Abraham; he was quite
completely capable of realizing it, but was prevented by something higher,
which through accentuating itself absolutely transformed the voice of duty into a
temptation.55

By contrast, Altizer does not experience Kierkegaard�s tension between faith and ethics.

There is no motif in Altizer�s work such as occurs in Kierkegaard�s conflict over the

duty to marry versus his calling to be a new evangelist of the gospel. Thus, the ease with

which Altizer bypasses the ethical is a sure sign that Altizer�s thought is ultimately

allied to mysticism more than to the Kierkegaardian paradox of faith. Nevertheless, the

fact that there is some overlap highlights the deviation of Altizer�s version of

Hegelianism from the interpretation of the dialectical system entertained by the left-

Hegelians, and indeed by Kierkegaard himself.

4. Altizer�s Mysticism:

In order to properly characterise Altizer�s theology, I shall accept Altizer�s

Hegelianism at face value and move on to chart a course through some of the nineteenth
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and early twentieth century literature that pertains to the matter of Protestant mysticism.

The fact that I have chosen to refer to Altizer as a �Protestant mystic� reflects two

things: first an acknowledgement of the convergence between Ernst Troeltsch�s

characterisation of the general features of Protestant mysticism and Altizer�s theology;

secondly, the fact that above all what qualifies Altizer as a mystic is his being an heir to

the romantic pursuit of the principle of identity, rather than to other types of mysticism

within the history of the mystical tradition in Christian theology. Hence, I do not intend

to compare Altizer with any example within the tradition of Catholic mysticism,

including the tradition of negative theology. This is because Altizer�s mysticism is not a

reflection on centuries old Catholic tradition, but is instead a revival of relatively recent

romantic efforts within Protestant theology to develop the notion of union with God,

and thus to provide an alternative form of spirituality to that provided by Protestant

orthodoxy.

The reason why I have selected Troeltsch is that he, more than any of his near

contemporaries, describes Altizer�s mysticism best of all. Before coming to Troeltsch,

however, I shall consider the work of William James and Albert Schweitzer, the former,

because of his stature in the study of religion, the latter because of Altizer�s apparent

affinity with Schweitzer on eschatology and the Incarnation.

In The Varieties of Religious Experience William James defined the mystical in

terms of ineffable religious experience.56 Whilst James does not disregard the

philosophical quest for principle of identity, his emphasis is upon the mystical as a

category of private experience upon the basis of which claims of otherworldliness are

founded. Nevertheless, for James the authority of these experiences does not extend

beyond the individuals concerned, because for him, �mystical truth exists for the

individual who has the transport, but for no one else.�57 He therefore likens mystical

experience to sense experience and not as a species of conceptual thought.

Yet, when he does consider the nature of Absolute Idealism as a form of

mysticism he does describe the general features to be found in Altizer�s system. Hence,

James asserts,

This overcoming of all the usual barriers between the individual and the
Absolute is the great mystic achievement. In mystic states we both become one
with the Absolute and we become aware of our oneness. This is the everlasting
and triumphant mystical tradition, hardly altered by differences of clime or
creed. In Hinduism, in Neoplatonism, in Sufism, in Christian mysticism, in
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Whitmanism, we find the same recurring note, so that there is about mystical
utterances an eternal unanimity which ought to make a critic stop and think, and
which brings it about that the mystical classics have, as has been said, neither
birthday nor native land. Perpetually telling of the unity of man with God, their
speech antedates language, and they do not grow old.58

When it comes to evaluating a specific case, James cites the work of the Scottish

Hegelian, John Caird, whom he quotes approvingly as saying,

Oneness of mind and will with the divine mind and will is not the future hope
and aim of religion, but its very beginning and birth in the soul. To enter on the
religious life is to terminate the struggle. In that act which constitutes the
beginning of the religious life � call it faith, or trust, or self-surrender, or by
whatever name you will � there is involved the identification of the finite with a
life which is eternally realized. It is true indeed that the religious life is
progressive; but understood in the light of the foregoing idea, religious progress
is not progress towards, but within the Infinite.59

Yet despite his admiration for the sentiments expressed, James dismisses Caird

on the basis that �the whole of Germany, one may say, has positively rejected the

Hegelian argumentation.�60 Furthermore, James regards Absolute Idealism as being

essentially a vain philosophic effort to lend cogency to what are essentially private

mystical experiences. Hence, James asserts,

Mysticism�is essentially private and individualistic; it always exceeds our
powers of formulation; and although attempts to pour its contents into a
philosophic mould will probably always go on, men being what they are, yet
these attempts are always secondary processes which in no way add to the
authority, or warrant the veracity, of the sentiments from which they derive their
own stimulus and borrow whatever glow of conviction they may themselves
possess.61

James�s position reduces mysticism to the level of an occurrence in experience,

which, like an isolated sense datum, needs verification, or else some other more

pragmatic test such as the believer�s greater spiritual energy.62 What is not considered as

a real candidate for consideration is the abstract unity of the finite with the infinite in

which the very essence of individual identity is subsumed by the infinite. Thus James

prejudges the issue against Absolute Idealism and restricts the meaning of mysticism to

the very general level of personal religious experience.
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It is nonetheless true that Altizer does speak of moments of �Proustian ecstasy�

and the microcosm in which all macrocosmic reality is fundamentally changed.63

Moreover his reliance on apocalyptic vision, (in contrast to his Hegelian dialectics),

provides some basis for a reduction of his system to a form of ineffable experience

albeit with the requisite noetic, transient and passive qualities that James attributes to

mystical states.64 However, Altizer and James have diametrically opposed foundational

concepts of reality, with James taking the reality of this world for granted, whilst trying

to find some way of explaining the possibility of supernatural realities. Altizer, on the

other hand, is uncompromising on the fundamental ontological priority to be accorded

the sacred and its dialectical fulfilment in the coming of the �all in all�.

Another approach to mysticism that is closer to Altizer is the work of Albert

Schweitzer in his book, The Mysticism of Paul the Apostle. Whilst Altizer agrees with

Schweitzer that the Hellenization of the Incarnation is a corruption of the eschatological

essence of the gospel,65 and hence rejects the non-eschatological notion of the union of

flesh and spirit, Altizer and Schweitzer are seriously opposed to one another on the

relationship between eschatology and ethics.

Schweitzer�s �ethical Christ-mysticism�, in which the will of Christ becomes

identical with the will of the believer who has �died and risen again in Christ�, is based

on the Pauline notion of the new creation which is not of the flesh (the old aeon), but of

the Spirit (the new creation). By being-in-Christ one lives in the new creation whilst one

is still part of the old creation. Consequently, Schweitzer insists that the supramundane

character of Christ-mysticism is not supra-ethical. Thus he argues,

The great danger of all mysticism is that of becoming supra-ethical, that is to
say, of making the spirituality associated with the being-in-eternity an end in
itself. The valuation of the spiritual in and for itself is found among the
Brahmans, the Buddhists, and in Hegel. And the mysticism of Hellenistic
personal religion is, it might almost be said, without ethical interests.66

In Schweitzer�s opinion,

The essential character of the ethical as it arises out of the mysticism of the
dying and rising again with Christ is formulated by Paul in many and various
ways, as sanctification, giving up the service of sin, living for God, bringing
forth fruit for God, serving the Spirit.67
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The Pauline ethic is the �necessary outward expression of the translation form the

earthly world to the super-earthly, which has already taken place in the being-in-

Christ.�68 Consequently,

By his eschatological mysticism Paul gives his ethic a relation to the Person of
Christ, and makes the conception of the Spirit an ethical conception. By his
eschatological thought he grasps ethics as life in the Spirit of Christ, and thereby
creates a Christian ethic valid for all time.69

It is not surprising that Schweitzer should interpret Pauline mysticism as an

ethical Christ-mysticism, given Schweitzer�s lifelong pursuit of the ethic of �reverence

for life�. Altizer, on the other hand, has no equivalent ethical programme. From

Schweitzer�s point of view this would be due in large part to Altizer having a �God-

mysticism� rather than a �Christ mysticism�. By �God-mysticism� Schweitzer means

that,

Recognising the unity of all things in God, in Being as such, it passes beyond the
unquiet flux of becoming and disintegration in the peace of timeless being, and
is conscious of itself as being in God, and in every moment eternal.70

Thus, even though Altizer would agree with Schweitzer and reject the non-

eschatological union of flesh and spirit, which would appear to support Schweitzer�s

case against God-mysticism, Schweitzer would nevertheless find Altizer guilty of God-

mysticism because of his repristination of the timeless in the eschatologically derived

new world. Thus, Altizer�s sense of timelessness leads to ethical inaction, whereas

Schweitzer�s eschatological Christ-mysticism means that the believer still has a foot in

both camps, i.e. in the mundane and the supramundane. Schweitzer attempts to

reconcile these two conflicting states by suggesting that the believer has the inner

freedom of the Spirit, even if they are outwardly bound by the world. Hence, the ethical

Christ-mystic attempts to act in the world in a way that is not of the world, and thus act

in accordance with their being-in-Christ.

There are two potential rejoinders to Schweitzer�s hypothetical criticism which

could be made in defence of Altizer. The first is that Altizer provides a purely

contemplative theology. Conceivably, however, it could possibly be supplemented from

some external source with an activist ethic. This would cover the requirements of the

non-eschatological reality of living in this world, assuming like Schweitzer that we do

have a foot in both camps. Hence, it is possible that a supplementary ethic might be held

in tandem with Altizer�s apocalypticism as a guide for dealing with the residual
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questions of how we are to act in the non-eschatological reality. Thus, what is not

provided for by Altizer�s over-eager eschatological mysticism of total presence may be

provided by some external source. Alternatively, Altizer�s apocalypticism could be

taken to imply a completely anarchic ethic based on his utter rejection of all social and

institutional authority. In which case Schweitzer�s allegation concerning the absence of

any ethic may merely cloak a conservative morality held up in opposition to a totally

anarchic morality. Hence, Altizer�s ethic may be that any iconoclastic action is

permitted and the only things that are forbidden are acts which tend to re-establish

worldly authority.

This second approach is the best possible construction to put on Altizer�s

theology, as far as answering the charge that Altizer has no ethics is concerned, even if

this implies a dangerously revolutionary ethical doctrine. The alternative construction

implies that the contemplative Altizer completely excludes the ethical unless it is

possible to find some interruption in his contemplative scheme which would permit the

grafting on of some externally sourced moral principles. However, the more likely view

is that Altizer�s theology is a contemplative theology without remainder, and therefore it

is not possible without extreme artificiality to attribute to him any moral principles. This

interpretation would accord with his stated intentions.

The fact that Altizer eschews ethics does not count against him as a mystical

theologian so far as Ernst Troeltsch is concerned. Indeed Troeltsch accepts that ethics is

of marginal interest to mystics and does not hold that against them. So it is that in

Troeltsch, I believe, we find the most sympathetic treatment of the kind of mysticism

that Altizer exhibits.

The consideration of mysticism for Troeltsch arises in the context of his

discussion of the church and sect-types of religion, but is no less important in his overall

scheme. Indeed, most of what Troeltsch says regarding mysticism describes Altizer near

perfectly, even if it is directed towards distinguishing religion from another era, i.e.

distinguishing the general features of �spiritual religion� as a radical form of the

Protestant reformation. Thus, in his discussion of the general features of Protestant

mysticism Troeltsch asserts,

Mysticism meant the rise of a lay religion within the Church, and it greatly
encouraged the individualistic tendency of the bourgeois world. But at that time
it had no influence upon the life of the religious community, nor had it yet any
critical significance in connection with the idea of the Church, or with doctrine.
Mysticism was still either under the protection of the Church, or it was
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connected with the Religious Orders. It never stood alone. Protestant mysticism,
on the contrary, learnt to regard itself as the outcome of the idea of the
priesthood of all believers, and of the personal religion of conviction, and thus it
was able to make an independent stand.71

Troeltsch claims that when this mysticism assumes more theoretical and

philosophical proportions, it may become separated from institutional religion

altogether, unlike the more spontaneous and emotional forms of spiritual religion which

may still co-exist with many kinds of objective institutional religion. Hence, concerning

philosophical mysticism, Troeltsch asserts,

The active energies in mysticism of this kind can become independent in
principle, contrasted with concrete religion; they then break away from it and set
up a theory of their own which takes the place of the concrete religion and of its
mythos or doctrine; this may take place either by means of open denial, or
through an allegorical change in the interpretation. When this takes place,
however, mysticism realizes that it is an independent religious principle; it sees
itself as the real universal heart of all religion, of which the various myth-forms
are merely the outer garment. It regards itself as the means of restoring an
immediate union with God; it feels independent of all institutional religion, and
possesses an entire inward certainty, which makes it indifferent towards every
kind of religious fellowship. This is its fundamental attitude; it does not vary
whether the mystic adheres externally to the religious community or not.
Henceforward union with God, deification, self-annihilation, become the real
and only subject of religion.72

Moreover,

This type of mysticism�becomes anti-personal and ascetic, since it allows
personality to be absorbed in God, because it regards the senses and finite
existence as the wall of separation between God Transcendent and God
Immanent.73

The relationship between mysticism and community is also observed by

Troeltsch to accentuate the tendency of Protestantism towards individualism. Thus,

Troeltsch asserts,

Mysticism is a radical individualism, very different from the sect. While the sect
separates individuals from the world by its conscious hostility to �worldliness�
and by its ethical severity, binding them together in a voluntary fellowship,
established upon mutual control and penitential discipline, laying upon
individuals the obligation to follow the example and submit to the authority of
Christ, increasing individualism by placing it within the mutual influence of
group fellowship and worship � mysticism lays no stress at all upon the relation
between individuals, but only upon the relations between the soul and God. It
regards the historical, authoritative and ritual elements in religion merely as
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methods of quickening the religious senses with which, in case of need, it can
dispense altogether.74

As far as ethics and social organization are concerned, Troeltsch makes some

telling remarks, which again have strong parallels to the tendencies evident in Altizer�s

theology. Hence, Troeltsch observes,

Spiritual idealism and mysticism�have no impulse towards organization at all.
Only in so far as these groups retain their hold on ethical Christian Theism (and
among the Quietistic and Pantheistic groups only under pressure of the
ineradicable natural urge towards fellowship) do these movements produce any
form of independent social organization as the outcome of their religious ideas.
As a rule people of this type care solely for the individual and his eternal
welfare�75

Hence,

Resignation, a sense of superiority, pessimism, Quietism, and optimistic
expectations all have their place within this movement. The result is, naturally,
that there is a complete indifference, or impotence towards all social problems
which lie outside the directly religious sphere. Fundamentally this school of
thought has no idea at all of the way in which to deal with questions of the State
or of economics; it only knows that everything ought to be altered and begun
entirely afresh. When? And how? It is, indeed, hard to say.76

From these various observations drawn from Troeltsch, it can be concluded that

Altizer shares many of the features that Troeltsch generally ascribes to Protestant

mysticism. Hence, Altizer is a lay theologian who rejects ecclesiastical and clerical

religion. He puts the onus on individuals to decide for themselves what is to be

believed. He stresses self-annihilation and therefore is anti-personal in his concept of

the anonymity of the �all in all�. It is not obvious, however, that Altizer is ascetical. He

could just as easily be antinomian. Without doubt Altizer is radically individualistic and

has no place for religious community within his theology. Thus, Altizer makes no effort

to prescribe any kind of social organization, as his mystical theology wipes away

everything that pertains to this world. He looks for a totally new beginning, but of that

beginning he can suggest only that it is a state in which life and death are

indistinguishable. It is timeless and therefore there is nothing to be done.

5. Altizer�s Relationship to Liberal-Protestantism:

 Paul Tillich defined romanticism as the intuitive and imaginative element that is

typical of mysticism, and in which the thinking of the coincidentia oppositorum
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becomes possible.77 Hence, on Tillich�s understanding of romanticism as a form of

mysticism, he is able to locate both Schleiermacher�s theology of religious feeling as

well as Hegel�s Absolute Idealism as instances of the same tendency, i.e. to unite the

infinite with the finite.

Tillich�s linking of romanticism and mysticism is useful for understanding

Altizer because in the case of Altizer�s own definition of mysticism, i.e. the �attempt to

dissolve the self in union with a transcendent Reality�, we have an instance of the

principle of identity, and hence a similarity with the romantic tendency in early liberal-

Protestantism. However, as Tillich also points out, the later liberal-Protestantism with

its �back to Kant� tendency was implacably opposed to mysticism. Its leading

theological idea was the moral struggle to build the Kingdom of God. Consequently,

later theologians such as Ritschl and Harnack were hostile to mysticism and abandoned

the principle of identity altogether.78

Schleiermacher�s Speeches on Religion establishes a precedent for Altizer�s

theology on a number of fronts, most notably, the division between faith and ethics.

Thus, Schleiermacher holds that the essence of faith is the contemplation of the Infinite

in the finite, and that ethics is a separate issue altogether. Hence he asserts that,

The contemplation of the pious is the immediate consciousness of the universal
existence of all finite things, in and through the Infinite, and of all temporal
things in and through the Eternal. Religion is to seek this and find it in all that
lives and moves, in all growth and change, in all doing and suffering. It is to
have life and to know life in immediate feeling, only as such an existence in the
Infinite and the Eternal. Where this is found religion is satisfied, where it hides
itself there is for her unrest and anguish, extremity and death. Wherefore it is a
life in the infinite nature of the Whole, in the One and in the All, in God, having
and possessing all things in God, and God in all. Yet religion is not knowledge
and science, either of the world or of God. Without being knowledge, it
recognizes knowledge and science. In itself it is an affection, a revelation of the
Infinite in the finite, God being seen in it and it in God.79

On the basis of Schleiermacher�s carving out a role for the religious affections

against the prevalent rationalism and moralism of the Kantian alternative,

Schleiermacher does not go so far as to say that ethics is unimportant, but that the mind

is partitioned into the religious, the scientific and the moral domains. Each must

acknowledge the existence of the other. Thus, Schleiermacher asserts,

What is the object of your ethics, of your science of action? Does it not seek to
distinguish precisely each part of human doing and producing, and at the same
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time to combine them into a whole, according to actual relations? But the pious
man confesses that, as pious, he knows nothing about it. He does, indeed,
contemplate human action, but it is not the kind of contemplation from which an
ethical system takes rise. Only one thing he seeks out and detects, action from
God, God�s activity among men. If your ethics are right, and his piety as well, he
will not, it is true, acknowledge any action as excellent which is not embraced in
your system. But to know and to construct this system is your business, ye
learned, not his.80

Altizer�s theology concurs with these sentiments excepting that there is a doubt

about whether his apocalypticism permits any concurrent domain to be awarded to

ethics, let alone natural science. Moreover, Schleiermacher�s eschatology differs from

Altizer�s in so much as Schleiermacher postpones the end to the resurrection of the

dead,81 rather than conceiving of an apocalypse in which the end is brought into being in

the here and now.

 Concerning Schleiermacher�s mysticism there is also some doubt as to whether

it functions in Schleiermacher�s theology merely as an apologetic device, whereas in his

dogmatics he is really an ethicist at heart. Barth advances this argument in his

assessment of Schleiermacher, and concludes that because of Schleiermacher�s culture-

Protestantism he is committed to the belief that religious faith amounts to nothing more

than bringing out the best in civilization. Thus Barth argues,

I venture to assert that Schleiermacher�s entire philosophy of religion and
Christianity, the things we first think of when his name is mentioned, was
something secondary, auxiliary to the consolidation of this true concern of his,
the ethical one�For Schleiermacher did not seek to identify Christianity with
mysticism (although this was in fact what he did achieve as an apologist) but
with the movement of civilization, so the theology of the nineteenth century
which took over from him is least characterized by its affinity to mysticism, and
most definitely by its unqualified and direct affirmation of modern cultural
consciousness.82

Barth�s position on Schleiermacher is dictated by his rejection of

Schleiermacher�s apologetic task and Barth�s own preferred emphasis on dogmatics.

Thus, Barth objects in principle to any attempt to recommend Christianity to unbelief on

the basis of the superior vantage point of the philosophy of religion. Hence for Barth

one cannot speak about religion but only out of religion. By contrast, Schleiermacher in

speaking about religion,

�seeks an admission from the educated people to whom he is speaking that
religion in general and the Christian religion in particular is the highest value in
life, something which is not only possible, but real and necessary beside science,

                                                
80 Ibid. pp.36-37.
81 Schleiermacher, F. The Christian Faith (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976) pp.707-720.
82 Barth, K. From Rousseau to Ritschl pp.317-318.
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art, the Fatherland, etc., something which is already existing in latent form, and
only requiring their correct recognition; and that civilization without religion,
without the Christian religion, is not a complete civilization.83

In comparison, Altizer is neither an apologist nor a dogmatist in the Barthian

sense, since he is neither concerned to recommend faith to unbelief, nor to explicate

church theology. Whilst Altizer does claim the support of selected leading poets and

philosophers as being the bearers of the Spirit in culture, or the representatives of

universal consciousness, this is not a first stage in a two stage process leading to the

imposition of church dogma as the final stage of conversion. Moreover, Altizer does not

issue an address to anyone, but delivers text more in the form of a soliloquy. Any

potential hearer is not argued into faith, but merely invited to construct the truth for

themselves in the light of what they have heard. Altizer�s theology is therefore an

intentionally lonely exercise because solitude is a constituent feature of his mysticism.

Barth�s criticism of Schleiermacher as regards the mysticism and ethics duality

is therefore only relevant to an evaluation of Altizer in so far as it can be said that

Schleiermacher as a whole is not consistent on the matter. Even so, the fact that there is

some attempt made to elevate mysticism above ethics is a pointer in Altizer�s direction,

even if Altizer himself takes matters to extremes and establishes mysticism to the

complete exclusion of ethics.

Another point of convergence is Schleiermacher�s weak ecclesiology which,

whilst not approaching Altizer�s wholesale rejection of the church, does not provide

very much reason for resisting him. Thus, when discussing the reason for association in

religion, Schleiermacher asserts,

If there is religion at all, it must be social, for that is the nature of man, and it is
quite peculiarly the nature of religion. You must confess that when an individual
has produced and wrought something in his own mind, it is morbid and in the
highest degree unnatural to wish to reserve it to himself. He should express it in
the indispensable fellowship and mutual dependence of action. And there is also
a spiritual nature which he has in common with the rest of his species which
demands that he express and communicate all that is in him. The more violently
he is moved and the more deeply he is impressed, the stronger that social
impulse works. And this is true even if we regard it only as the endeavour to find
the feeling in others, and so to be sure that nothing has been encountered that is
not human.84

Even in his dogmatics, Schleiermacher continues with the view that �the

�Church� is a society which originates only through free human action and which can

                                                
83 Ibid. p.323.
84 Schleiermacher, F. On Religion: Speeches to its Cultured Despisers p.148.
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only through such continue to exist.�85 Whilst Schleiermacher does articulate a doctrine

of divine election as part of his concept of Christian fellowship, the God-consciousness

that draws one into fellowship is not the God-consciousness of the fellowship, but one�s

own individual God-consciousness. Hence, �the Christian Church takes shape through

the coming together of regenerate individuals to form a system of mutual interaction

and co-operation�.86

Altizer regards his own mysticism as �universal consciousness� and therefore it

cannot be enhanced by any sort of fellowship such as Schleiermacher envisages. This is

because for Schleiermacher the world is still divided between the regenerate and the

unregenerate, whereas for Altizer all such distinctions are abolished. Furthermore, the

mysticism that Altizer promotes does not need fellowship to validate it, as the purported

natural urge to social religion that Schleiermacher postulates is not evident in Altizer.

For Schleiermacher, also, whilst there is room for dissent in the church, there is also a

consequent duty on members of the fellowship to seek after unity. Altizer, on the other

hand, is not merely dissenting from the church. He rejects it completely because its very

existence presupposes the deferral of the arrival of the �all in all�.

Albrecht Ritschl�s opposition to mysticism places him in direct opposition to

Altizer. Thus, Ritschl asserts,

The mystics claim to enjoy the blessedness of the future in moments of ecstasy
in the present life. They have, however, to suffer for their elevation of spirit at
such moments through subsequent lassitude, aridity and barrenness of the
feeling, and the sense of desertion by God. The Reformers, on the other hand,
live in the faith that eternal life, and the joy which attaches to it, namely,
blessedness, are present gifts, continually enjoyed as the result of the forgiveness
of sins.87

Moreover, Ritschl�s emphasis on the ethical nature of the gospel further

distances his theology from Altizer�s. Hence, Ritschl maintains a sharp contrast between

the mystical and the ethical. He claims that,

In keeping with the concept of the kingdom of God, I emphasize the supernatural
and supramundane character of man�s ethical calling, and I have expressly
shown how the believer exercises spiritual dominion over the world in
accordance with his justification through faith�In comparison, however, I do
not find the so-called higher metaphysical path to mystical union a more
valuable method than this ethical life style [Lebensführung] which I characterize

                                                
85 Schleiermacher, F. The Christian Faith p.3.
86 Ibid. p.532.
87 Ritschl, A. �Justification and the Mystical Union� - an excerpt from Justification and Reconciliation
translated by H.R. Mackintosh and A.B. Macaulay in Reardon, B.M.G. Liberal Protestantism (London:
Adam & Charles Black, 1968) p.85.
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as Christian, nor do I recognize the mandate of Christianity in the goal of
mystical union.88

Given the mystical versus ethical tension within liberal-Protestantism, Altizer is

very much allied to the mystical dimension in Schleiermacher and opposed to the

ethical emphasis in Ritschl.

However, Altizer shares with Ritschl�s disciple, Adolf von Harnack, a tendency

to define the �essence� of Christianity in opposition to the dogmas of church theology.

Yet, whereas Harnack�s essence of Christianity is an ethic of neighbour love based on

the combined premises of the �fatherhood of God� and the �infinite value of the human

soul�,89 Altizer�s essence of the gospel is solely concerned with the mystical union of

the soul with God and entirely neglects the ethical dimension. Nevertheless, Altizer and

Harnack agree that there is an essence to the gospel, which must be stripped away from

church dogma.

6. Conclusion:

The theology of Altizer may be summed up as an idiosyncratic and solitary form

of Protestant mysticism. Whilst he relies on Hegel, his theology also reflects early

liberal-Protestant romanticism. However, he takes to extremes the mystical versus

ethical dichotomy inherent in liberal-Protestantism by closing the door on all discussion

of ethics. This is either a reflection of an exaggerated emphasis on mystical

contemplation in his theology, or else it implies an anarchic doctrine of ethics which is

opposed to all worldly authority.

As impressive as his mystical system of thought is, Altizer can be criticised for

not dealing adequately with the Hegelian tradition in theology and taking it upon

himself to articulate a Hegelian position regardless of the potential for disagreement

among Hegel�s successive interpreters. Nevertheless, the standard critiques of Altizer�s

theology have entirely neglected his similarity with nineteenth century romantic

Protestant thought, and they have therefore entirely misunderstood and misrepresented

his theology. He has been placed in the wrong basic theological category of atheism,

instead of where he should rightly be discussed, which is in connection with the concept

of mysticism in Protestant theology.

Thus it is my belief that the reference and other standard works on the �death of

God� theology need revising, so as to make clear that the theology of Altizer is not a

                                                
88 Ritschl, A. �Theology and Metaphysics� in Ritschl, A. Three Essays (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1972) pp.175-176.
89 Harnack, A. What is Christianity? (London: Williams and Norgate, 1904) pp.65-76.
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despairing form of atheism, but a vigorous restatement in apocalyptic theological

language of the total union of the soul with God. Against this unity with God nothing is

permitted to stand: not the world, not the church, nor even the self. There remains only

the total silence of the divine abyss which is manifested everywhere without distinction

in the universal consciousness embodied in common language.

This is also where the analysis of �death of God� studies should be concluded.

For despite the association of the �death of God� concept with other theologians,

Altizer�s theology has no dependence on them, nor are his views clarified or enhanced

by the other purported �death of God� theologians. However, in order to show the

incommensurability between their work and Altizer�s theology, I shall now proceed to

analyse the work of William Hamilton, Paul van Buren and Harvey Cox.
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Chapter Five: William Hamilton�s Post-Christian Mysticism

1. Introduction:

There is no doubt that William Hamilton and Thomas Altizer will be forever

linked together by virtue of their collaboration over the book, Radical Theology and the

Death of God. However, despite this one-off collaboration, their respective corpus of

publications reveals that they have little in common. What emerges from a study of

Hamilton�s work is that he is very conservative in his understanding of Christian

theology and will not countenance any theological innovation. Hence, he adopts a

narrow view of what counts as acceptable Protestant orthodoxy, and beyond this the

only option is to adopt a post-Christian mysticism.

In what follows I shall demonstrate that Hamilton�s post-Christian mysticism is

poles apart from Altizer�s vivid sense of the total presence of God, just as Hamilton�s

experience of the loss of Christian faith bears no resemblance to Altizer�s mystical

vision of the apocalypse.

2. Hamilton�s Theological Development:

William Hamilton was born on March 9, 1924 in Evanston, Illinios. He was

ordained minister in the Baptist Church in 1948. He studied for his B.A. at Oberlin

College, which was awarded in 1943. He completed a B.D. at Union Seminary in New

York in 1949. In 1952 he was awarded a Ph.D. from the University of St Andrews,

Scotland, where he studied under the supervision of Donald Baillie. His major academic

appointments have been at Colgate Rochester Divinity School (1955-67); New College

Sarasota, Florida (1967-70); and Portland State University, Oregon (1970-88).

Hamilton�s earliest work dates from the 1950�s when he published two books

that were designed for education of lay people. The first of these was The Christian

Man1, which was a guide to traditional Christian anthropology. The second was The

Modern Reader�s Guide to the Gospels.2 Hamilton�s next book, The New Essence of

Christianity3 is more revealing of his emerging theological position which was heavily

influenced by the work of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, in particular, Bonhoeffer�s concept of

�religionless Christianity�. Hamilton and Altizer then collaborated in producing Radical

Theology and the Death of God.4 It continued the theme of �religionless Christianity�,

                                                
1 Hamilton, W. The Christian Man (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1956).
2 Hamilton, W. The Modern Reader�s Guide to the Gospels (New York: Association Press, 1959).
3 Hamilton, W. The New Essence of Christianity (New York: Association Press, 1966).
4 Altizer T.J.J. and Hamilton, W. Radical Theology and the Death of God (New York: Bobbs-Merrill Co.,
1966).
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but Hamilton became more controversial than previously because he employed �death

of God� language. Hamilton subsequently published some lengthy essays that

elaborated on the Bonhoeffer themes, notably, ��The Letters are a particular thorn�:

Some Themes in Bonhoeffer�s Prison Writings�5 as well as �The Character of

Pannenberg�s Theology�.6

Hamilton�s next book, On Taking God out of the Dictionary,7 marked a turning

point, in that from here on he became more interested in literature and less concerned

with theology. After some years his book Melville and the Gods8 appeared. This was a

small but very concise commentary upon Herman Melville�s novels and various poems,

focusing in particular on Moby-Dick. Hamilton discovered in Melville a kindred spirit,

an example of someone struggling to come to terms with his loss of faith but never quite

being able to get past the experience. This book was followed by more on Melville in

Reading Moby-Dick and Other Essays.9

Hamilton�s last major publication to date is A Quest for the Post-Historical

Jesus.10 Here Hamilton picks up again on his earlier interest in Bonhoeffer and revives

the quest for Jesus through the devices of literary fiction. The purpose of the exercise is

to vindicate Bonhoeffer�s dictum that Christ �did not come into the first century to

settle�twentieth-century problems�.11 Hamilton�s implied response to this situation is,

along the lines of Melville, to learn to do without God.

In his latest published article, Hamilton�s efforts are focused upon

Shakespearian studies in which the nature of God�s power and omnipotent will are

being explored.12

3. Hamilton�s Early Orthodoxy:

 In The Christian Man, Hamilton described what he called a �new kind of self-

understanding�13 that is characteristic of the Christian view of what it is to be human. In

essence this is the view that �the Christian is a creature made in the image of God. But

                                                
5 Hamilton, W. ��The Letters are a particular thorn�: Some Themes in Bonhoeffer�s Prison Writings� in
Ronald Gregor Smith (ed.) World Come of Age: A Symposium on Dietrich Bonhoeffer (London: Collins,
1967) pp.131-160.
6 Hamilton, W. �The Character of Pannenberg�s Theology� in Robinson J.M. & Cobb J.B. (eds.) New
Frontiers in Theology Vol III: Theology as History (New York: Harper and Row, 1967) pp.176-196.
7 Hamilton, W. On Taking God out of the Dictionary (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1973).
8 Hamilton, W. Melville and the Gods (California: Scholars Press, 1985).
9 Hamilton, W. Reading Moby Dick and Other Essays (New York: Peter Lang, 1989).
10 Hamilton, W. A Quest for the Post-Historical Jesus (London: SCM, 1993).
11 Ibid. p.288.
12 Hamilton, W. �On Not Wanting to Be Hamlet� Theology Today Vol.54 No.l 1997 pp.77-80.
13 Hamilton, W. The Christian Man p.9.
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he has fallen from this high status into sin, through his rebellion and pride.�14 In

addition, Hamilton was also keen to emphasize his belief that the New Testament

proposes that �the distinctive mark of the Christian man�is a unique relationship to

Jesus Christ, the Lord.�15

 Hamilton�s theology was founded upon the notion of human dependency on

others, and ended with human dependency on God. Thus, Hamilton claimed that,

Man is fully man only in relation to others. Pure individualism is an impossible
position. Secondly, the Christian would add to this �horizontal� point the
�vertical� version of it: Man is fully man only in relation to God.16

Hamilton�s justification for these assertions was based on an analysis of the nature of

sexual love. Thus Hamilton claimed that,

Sex as a symbol of man�s loneliness is implied in our earlier discussion of
intercourse as a kind of union, in which two separate persons become one
without destroying their own selfhood. Indeed, the union strengthens and
deepens their selfhood� Sexually, then, man is alone, incomplete, unable to
fulfil himself�the sexual act itself and the creation of a new life remind man
that his loneliness can be healed only when an �other� enters the scene.17

Hence man and woman function as the necessary �other� of each other. Furthermore,

Hamilton contends that God�s �otherness� is analogous to the sexual bond between man

and woman. He claims,

Not only does life require other persons for its enrichment; Christians would add
that man is incomplete without God. He is incomplete in that neither he nor any
other person can be the center or source of the meaning of his life. He cannot
�save� himself; he cannot, as we have already seen, effectively forgive himself.
If a relationship to his neighbor is necessary for a full human nature, so is a
relationship to God.18

However, whereas the union of man and woman is necessary in order to overcome

personal loneliness, the union between humanity and God is necessary for salvation.

Thus,

Without the God of Jesus Christ, I am left alone to struggle to be good�
Without God I am just where Paul found himself, doing what I know I should
not do, leaving undone what I know I should do�But, at the end of my
despair�I can give this self to God, admitting its frailty, admitting even its
attempts to escape from him. What happens then is one of the strangest secrets
of the Christian life: I become free. God can now make possible for me a new

                                                
14 Ibid. p.10.
15 Ibid. p.10.
16 Ibid. p.68.
17 Ibid. p.68.
18 Ibid. p.70.
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kind of self that I could not build alone. �Make me a captive, Lord,� the hymn
rightly says, �and then I shall be free.�19

Hamilton�s justification for his notion that there is a horizontal and a vertical

dimension to human existence is presented on the basis of faith alone. Whilst he was not

disparaging towards other ways in which we may learn about ourselves, (i.e. �secular

studies of man� such as psychology, novels, or modern poetry),20 Hamilton nevertheless

asserted that �beyond what all these can provide, we must still try to claim that our

Christian faith says a distinctive word about man that we cannot find being said

anywhere else�.21

It is evident from this that the likely consequence of losing one�s biblically

based faith is that the nature of one�s whole self-understanding would be completely

undermined. Without faith we must presumably learn to endure loneliness and to

abandon any concept of salvation. Significantly, these themes are constitutive of

Hamilton�s later �death of God� theology, especially his adoption of the view that the

world is like the �inhuman sea�, as described in novels and poetry of Herman Melville.

In The Modern Reader�s Guide to the Gospels, Hamilton provided a step by step

commentary on the four Gospels. The declared intention of this commentary was to be

both critical and conservative in outlook. It therefore presumed the work of modern

biblical scholarship, but declared that �no passage has been written off or watered down

because it does not happen to fit in with neat theories of our own.�22 At the basis of the

commentary was the fundamental conviction that,

Central to the teaching of Jesus is the kingdom of heaven or its equivalent, the
kingdom of God, which means the active intervention of God to set up his kingly
power among men. The gospel is the good news that in Jesus the new age is
dawning. God is setting up his kingdom and Jesus issues an urgent summons to
men to believe, to repent, to enter, and to obey.23

Again, it is already evident in this work that Hamilton was likely to reject what

he later described as �Humpty-Dumpty theology�.24 In other words, you cannot make

words mean what you want them to mean. You must either wholly accept the Word of

God as it is given, or else reject it. Hence, Hamilton took an all-or-nothing approach to

the Christian faith in The Modern Reader�s Guide to the Gospels, and it has remained

with him ever since. Faith is therefore presented on a take-it-or-leave-it basis. There can

                                                
19 Ibid. pp.71-72.
20 Ibid. p.9.
21 Ibid., p.10.
22 Hamilton, W. & Melinsky, H. The Modern Reader�s Guide to the Gospels  p.x.
23 Ibid. p.13.
24 Hamilton, W. A Quest for the Post-Historical Jesus p.12.
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be no comforting redefinition of faith in order to make the Word of God more relevant

or more acceptable to our contemporary needs.

4. �Religionless Christianity�:

In The New Essence of Christianity, Hamilton set out to describe �our correct

doctrine of God�.25  However, this was the beginning of the end of Hamilton�s

Protestant orthodoxy because here began his gradual disillusionment with Christianity

as an answer to human suffering and evil. Hence, the main purpose of this book was to

see how the �correct doctrine� of God, which he had held to date, fared when it ran up

against the problem of suffering.

In his sketch of the correct doctrine of God, Hamilton affirmed the Barthian

view that �scripture is the special meeting-place between God and man�.26 In addition,

Hamilton quoted Luther, Pascal, Augustine and Tillich in order to establish his view

that the God who is revealed in scripture is the wholly divine God, the God who is not

an object, but who is a totally unique Other. However, Hamilton contended that the

problem of suffering seemed to be left largely unaccounted for by this traditional

doctrine of God. Thus here, as in later work throughout his career, the problem of

theodicy emerges as Hamilton�s most persistent theological concerns.

Nevertheless, in The New Essence of Christianity Hamilton attempted to solve

the problem by adopting the idea of the �suffering God�, interpreted with the aid of

Bonhoeffer�s Christology. Hence, �to speak about God and to know him means,

therefore, to shape everything that we say and pray into a pattern of Jesus the humiliated

Lord.�27 This means that we must give up the doctrine of divine impassability and

replace it with the idea of the suffering God in Jesus� lordship from the cross.28 Hence,

in so far as God - conceived of as being the wholly Other - presented difficulties to the

believer on account of the problem of suffering, Hamilton now recommended that,

A decision for Jesus as Lord is the way we face our difficulties, the way we turn
the corner, the way we put off the threat of unbelief in, or rebellion against, that
other kind of divinity.29

Hamilton then proceeded to endorse the concept of Jesus� lordship over the world in

terms of Bonhoeffer�s �religionless Christianity� as outlined in the Letters and Papers

                                                
25 Hamilton, W. The New Essence of Christianity p.36.
26 Ibid. p.36.
27 Ibid. p.94.
28 Ibid. p.97.
29 Ibid. p.95.
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from Prison.30 Hence, Hamilton was willing to continue to endorse the lordship of

Christ, so long as he was kept separate from the church�s �lord�. He writes,

If there is anything to the suggestion of Bonhoeffer that man is moving towards
a time of doing without religion at all, we have a further reason to be dissatisfied
with the ecclesiastical-sacramental view of the lordship of Christ. Indeed, in his
posthumously published Ethics, Bonhoeffer tried to reformulate the idea of
lordship over the world so that it might meet this kind of objection. �There are
not two realities,� he wrote, �but only one reality, and that is the reality of God,
which has become manifest in Christ in the reality of the world�The whole
reality of the world is already drawn in into Christ and bound together in Him.�
[Ethics pp.63, 64] It is in the world, not the church, where Christ�s lordship is
known, so Bonhoeffer can go on to say that what is distinctively Christian is
found only in the secular, �the �supernatural� only in the natural, the holy only in
the profane, and the revelational only in the rational.� [ibid.. p.65].31

In accepting Bonhoeffer�s theology Hamilton appeared to be satisfied that his difficulty

with the meaning of suffering, with all the difficulties it poses for the traditional

doctrine of God - which he described as the need for �belief in a time of the death of

God�32 - was solved. The main thrust of Hamilton�s later theological explorations,

however, has been to try to find a way to overcome his ingrained attachment to the

conservative Protestant tradition with which he began his ministry, and hence to

overcome the need to solve the problem of suffering. His endorsement of Bonhoeffer

was, therefore, only a stage along the way to post-Christian mysticism.

5. The �Death of God�:

Hamilton�s solution to the problem of theodicy was temporary because with the

publication of Radical Theology and the Death of God his tone was decidedly more

negative. Thus, in The New Essence of Christianity, Hamilton asserted that,

Our experience of God is deeply dissatisfying to us, even when we are believers.
In one sense God seems to have withdrawn from the world and its
sufferings�therefore, believing in the time of the �death of God� means that he
is there when we do not want him, and he is not there when we do want him.33

However, in Radical Theology and the Death of God, Hamilton had changed his

position and now asserted that,

The confidence with which we thought we could speak of God is gone, and our
faith, belief, experience of him are very poor things indeed. Along with this goes
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32 Ibid. pp.35ff.
33 Ibid. p.65.
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a sharp attack on religion which we have defined as any system using God to
meet a need or to solve a problem, even the problem of not having a God.34

Consequently Hamilton�s earlier attempts to define his Christian self-understanding in

terms of faith and the need for salvation, were henceforth forever put in question.

Indeed, the �death of God� now meant the end of the need for God and the total

breakdown of the �religious a priori�. He claims,

The breakdown of the religious a priori means that there is no way, ontological,
cultural, or psychological, to locate a part of the self or a part of human
experience that needs God. There is no God-shaped blank within man. Man�s
heart may or may not be restless until it rests in God. It is not necessarily so.
God is not the realm of the necessary at all; he is not necessary being, he is not
necessary to avoid despair or self-righteousness. He is one of the possibles in a
radically pluralistic spiritual and intellectual milieu.35

Having begun with a conservative traditional faith based around scripture and

the concept of salvation, Hamilton had now prepared the way for a potential loss of

faith, along with an unwillingness to reinterpret that faith, and a consequent refusal of

the religious need for salvation (i.e. the religious apriori).

For Hamilton, then, it followed that we have to learn to live without God and, as

a consequence, the nature of Christ and the purpose of life in the world must take on a

quite different meaning. Jesus must be conceived as being purely human - indeed so

human that he is really only a literary fiction - and the world must be conceived in non-

theological terms. Hence, rather than the world being the arena of God�s providence, as

Hamilton once thought, the world is now to be regarded as being �inexplicable evil�36

and therefore to be likened to Herman Melville�s notion of �the inhuman sea�.37

However, Hamilton has also come to believe that an even more serious problem

is posed by the classical doctrine of God. Instead of the mere failure of theology to

provide any satisfactory theodicy, he also believes that the idea of God actually

contributes to human suffering. Thus, religion adds to human suffering because of the

way it �exacerbates the evil imagination.�38 Hence, he asserts,

If I believe in one God, I believe in one truth, and I believe I possess that one
truth. Saying �yes� to God not only distinguishes me from those who say �no�
but involves my negating those nay-sayers. Those I negate I deny; I deny their
right to deny by �yes,� and finally I deny their right to be. We are discovering
afresh the wisdom of the Psalmist:

                                                
34 Hamilton, W. �The Death of God Theologies Today� in Altizer T.J.J. & Hamilton, W. Radical
Theology and the Death of God p.41.
35 Ibid. p.40.
36 Hamilton, W. Melville and the Gods p.80.
37 Ibid. p.80.
38 Hamilton, W. �Can the Death of God Die?� Religious Humanism Vol.24 No.1 1990 pp.3-9 at pp.7-8.
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Do I not hate them that hate thee, O Lord?
And do I not loathe them that rise up against thee?
I hate them with a perfect hatred:
I count them my enemies. (Psalm 139:21-22).39

Yet, in spite of the propensity for evil, Hamilton rejects any attempt to reinterpret or

refashion the concept of the �killer-God�40 in order to ameliorate its moral

shortcomings. Rather, he believes that it is best that the concept of God is entirely

abandoned and that we learn to live without God.

However, this is no easy task. Indeed, the passage from belief to unbelief

involves a considerable personal struggle and a consequent feeling of loss and absence.

Yet the loss that Hamilton has had to grapple with does not seem to include any major

consternation over any consequent feeling of alienation from the church. Instead, the

church barely figures in his writing. Where it does gain a mention it is regarded more as

a problem for Catholic theologians rather than for Protestants like himself. The church

therefore appears almost as an irrelevance to Hamilton and certainly does not form part

of any proposed solution to his theological problems. Instead, Hamilton offers his own

form of solitary �water mysticism�,41 modeled on the outlook of Herman Melville, in

whom Hamilton claims to have found a kindred spirit.

Hamilton�s post-Christian project contains a theological tendency that is

nevertheless very conservative. Whilst he seeks to avoid the strictures of Protestant

orthodoxy, he is hostile to any experimentation or reinterpretation of traditional faith.

The result is that Hamilton�s theology is somewhat rigid, with his sole motivation being

an overriding personal spiritual quest, namely, the need to escape from rather than

revise his inherited religious tradition.

Moreover, Hamilton is drawn to literature because in his opinion it promises

more than the wearisome details of technical theology. Thus, in one of his early essays,

Hamilton gives an indication of the literary tendency that would come to dominate his

work. Hence, in Hamilton�s opinion,

One of the most interesting things in American theology today is the wide
variety of conversations going on between theology and other disciplines and
vocations. There is no particular methodology determining these discussions
with science, psychoanalysis, literary criticism, history, sociology�These
conversations are probably the most important theological activity in America
right now, far more important than the often dreary discussions theologians feel
obliged (from time to time) to carry on among themselves.42
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Hamilton�s more recent interest in the work of Melville, as well as in fictional

lives of Jesus, however, stems from a more deliberate desire to find a place to stand that

is well and truly outside the domain of orthodox belief. Hence, in A Quest for the Post-

Historical Jesus Hamilton says,

My interest in the poets on Jesus has both a personal and a theological context. I
suspect that the theologians and the historians have less and less to teach us
about Jesus, and so I feel justified in adding the non-traditional half-truths of the
poets to the traditional half-truths we already think we know. This examination
of the poets may also help locate my own relationship to the Christian tradition.
My poets will turn out to be inside, outside, and partly inside and partly outside
that tradition, and thus they may help me define the way I may be inside,
outside, or partly in and partly out. I will be asking the poets to help me locate a
place that is beyond belief, neither belief nor unbelief.43

Hamilton�s study of numerous fictional lives of Jesus is, however, more often

than not quite censorious of the actual outcome produced by the various literary

portrayals of Jesus. Indeed, far from being engrossed in any particular �life� of Jesus

produced by literary fiction, Hamilton�s conclusions are often rather adverse. Thus he

asserts that,

Maybe the only safe protection against individual orthodoxies contending for
our souls is the conviction that there are no orthodoxies available, and only
fictional truths.44

Hence, the overall conclusion from the study is that fictional truth is all that we have.

However, when various fictional Jesus characters purport to promote a view about Jesus

that Hamilton does not agree with he retorts by saying that,

We make Jesus as our needs require, and in turn we may become � if we are
lucky - like the Jesuses we make.45

In contrast, the sort of fictional Jesus that Hamilton makes for himself is,

somewhat ironically, a Jesus who does not fit our needs. Hence after reviewing

everyone else�s efforts to portray Jesus, in a comprehensive study of nineteenth and

twentieth century literature, Hamilton constructs his own dialogue with Jesus, who

reinforces Hamilton�s belief that Jesus did not come in the first century to solve

twentieth century problems. The primary outcome of the encounter is to be freed from

Jesus and to go one�s own way in life.

Importantly, there is no sense in Hamilton�s writing of any notion of the

apocalyptic Jesus. Indeed, he specifically repudiates eschatology.46 Thus, what he is left
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with is a portrayal of religious detachment, cast in the fictional mode, but all along

governed by the belief that Jesus is lost to us and relevant only to his own time.

It is clear that Hamilton barely has any real theology of the �death of God�, since

Hamilton has little if any interest in metaphysics or philosophy in order to justify his

alienation from orthodox belief. What he offers instead is a personal protest against the

existence of unpalatable suffering in the world, as well as a rejection of the sinister side

of religion that turns belief into megalomaniacal madness. Indeed, his concept of the

�death of God� is, at the end of the day, merely a metaphorical notion. Thus, for

Hamilton,

It bears a close relation to other metaphors that have traditionally dealt with the
coming or going of God�It is just that with death�the expectation of a return
is faint and not particularly longed for or desired.47

The essential point to his advocacy of the �death of God�, therefore, is to be

weaned off the desire for God.

6. Post-Christian Mysticism:

Hamilton�s interest in Melville is the means by which he has finally surmounted

his attachment to his inherited religious tradition. Thus he states,

I got into Melville because I needed to have somebody to look at very carefully
who tried and failed to escape from a powerful religious tradition. He just simply
could not get rid of it. And bland Nathaniel [Hawthorne] sitting there in his little
farmhouse couldn�t figure out why his young friend, 15 years his junior, got so
hung up on all these Puritan things. He didn�t understand how Melville got so
hot. I�ve always been closer � in belief or in disbelief � to the passion of
Melville than to that serene [Hawthorne].48

Hamilton�s depiction of Melville�s own theological journey provides Hamilton

with the possibility of finding a state of post-theistic mystical calm, freed from anxiety,

and, most importantly, freed from the notion that divine justice must rule in the world.

Hence, the problem of theodicy has been vanquished once and for all.

The key to understanding the main thrust of Hamilton�s post-Christian

mysticism is foreshadowed in Hamilton�s review of Charles Davis�s book, A Question

of Conscience, in which Hamilton identifies three criteria for radical theology. Hamilton

states:
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I am inclined to define a radical theologian as: (1) one who has perceived a hurt
at the psychic center of his received religious tradition; (2) who has refused to
heal that hurt by re-interpretation or re-definition; and (3) who has therefore
consented, with freedom and reluctance, to live apart from that center.49

These three criteria for radical theology provide the basis for interpreting the type of

thinking that now constitutes Hamilton�s post-Christian mysticism.

6A. The �Hurt� of Faith:

Concerning the �hurt� contained in his own tradition, Hamilton claims that,

Religion, at least in its monotheistic forms, makes men and women evil more
often than good. It is hardly necessary to go through the shameful list of
monotheists killing monotheists today, Christians, Jews, Moslems. There is a
kind of logic to monotheism that seems, in our day, to exacerbate the evil
imagination�To possess God is to possess the most powerful possible
instrument of self-approval our times have devised, and the mirror of self-
approval turns readily into a sword of judgement.50

Hamilton�s preferred response to this situation is to be found in Melville�s Moby-Dick

and other works. Thus, according to Hamilton, Melville�s �water-mysticism� is

preferable to worshipping the evil God of Christianity.

The concept of God which Hamilton attributes to Melville (and which Hamilton

also finds present in the tradition in which he himself has been nurtured), involves a

cluster of interrelated ideas. These include the definition of God as �that which nothing

is over�51 in addition to the idea that God is �the cause of all that is�,52 including

dismembering injury and all other human afflictions. Hence, since in Melville�s Moby-

Dick the abhorred White Whale tore Captain Ahab�s leg off, it follows that God himself

is responsible for the deed. This, according to Hamilton, is in accordance with the

doctrine of Providence, as described in Calvin�s Institutes I.16.53 Hamilton therefore

concludes, following Melville, that �there is a devil lurking at the heart of Calvin�s

God.�54

The tragedy for Captain Ahab is that in order to put right the wrong of his injury,

he must rebel against the power of God and, as a consequence, become himself like that

which nothing is over. This of course leads to Captain Ahab�s self-destructive madness,

which brings everyone around him to ruin. The only survivor of the tale is Ishmael,
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whom Hamilton depicts as someone who observes the folly of religious madness and

who lives by the creed that �man is alone, with but the memory of human love, in a dark

place.�55 It is therefore �better to believe nothing at all� and to be �lost in the infinite

series of the sea.�56 Such �water-mysticism�, according to Hamilton, is �more

serviceable than Christianity with its intractable problems of Providence and

suffering.�57

Utilizing Melville�s concept of the �inhuman sea�, Hamilton says,

The creation of Ahab was the act that broke the grip Protestant Christianity held
on young Herman Melville. It was the major act by which he affirmed the death
of God. Yet some sort of longing persisted; Ishmael doesn�t fully die until
Melville himself; forty years after Ahab. In Moby-Dick, Melville kills the killer-
God of his Christianity and there, or a little earlier, begins to look to the sea with
a new intensity. This look will finally lead Melville to an affirmation of the sea
as a god that theodicy does not compel him to deny.58

But, why water mysticism? Hamilton interprets the sea as Ishmael � the sole survivor of

the ill-fated voyage of the Pequod - saw it in Moby-Dick, and as it is further elaborated in

Melville�s poems Clarel and Pebbles. Hamilton observes that,

Melville finally could not laud the Christian God because he came to believe
him to be evil. The sea is his new god who does not lose his divinity because of
his evil�Ahab knows what the whale knows, and the whale knows that the sea
is inexplicable evil, like the world itself�The sea is that sound, that undeviating
truth, preferable to all theology, however up-to-date and reinterpreted�The
truth of the sea is hard, unflattering, meeting no human needs, fulfilling no
hopes�Man on the sea is interloper, stranger�Man both suffers and inflicts
suffering; this is the climax of Melville�s watery and post-Christian theology.59

Furthermore,

The separate paths of Melville�s struggle for a true understanding of the sea and
for a God that can be honorably worshipped here finally touch and merge. He
started with the Christian God, relatively intact, and a secular or non-symbolic
sea. That Christian God could not be worshipped or lauded (except perhaps by
Ahab) because he was evil. But the sea: there is a god that can be both
worshipped and evil; such a god requires no anguished theodicy. �Pebbles�
resolves Melville�s life-long theological crisis. The hurt of which he is here
healed is not only the general hurt of life, but is also the hurt of faith that God
himself inflicted. When God dies, or is finally killed, other gods sometimes
mercifully appear if you need them� �Healed of my hurt, I laud the inhuman
Sea� is my best guess for the conclusion of Melville�s desperate and rocky
theological journey.60
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There are elements in Hamilton�s Melvillian water-mysticism which concur with

Hamilton�s earlier work on Bonhoeffer. For example, in his study of Bonhoeffer�s

Letters and Papers from Prison he cites, among many other texts, Bonhoeffer�s belief

that �Christ is the centre of life, and in no sense did he come to answer our unsolved

problems.�61 Hamilton�s recent work, A Quest for the Post-Historical Jesus, is also built

around the theme that Christ �did not come into the first century to settle�twentieth-

century problems�.62 Thus Hamilton models this work on Albert Schweitzer who, in

The Quest of the Historical Jesus, presented Jesus as �an enigma, a stranger, one who

did not come to solve our problems.�63 Somewhat poignantly, in the light of Melville�s

water-mysticism, Hamilton�s concluding conversation, in A Quest for the Post-

Historical Jesus, is had with a fictional Jesus who converses with him by the seashore

advising him to �give up your anguish� and to �welcome transiency�.64 It is as if Christ,

for Hamilton, points the way to the �inhuman sea�.

6B. Reinterpreting Religious Tradition:

So having analysed the �hurt� of faith in this way, Hamilton rejects the

possibility of reinterpretation and redefinition of faith � i.e. the attempt to make

Christianity more palatable and relevant - labelling it as being �Humpty-Dumpty

theology�. He says,

The issue is one of the morality of language, the limits that can be imposed on
the project of redefinition. Unless Christian theology is content to capitulate to
the always powerful temptation to fall back to some past holiness of institution,
book, or epoch, it must engage in the project of reinterpretation. The theological
Humptys feel free, in the name of whatever virtue, of relevance, liberation, to
turn the word God into a statement about hope or future or the power of love at
the heart of reality. The Alices declare that you cannot make a word mean
whatever you choose. You must respect the past of the word, the ways it has
been used. If you cannot believe what the word has once meant, you may not
make up new meanings for it; you must do without it or invent altogether new
words that do not claim to be reinterpretations of the old. I have always been
with Alice, proud of my humility before language, warning the revisionists and
reinterpreters (like the feminist theologians?) of the danger lurking in their
Humpty-like imperialism.65
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With this conservative approach to theology Hamilton is faced with the choice

of either accepting or rejecting the faith tradition without any hint of compromise. He

chooses the latter and therefore his response is to consent, �with freedom and reluctance,

to live apart from that center�.

6C. Living Apart From Tradition:

It follows from this sense of departure from faith that there is little point in

belonging to the church. Even before he embarked on his reading of Melville, Hamilton,

in his book On Taking God out of the Dictionary, observes that,

The work of Charles Davis has been a great help, for he has raised the question
(raised in another way by the Berrigans and Rosemary Ruether): is there
anywhere a community in the midst of which we can continue to live as
Christians? If so, as I believe, is it in any sense related to the church? I would
say not, except in the most marginal and spiritual sense of that word. Then, is it
not fated to be a very amorphous group of friends, whom you see and hear from
now and then? I find that almost equally imperfect. Christianity has always
meant space as well as time, community � even institution � as well as
solitariness. I am a Christian because I am deeply committed to many of the
things that some Christians are committed to and know I cannot be without
them. But I cannot now see in the church, even if renewed or underground, any
trustworthy form for that new community.66

Hamilton�s difficulties concerning the church resonate with the problems faced

by supporters of what he calls the �new religious consciousness� which are analogous to

the problems faced by the counterculture movement. In commenting upon what is the

best strategy to bring about a countercultural revolution, Hamilton can also be seen to

be giving vent to the same sort of problems with institutions faced by the proponents of

�death of God� theology. Thus, he observes,

As Mao has written, if there is to be a revolution, there must be a revolutionary
party. What is the party of the new revolution; what are its institutional
possibilities? We don�t know very much yet about the answers to these
questions. I am clearly drawing my material from what people have come to call
the counterculture. And this culture has (had?) a very slender interest in
institutions. We can guess that the substance of this revolution will not be
located in the church, though churchmen and ministers, in discerning the sources
of their frustrations and failures, are often resourceful analysts of the new
situation. Is our revolution to be carried on, then, in the university? That would
be an obvious answer to offer, but one cannot be so sure. The new religiousness
is all life and little doctrine, and it appears that the professor of religion is not
being asked to help. He is not being asked to be guru to the new movements
(though we should note the role of the charismatic pentecostal minister in the
Jesus movement): indeed, it is doubtful if this revolution really wants leaders or
gurus at all. It is even doubtful if it wants theology or curricular changes or study
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in any sense. So, while the revolution will be active at and around the university,
it will not be active in the classroom, so that the problem of the revolutionary
party remains obscure and unsolved.67

For Hamilton, therefore, the future for radical theology does not lie in the

church, but is to be found outside of it. Furthermore, it is typically to be observed as

being the result of an individual�s quest to overcome the strictures of their inherited

religious tradition. Thus the �self-in-relation-to-God� gives way to a new �self-in-

relation-to-the-inhuman-Sea� which is the result of a private wrestling with the

inscrutable evil of the world (and God).

7. Hamilton�s Theology Assessed:

Hamilton�s rejection of Christian faith is based on two premises. The first is that

Christian theology has no adequate response to the problem of evil. The second is that

the very idea of God adds to the evil in the world because it turns people into monsters

like Captain Ahab. Consequently the only response to this situation is to become like

Ishmael and accept the evil in the world - as well as the good - in the vast ocean of life.

The fact that Hamilton puts theodicy at the forefront of his theological concerns

is perfectly sound, but that he never spells out why there is no adequate Christian

theodicy leaves his conclusions looking somewhat arbitrary. This arbitrariness is

compounded by Hamilton�s refusal to entertain any theological innovation or

amendment to the �correct doctrine� of God. He simply condemns the correct doctrine,

which is presumably Calvinism, whilst not exploring it thoroughly, nor considering any

possible theological alternatives. Thus, his sketch of the �correct doctrine� of God in

The New Essence of Christianity is all too brief. Nor do his earlier books supply the

need, because whilst they are written against the background of an orthodox Reformed

theology, they are not intended to present a rigorous dogmatic theology. Further, when

Hamilton cites Calvin�s Institutes in Melville and the Gods he leaves utterly unexplored

the doctrine of the fall, described in the Institutes II 1.ff., as an explanation of sin and

evil in the world.

However, it is perhaps at a more general level that Hamilton�s critique of Calvin

ought to be assessed. Thus, Hamilton takes up Melville�s opposition to Calvin�s

exaltation of the inscrutable absolute will of God. Perceiving this to be the essence of

Calvinism, Melville has Ahab invest Moby-Dick with similar properties to the

inscrutable absolute divine will. In a famous passage, Ahab declares,
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All visible objects, man, are but pasteboard masks. But in each event � in the
living act, the undoubted deed � there, some unknown but still reasoning thing
puts forth the mouldings of its features from behind the unreasoning mask. If
man will strike, strike through the mask! How can the prisoner reach out except
by thrusting through the wall? To me, the white whale is that wall, shoved near
to me. Sometimes I think there�s naught beyond. But �tis enough. He tasks me;
he heaps me; I see in him outrageous strength, with an inscrutable malice
sinewing it. That inscrutable thing is chiefly what I hate; and be the white whale
agent, or be the white whale principal, I will wreak that hate upon him. Talk not
to me of blasphemy, man; I�d strike the sun if it insulted me. For could the sun
do that, then could I do the other; since there is ever a sort of fair play herein,
jealously presiding over all creations. But not my master, man, is even that fair
play. Who�s over me? Truth hath no confines.68

Despite Hamilton�s moral problems with such theism, he simply rules out a

more humane doctrine of God, such as some version of the �suffering God�, as being

mere Humpty-Dumpty theology. This suggests that Hamilton is a doctrinal

fundamentalist at heart, because he provides no historical context in which the correct

doctrine was fashioned, nor any concession to the possibility of any historical

development in such doctrine. Hence, the human experience of God counts for nothing

in Hamilton�s eyes. There is a brief exception to such doctrinal strictness, however, with

his temporary adoption of Bonhoeffer�s belief in the suffering lordship of Christ, but the

fact that he later jettisons this option is left unexplained. The justification for the move

is therefore hard to ascertain.

8. The Mysticisms of Hamilton and Altizer Compared:

Hamilton nevertheless presents a post-Christian mysticism which is consistent

and can stand alone, without the need to provide a Christian justification for it. In this

way he differs markedly from Altizer whose mysticism stands within the romantic

Protestant tradition and therefore must derive its legitimacy from premises that fall

within the purview of romantic Protestantism. Because of these different theological

positions, Hamilton and Altizer also differ markedly as to the content of their respective

mysticisms.

Altizer�s mysticism is based on a fully developed understanding of God�s total

presence in the �all in all�. By contrast, Hamilton�s mysticism is not about God�s

presence, but is concerned with an oceanic feeling of calm in the �infinite series of the

sea�. In contrast to Altizer�s mysticism, Hamilton�s alternative is not fully defined, and

resides more in a feeling of calm resignation, rather than being a conceptual system
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which reveals the �all in all�. Moreover, Altizer�s mysticism is very much a

reinterpretation of Christian theology in order to bring out what he claims is its

eschatological essence, in contrast to Hamilton�s �water-mysticism� which is avowedly

post-Christian.

The differences between Hamilton and Altizer are numerous and will now be

detailed in an effort to dispose once and for all of any temptation to think of their two

schemes of thought as being partners in a common theological endeavour.

 (i) Divine Providence:

Where Hamilton and Altizer have some initial measure of agreement is that the

doctrine of divine providence should be dispensed with. However, for Hamilton the first

premise of his argument � i.e. his original definition of the transcendence of God �

nonetheless requires a theory of divine providence. Thus, whilst Hamilton affirmed the

otherness of God, his concept of divine transcendence is not put in such an extreme

form as it is by Altizer. Hence, while Altizer is able to discard the idea of divine

providence right from the outset as being contrary to the radical otherworldliness of his

doctrine on the reality of the sacred, Hamilton is left with providence as an ongoing

problem, which leads him to be so sorely disappointed with the prospects for a

genuinely convincing theodicy. Hence, whilst Hamilton believed in the transcendence

of God, his concept of God was not transcendent enough to avoid the problem of divine

providence.

However, if Hamilton�s post-Christianity is to be believed in its contention that

every Christian theology is essentially an exaltation of divine providence (i.e. of

arbitrary divine will), the question arises as to whether Altizer�s totally present God is in

any way related to this �maddening God� of traditional Christianity, which Hamilton

finds exhibited so starkly by Captain Ahab.69 Indeed, given that Hamilton finds evil

imagination to be present in monotheistic religion generally,70 it may fairly be asked

whether from Hamilton�s point of view Altizer must himself be judged guilty of

perpetuating what Hamilton calls �Ahabic madness� brought about as a result of the

doctrine of providence.71

On Hamilton�s reckoning, one must subscribe either to an exaltation of divine

will or else adopt the lesser alternative of belief in the �suffering lord�. However,

Altizer�s theology fits into neither of these categories. It follows from this Altizer defies
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Hamilton�s theological strictures by being unconcerned with divine providence, as well

as being unconcerned with the consequent problem of theodicy. This is consistent with

the absence of moral concern in Altizer�s theology. Hence, in Altizer�s theology there is

no need for a theory of God�s justice. Altizer is concerned only with infinity for its own

sake. He therefore presents a theology that is beyond the notions of both good and evil.

What is at stake for Altizer is merely what is real (i.e., the sacred or the profane), not

what is right, good and just. Thus, Altizer�s mysticism is at a stage beyond Hamilton�s

since Altizer needs no convincing that moral struggle is not part of theology. By

contrast, Hamilton has to work his way towards this conclusion first, by rendering the

doctrine of divine providence indefensible because it cannot be amended to make it

more appealing. Then he has to portray the �correct doctrine� of God as a recipe for

madness after the manner of Ahab�s insane quest to kill the Great White Whale.

Altizer�s concept of divine transcendence is saved from any comparison to

Captain Ahab�s madness because he simply does not contest the issue of divine

providence. After all, it would seem that the main objection to Christian theism from

Hamilton�s point of view is that it provokes a desire among the God-obsessed to

become like �that which nothing is over�. Hence, whereas Captain Ahab may be

concerned with the exercise of such god-like power over the world, Altizer�s theism is

radically other-worldly. It is for this reason that Altizer can so easily forsake the world,

whereas Hamilton has to struggle against Captain Ahab�s desire to put the world to

rights in accordance with his conception of providential justice.

This also underscores the fact that Altizer�s mysticism is based on an ontological

conviction, i.e. that God and the world are related together in a dialectical unity,

whereas Hamilton is merely concerned to show how the individual can cope with what

he perceives to be the inscrutability of divine providence. This is derived from

Hamilton�s lack of any eschatology, the result of which is that he has no interest in

ontology either, in contrast to Altizer.

(ii) Dialectical Negation:

Altizer�s belief that all identity is fulfilled in a dialectical passage into its

opposite form � i.e. the principle of dialectical negation � is largely absent in

Hamilton�s theology. At first glance, however, this premise finds some echo in

Hamilton�s brief adoption of Bonhoeffer�s view of Christ�s suffering lordship over the

world. Thus, in his Bonhoeffer period Hamilton claimed that,
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It is in the world, not the church, where Christ�s lordship is known, so
Bonhoeffer can go on to say that what is distinctively Christian is found only in
the secular, �the �supernatural� only in the natural, the holy only in the profane,
and the revelational only in the rational.�72

However, Hamilton did not expand upon why the sacred is to be found only in the

profane. Indeed the suffering lordship of Christ over the world was merely a stopgap

measure between Hamilton�s original belief in divine providence and his subsequent

post-Christian position. Moreover, in his original orthodoxy, Hamilton asserted that

�Man is fully man only in relation to God�73 but he did not make the complementary

assertion that �God is fully God only in relation to man�. The world�s relationship with

the wholly Other, therefore, is fundamentally asymmetrical in Hamilton�s theology and

therefore the founding premise of Altizer�s theology - the dialectic of negation � carries

little weight in Hamilton�s thinking. As a consequence, Hamilton cannot narrate the

grand drama of God from genesis to apocalypse that enables Altizer to conceive of the

unity of the finite with the infinite. Furthermore, Hamilton�s mysticism is offered as an

alternative to Christianity, unlike Altizer who claims that his apocalyptic theology is in

fact �authentic Christianity�.

(iii) Humpty-Dumpty Theology:

Hamilton�s opposition to �Humpty-Dumpty� theology, however, presents a

further point of contrast between Hamilton and Altizer. Hence, the claim could be made

on behalf of Hamilton that Altizer�s theology merely promotes a version of �Humpty-

Dumpty� theology and is therefore not the genuine Christian article. There is, however,

reason to be critical of Hamilton�s inflexibility, in view of his failure to produce

anything more than mere edicts on the �morality of language�. Hence, he presumes

rather than argues for doctrinal inflexibility.

To be fair, however, Altizer himself is inflexible in his approach to church

theology, but this is at least buttressed by an argument. The argument is that the church,

in order to be the church, has to distinguish itself from the world in order for the world

to be the world. In turn, the world has to distinguish itself from God in order for the

world to be the world and for God to be God. Hence, the disjunction between God and

the world, and hence between the world and the church must be preserved in order for

the church to be the church. The single most important doctrine in church theology that

safeguards this state of affairs is the doctrine of the ascension. Hence, only if this
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doctrine is disposed of, and the other distinctions collapse in its wake, can the genuine

eschatological essence of the gospel be revealed.

What makes Altizer�s case compelling is that he then puts a great deal of effort

into trying to make the apocalyptic essence of the gospel intuitively clear by a welter of

dialectical argument. Even if he neglects to embark on any fine grained comparison

between his work and the current state of New Testament scholarship on the meaning of

apocalyptic literature, nor even to engage with other approaches to eschatology within

systematic theology, he can at least claim to have a well worked out theological system,

even if it is erected in isolation from other theological endeavours.

Hamilton, on the other hand, proclaims a large thesis on the morality of

language without demonstrating why theological language has to be the way he declares

it to be. He assumes this without argument in order then to move on to the description of

his post-Christian mysticism. Whilst this does not invalidate his post-Christian

mysticism, given that he does not claim it to be a example of authentic Christian belief,

it does mean that his critique of Christianity itself is somewhat arbitrary in its

construction.

(iv) Literary Sources:

Hamilton and Altizer also have different approaches to literature. Hamilton�s

post-Christian position is almost entirely derived from his interpretation of the work of

Herman Melville. Altizer on the other hand is much more eclectic, preferring Blake, but

he also uses Joyce, Dante and Milton. This reflects their different theological agendas.

Whereas Hamilton is preoccupied with theodicy, Altizer uses his poets to illustrate the

nature of apocalyptic thinking, as well as the emergence and then decline of self-

consciousness in western thought.

Above all, what distinguishes Hamilton and Altizer is that Altizer has a

philosophical position based on Hegel, unlike Hamilton who does not participate in

philosophical discussion. Thus it may be said that Altizer has Hegelian views on

ontology, language, logic, and epistemology, whereas Hamilton does not have well-

developed views on any of these subjects.

This is not meant to imply that Hamilton is a lesser figure for not having a

philosophical cast of mind. It merely suggests that Hamilton and Altizer have very

different agendas. Thus, Hamilton�s interest in fictional �lives of Jesus� is a discrete

subject matter in literary studies, and he has comprehensively surveyed the field in A

                                                                                                                                              
73 Hamilton, W. The Christan Man p.68.
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Quest for the Post-Historical Jesus. By contrast it may be said that Altizer has a

narrower range of interests, being seemingly intent on forcing the literature and

philosophy he reads (including Melville) into an Hegelian mould, thereby assimilating

into his system material that a less theory-laden reading would maintain as discrete

entities.

(v) Contemplation:

For Altizer, the apocalyptic state of mystical contemplation is a solitary but

anonymous sense of the �all in all�. For Hamilton his mysticism is thought of in terms of

�being lost in the infinite series of the sea�. Whilst in Altizer�s concept of the �all in all�

there is an implied metaphysics in which the infinite and the finite become dialectically

identical, in Hamilton�s sense of infinity there is no such implied metaphysics. Hence,

whereas Altizer has worked out the implications of a mystical union with God,

Hamilton merely presents an attitude towards the inscrutability of good and evil (of fate

perhaps) which warrants the assertion of a limited form of post-Christian mysticism. In

Hamilton�s favour it could be argued against Altizer that he does not take evil seriously

enough. Thus Altizer is engaged in the contemplation of God in the most abstract of

terms, merely as the contemplation of Being itself, rather than contemplating the notion

of God�s absolute goodness. If he were to attend to the latter then he would soon find

his sense of mystical unity would unravel, given the presence of evil in the world.

The importance of theodicy cannot therefore be taken lightly, and the fact that

Altizer does appear to entirely neglect the ethical dimensions of theism either

underscores the complete God-intoxication of his outlook, or else it invalidates his

theology on ethical grounds.

 (vi) The Church:

There is no doubt, however, that both Hamilton and Altizer have no place in

their respective positions for church theology. For Altizer, the sharp dichotomy between

the ecclesiastical and the post-ecclesiastical forms of faith are central to his apocalyptic

vision. For Hamilton the church, however, was left behind as soon as he took up with

Bonhoeffer�s religionless Christianity and it has become even further out of sight in his

Melville period. With Altizer, then, we have an anti-ecclesial theology, but with

Hamilton we find indifference towards the church. This is symptomatic of Altizer�s

being an advocate of �true� Christianity, whereas Hamilton is post-Christian. Moreover,

by his own confession, the church has never been of much importance to Hamilton.
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Instead he has always been more concerned with the �death of God� rather than the

�death of the church�. 74

9. Conclusion:

Hamilton began his theological career advocating his �Biblical-Augustinian-

Reformed� view of God. As far as his understanding of Christianity is concerned, he has

never really wavered from this initial conservative theological position. However an

examination of his early theology has revealed an insufficiently detailed portrayal of the

�Biblical-Augustinian-Reformed� concept of God. Hence, the cogency of the criticisms

he makes against it remain unconvincing, even if the issue that most concerns him, i.e.

theodicy, cannot be lightly dismissed.

The obverse of this conclusion is that it cannot be assumed that Christian

theology necessarily has a complete answer to the problem of evil and its inscrutability

which consequently underpins Hamilton�s attempt to surmount it by a post-Christian

mysticism. This also throws into sharp relief Altizer�s sacrifice of the customary high

valuation placed upon an ethical monotheism maintained by most Christian theology.

In sum, therefore, it may be concluded that Altizer�s �death of God� theology

and Hamilton�s post-Christian mysticism are like ships passing in the night. They may

signal to one another, but the journeys they are each embarked upon are bounded for

quite different destinations.

                                                
74 Hamilton, W. �Review of A Question of Conscience by Charles Davis� p.266.
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Chapter Six: Paul van Buren�s Theology of the Jewish-Christian Reality

1. Introduction:

Paul van Buren is regularly cited as a �death of God� theologian because of his

infamous attempt in the early 1960�s to define the �secular meaning of the gospel�. In

his later work, however, van Buren completely abandoned any interest in what he

termed �secular empiricism� and instead pursued the question of Jewish-Christian

dialogue.

The inclusion of van Buren in the �death of God� movement was always an

irritation to van Buren, given that he felt that he and Altizer and Hamilton had little in

common. In this assessment of the matter, I believe that van Buren was absolutely

correct and the commentators were all in error. However, the fact that van Buren

subsequently abandoned his interest in secular empiricism complicates the issue because

his The Secular Meaning of the Gospel is now like a book without an author. It has been

effectively disowned.

However, in this chapter I shall show that there is a degree of continuity in van

Buren�s work that even includes The Secular Meaning of the Gospel, namely, his

overriding interest in Christology and its implications for the doctrine of divine

impassability. Hence, I shall demonstrate that from the beginning van Buren advocated

a heavily Christ centered faith. In van Buren�s original work Christ�s purpose was to be

the instrument of full and complete human atonement. In van Buren�s �secular gospel�

Christ was conceived as being the deliverer of freedom to his followers. In van Buren�s

covenantal theology Christ was defined as the gateway for Gentiles to share in God�s

covenantal relationship with Israel and thus the means by which they come to share in

the completion of creation. Each of these viewpoints represented various attempts by

van Buren to formulate Christology according to different theological agendas.

I shall also show that van Buren affirmed the world, the church as well as the

responsibility of theology to past theological tradition. This therefore puts him greatly at

odds with Altizer. In addition, I shall show that van Buren was a careful scholar in the

tradition of Calvin and Barth, who was also concerned with the problem of theodicy.

Unlike Hamilton, however, he believed that an adequate theodicy is contained in the

notion of �God�s suffering� for the fulfilment of divine plan for creation.
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2. Van Buren�s Theological Development:1

Paul Matthews van Buren was born on April 20, 1924 in Norfolk, Virginia, and

died in 1988. He was ordained in the Episcopalian church in 1951. He completed his

B.A. at Harvard University in 1948 and received a B.D. from the Episcopal Theological

School in 1951. In 1957 he completed his Th.D. from the University of Basel,

Switzerland, under the supervision of Karl Barth. Van Buren�s major academic postings

included the Episcopal Seminary, Austin, Texas (1957-64) followed by Temple

University Religion Department, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (1964-86).

Van Buren�s work may be classified into three broad periods. First, there is the

early work in which he identified with the theology of Karl Barth (1950�s). Second,

there is the period of the �secular gospel� in which he tried to unify his theology with his

understanding of the humanities, in particular the discipline of analytical philosophy

(1960�s). Finally, there is his third period, which he would consider his most important

work, in which he attempted to bridge the gap between Christianity and Judaism

(1970�s through to the 1990�s).

Van Buren�s publications began with his doctoral thesis, Christ in Our Place:

The Substitutionary Character of Calvin�s Doctrine of Atonement.2 The thesis was

critical of Calvin�s doctrine of divine impassability, and favoured instead the notion of

God�s suffering on the cross. In his next book, The Secular Meaning of the Gospel,3 van

Buren adopted the views of Anthony Flew, R.B. Braithwaite, R.M. Hare and I.T.

Ramsey, and constructed a version of Christianity that purportedly satisfied their

empirical and non-cognitive philosophical demands. His next book, Theological

Explorations4 continued to advocate �secular empiricism�, but in his next book, The

Edges of Language,5 van Buren promoted Wittgenstein�s language-games theory.

From here on van Buren�s interests shifted away from philosophy of language

and focused instead on the relationship between Christianity and Judaism, beginning

with The Burden of Freedom6 and continuing on through his three-volume work, A

Theology of the Jewish-Christian Reality. Van Buren�s chief concern in these books

                                                
1 Van Buren�s intellectual biography has been previously surveyed by Wallis, J.H. in Post-Holocaust
Christianity: Paul van Buren�s Theology of the Jewish-Christian Reality (Lanham, Maryland: University
Press of America, 1997) pp.5-33. There is a puzzling omission in Wallis� work, which is that he includes
no reference to van Buren�s book The Burden of Freedom (New York: Seabury Press, 1976) which is
important for understanding van Buren�s decision to abandon secularism and to renew his affirmation of
divine revelation.
2 Van Buren, P. Christ in Our Place: The Substitutionary Character of Calvin�s Doctrine of Atonement
(Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1957).
3 Van Buren, P. The Secular Meaning of the Gospel (London: SCM, 1963).
4 Van Buren, P. Theological Explorations (London: SCM, 1968).
5 Van Buren, P. The Edges of Language (London: SCM, 1972).
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was to challenge the traditional Christian notion that God�s covenant with Israel had

been superseded by the God�s covenant with Christ. In other words, van Buren rejected

the idea that the �New Israel� has replaced the Old Israel.

Van Buren�s last book (published posthumously) was According to the

Scriptures: The Origins of the Gospel and of the Church�s Old Testament.7 This was a

speculative essay concerning what the very earliest Christians handed on to one another

by way of interpretation of the Hebrew scriptures. It presumed the overall theological

position that van Buren had developed in regard to Christianity�s dependence on

Judaism. Van Buren�s main purpose was to argue that the story of the sacrifice of Christ

is a midrashic reinterpretation of the Old Testament story of the sacrifice of Isaac.

3. Christology and Divine Impassability:

Van Buren�s interest in Christology gains its most explicit expression in his

exposition of Calvin�s theory of atonement to be found in Christ In Our Place where van

Buren says,

The implications of this study in Calvin�s theology are fairly clear for the
Church today�The most obvious is the importance of and, in fact, the necessity
for a Christological foundation for theology at every step of the way, and
therefore the danger of trying to discuss any doctrine apart from this
foundation.8

The Christological doctrine of Calvin fully occupies van Buren in this work,

which is the published version of his doctoral dissertation. Van Buren�s purpose in this

work appears to be twofold. First, he provides a detailed and sympathetic exposition of

Calvin�s theory of atonement. Second, however, van Buren offers substantial criticism

of Calvin�s emphasis on the doctrine of divine impassability, which prevents Calvin

from countenancing the thought of the divine nature of Christ suffering on the cross.

Thus, Calvin confines the suffering of Christ on the cross to Christ�s human nature only.

However, for van Buren this is a weakness in Calvin�s theology. Hence, van Buren

claims,

Although Calvin can say that the divine nature of Christ was necessary to His
work, that refers to the power of overcoming death, not to His work of
humiliation. But should it not be maintained that precisely in Christ�s
humiliation, in His obedience and in His suffering and death, not the human

                                                                                                                                              
6 Van Buren, P. The Burden of Freedom (New York: Seabury Press, 1976).
7 Van Buren, P. According to the Scriptures: The Origins of the Gospel and of the Church�s Old
Testament (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William Eerdmans, 1998).
8 Van Buren, P. Christ in Our Place p.144.
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nature alone was at work, the divinity resting inactive, but also God in His way
of being as the eternal Son was at work as our Substitute in our place?9

Consequently,

Calvin�s understanding of the divine nature of Christ is constantly threatened, as
we have seen, by a concept of God as impassable Being which he inherited from
the whole history of theology, from Irenaeus on, a concept that does not seem to
be derived from the Cross or from the Christ who is our Lord only as He is the
Crucified One.10

These observations on the doctrine of �impassable Being� are of ongoing

importance in van Buren�s work, with the result that in van Buren�s later work, he fully

abandons any such notion in favour of God�s total involvement in creation. However, in

the interim, in The Secular Meaning of the Gospel, van Buren�s theology enters a period

in which he is diverted from the main purposes of his theology, in what he would later

regard as a futile attempt to determine the implications for theology of the analytical

school of philosophy.11 Thus, in his �secular� period van Buren became sidetracked

from the question of the relationship between the concepts of impassable Being and the

suffering God. This is because he came to regard these concepts, along with

�transcendent reality�, �ultimate concern� the �ground and end of all things�12 and other

�circumlocutions for the word �God�� as being in conflict with �our secular empirical

attitudes�.13

4. �Secular Empiricism�:

In van Buren�s �secular� period, he was of the opinion that �secular empiricism�

should be regarded as being normative for the contemporary Christian. This meant that

all metaphysical claims that were commonly thought to constitute the essence of

Christian faith should be replaced by a completely �this-worldly� Christology in a

process in which � �God-statements� would be translated into �man-statements�.�14

The reason for this, however, is somewhat difficult to ascertain as van Buren

makes contradictory claims in The Secular Meaning of the Gospel. On the one hand he

appears to regard all cosmological assertions as being unverifiable and therefore

meaningless. However, if they are taken instead to be manifestations of a �blik�

                                                
9 Ibid. p.59.
10 Ibid. p.141.
11 Van Buren, P. �Probing the Jewish Christian Reality� Christian Century Vol.98 June 17-24 1981
pp.665-668 at p.665.
12 Van Buren, P. The Secular Meaning of the Gospel p.79.
13 Ibid. p.171.
14 Ibid. p.103.
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(following R.M. Hare�s usage) then they can be analyzed in terms of their action

guiding effect, or as statements of a faith-related purpose. Hence, van Buren claims,

The language of Christian faith is the language of a believer, one who has been
�caught� by the Gospel. In so far as his �blik� is functioning, his language is the
language of faith, whether he is speaking about some generally recognized
religious subject such as �God,� or of some secular subject, like politics or his
job�[A] �blik��is by definition something which is lived.15

Consequently, van Buren�s secular gospel, rather than being about atonement, as

it was in Christ In Our Place, was now about �freedom�, where freedom was defined as

being �freedom from self�[and] freedom for others even unto death�.16 Thus, the

theology of atonement was replaced by van Buren�s new depiction of Jesus in which he

is no longer the saviour on the cross, but is the bearer of a radical new form of freedom,

which became �contagious� after his death.17

Van Buren�s secular gospel is constructed upon premises about language and

meaningfulness that he later came to utterly repudiate. Nevertheless, in his attempt to

construct a �secular� meaning of the gospel he also investigated quite thoroughly the

relationship between the divine and human natures of Christ as understood in Patristic

and Chalcedonian orthodoxy. The purpose of this exercise was to establish a case for

wholly subsuming the divine nature within the human nature, thereby paving the way

for a purely human Jesus. No longer did van Buren merely wish to provide for the

possibility of the divine essence being merely changed by the suffering of Christ on the

cross. Instead he argued that,

Whatever �God� means � as the goal of human existence, as the truth about man
and the world, or as the key to the meaning of life � �he� is to be found in Jesus,
the �way, the truth and the life�.18

Hence, �whatever men were looking for in �God� is to be found by finding Jesus

of Nazareth.�19 Thus, we have both a philosophical and a Christological warrant for a

fully secular gospel. This may also be regarded as Christocentrism pushed to extremes.

The �secular gospel� is continued in Theological Explorations, which brings

together various essays by van Buren in which he was motivated by the desire for

empirical/analytical rigor in religious language. Thus, van Buren argued against the

retention of the concept of divine transcendence20 and advocated that we accept instead

                                                
15 Ibid. pp.100 & 101.
16 Ibid. p.132.
17 Ibid. p.133.
18 Ibid. p.147.
19 Ibid. p.147.
20 Van Buren, P. Theological Explorations pp.163-181.
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the �dissolution of the Absolute�.21 This is because, according to van Buren, it is a brute

socio-psychological fact that the idea of the Absolute, or Highest Good, has given way

to a new relativism and pluralism. It is therefore simply our fate as theologians to be

reconciled to the way people see things in our secular age. Hence, van Buren here, as

well as in The Secular Meaning of the Gospel, was not merely describing a version of

the secularization thesis, but promoting secularism as a theological virtue in response to

secularization.

5. The �Edges of Language�:

A significant movement occurred in van Buren�s thinking, however, in The

Edges of Language. This book marked a loosening up of van Buren�s philosophy of

language in which he began to allow for the meaningfulness of God language, although

he was still constrained by the notion that God talk is at the �margins� of normal

discourse and, as such, strains normal usage.

The overall view of religious language that van Buren presented in this book

was less rigid than the position contained in The Secular Meaning of the Gospel,

although when closely examined it provides not much greater scope for any confidence

in the ontological reality of God. Van Buren appeared to be still trapped by conflicting

attitudes to religious belief. Thus, while he no longer proclaimed �secular empiricism�

as normative for Christians, he was nevertheless beholden to the idea that his

understanding of Christianity should be in accordance with what a �contemporary

educated Christian�22 believed. It would appear that for van Buren the �contemporary

educated Christian� posits language as the prior ontological reality from which there is

no escape, thus prohibiting the possibility of conceiving of the realm of the �wholly

Other� beyond language.

Van Buren�s opposition to the notion of the �wholly Other� was based on a

rather unconvincing analogy likening language to a platform, or stage, on which we

stand. He juxtaposed this analogy with the alternative view that language is a cage in

which we are imprisoned. Thus, van Buren claimed,

If we are captivated by this picture of language as a cage, we misunderstand the
role which language plays in our lives. Indeed, the picture is itself a product of
misunderstanding the role of our language. It assumes that we can conceive of
an inside and an outside of this cage, perhaps even that we stand apart from the
cage and see it holding humanity captive. This assumption, however, depends
upon forgetting the fact that we are already making use of language in doing this

                                                
21 Ibid. pp.29-42.
22 Van Buren, P. The Edges of Language p.167.
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imagining, and are therefore never outside language. The bird-cage picture of
language is not true to the role which language actually plays.23

This argument was meant to suggest that there is no possibility of our gaining

access to the wholly Other, or the eternal silence, beyond the cage because there is no

escape from words and therefore no �outside� to language. In its place van Buren

offered what he regarded as a more workable analogy for language. Thus, he asserted,

To counteract the picture of a cage, we might employ a picture of a platform on
which to stand as a model for thinking of the role of language. On this platform
we can move around, walk or dance or sleep, indeed do all things we do together
with words. Far from imprisoning us, it gives us freedom. The planks of this
platform are the rules for the use of words, and the planks are of various
determinate lengths. They stick out, as it were, only so far. If we wish to extend
this platform, then we must build it out while standing on it. Language serves as
the base on which we may stand in order to extend that base.24

Given this analogy, van Buren was only willing to make space for God at the

�edges� of language rather than in a realm that is utterly transcendent. Indeed, van Buren

was still fearful of the notion of divine transcendence, and he was still opposed to what

he called �literal theism�. Hence, he objected to any notion of God that was abstracted

from the context of what he called the �linguistic behaviour of believers.�25 What he

had in mind was any philosophically abstract notions of God such as where God is

defined as being �utterly unlike any human being, far more different, indeed, from

anything else we experience.�26 For van Buren,

If such an �other� God were to speak, how could we understand him and be able
to say he had spoken?�If God is utterly other than we are, how could we begin
to understand this divine language?

 For van Buren the thought of dialectical negation, let alone the passionate

subjectivity of Kierkegaard, or Barth�s concept of revelation, simply did not figure in

the equation. Instead, such an �other� God was off limits because according to van

Buren�s philosophy of language it places us beyond the limits of language. Hence, the

only God we can accept is the one that the �educated Christian believer� uses in order to

position us at the �edges of language�. This �God� is a non-theistic notion defined by van

Buren as �an acknowledgement that one has come to the end of language� yet while still

                                                
23 Ibid. p.82.
24 Ibid. p.82.
25 Ibid. p.72.
26 Ibid. p.73.
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seeking a �religious way of indicating that one longs to say all that could possibly be

said on some matter of great concern�.27

Such a notion is indeed an emasculation of the concept of �God� compared to the

sharply defined concept of the �wholly Other� encountered in Altizer�s theology. It

appears that for van Buren �God� is whatever is of ultimate concern to us within the

language world. Although this is reminiscent of Tillich, there is no talk of �Being� to

complement his notion of God at the edge of language. Thus, according to van Buren, if

one attempts to speak about things beyond language then one can only lapse into

silence. However, van Buren also claimed to be making room for the mystery of God,28

but he ultimately settled for the notion that God is a marker for the boundaries of

ordinary language. Hence, if we were to retain conceptual coherence, then van Buren

warned that we must not venture over the edge.

Needless to say van Buren came to reject such views about the allegedly proper

limits of religious language. However, during this period van Buren was committed to

an analytical approach to philosophy of religion, and attempted to interpret Christianity,

first in the light of his understanding of Anglo-American empiricism, and then in terms

of Wittgenstein�s language games theory. However, on both fronts he was an isolated

voice because his interpretation of the empiricists, as well as of Wittgenstein, failed to

gain acceptance amongst their respective audiences.

It is fair to say that van Buren�s �secular gospel� attracted more scholarly

attention than his attempt at Wittgensteinian analysis contained in The Edges of

Language. However, as far his Wittgensteinian credentials are concerned, van Buren

would appear to have made little impact, neither being recognized as an opponent of

�Wittgenstein fideism�, such as Kai Nielsen,29 nor as a theistic interpreter of

Wittgenstein such as D.Z. Phillips.

D.Z. Phillips, for example, in his review of The Edges of Language, criticized

van Buren�s approach to the philosophy of religious language as involving a confusing

mixture of normative and descriptive elements. The result was that in van Buren�s

philosophy of religion we were subjected to two conflicting goals that involved either

�giving us an account of what we already believe or offering us new beliefs as the

products of new analyses�.30 Hence, whilst van Buren purported to be giving an account

                                                
27 Ibid. pp.144-145.
28 Ibid. p.43.
29 Nielsen, K. �Wittgensteinian Fideism� in Cahn, S.M. and Shatz, D. Contemporary Philosophy of
Religion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982) pp.237-254.
30 Phillips, D.Z. �Review of The Edges of Language by Paul van Buren� Theology Vol.76 1973 pp.152-
153 at p.153.
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of the faith of Christian believers, he was really placing the Christian faith at the mercy

of his preconceived notions of what is and is not acceptable to a philosopher of religion.

However much he dressed this up in terms of what the �educated Christian believer� can

and cannot believe, this was really allowing philosophy of religion to dictate the nature

of religious faith. Moreover it was not the way in which Phillips himself would handle

Wittgenstein, in which the noetic structure of faith is allowed its own autonomy from

empirical and other disciplines.

6. The Return to Revelation:

In view of van Buren�s subsequent repudiation of his analytical philosophy of

religion it seems unfair to labour the point that van Buren�s project had its philosophical

shortcomings. Indeed, the reviews of van Buren�s work amply deal with the failure of

his purported use of Wittgensteinian analysis, in both The Secular Meaning of the

Gospel31 and The Edges of Language.32 It is not surprising, then, that van Buren ended

up abandoning his efforts as a philosopher of religion and turned instead to the

systematic theological task of interpreting Judaism from a Christian perspective.

Indeed, in The Burden of Freedom, van Buren gave a clear indication that he had

a surprise in store for his readers. He indicated that while he came with a reputation as

an exponent of the �death of God� theology (a reputation which he claimed was more

the product of his critics than his own doing), his new work was much more concerned

with the doctrine of revelation.33  Hence, in what was a new departure for van Buren, he

argued that �Christianity is a religion of revelation.�34 Thus, he claimed,

Believing in a living Lord who speaks, the Church listens attentively to the
witnesses to certain events in which it believes its Lord has spoken. Those
particular interpretations, i.e., the biblical writings, of particular events, namely
the history of Israel from the escape from Egypt to Easter, are taken by
Christians as a clue to the character of reality, because through these
interpretations of these events, Christians down through the centuries have,
again and again, heard their master�s voice speaking to them.35

As a consequence of his shift in religious epistemology, van Buren was at last

willing to assert the view that,

                                                
31 Ogletree, T.W. The �Death of God� Controversy (London: SCM, 1966) pp.39-59.
32 Phillips, D.Z. �Review of The Edges of Language by Paul van Buren� pp.152-153.
33 Van Buren, P. The Burden of Freedom p.vii.
34 Ibid. p.12.
35 Ibid. pp.12-13.
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He who would speak of God surely intends to speak of the One who is the
Giver, and in some way, the Lord of life and of all that is real in the world. He
who would speak of God, then, intends to speak of him who is the most real.36

An important new factor that emerged in van Buren�s efforts to articulate how

we come to know God is that we become �part of a linguistic community in which God

is spoken of and thus come to share in the intention of that community to speak of

God.�37 As a consequence,

If we accept that the Church has a Lord, then we are granting that the Church is
under orders and must settle such matters by listening and obeying.38

It follows from this that van Buren�s attitude to theology was much more conservative

than it was during his �secular gospel� period. Hence, he claims,

Theology is something we do together and for each other, or we don�t do it at
all. Theology as an aspect of freedom is an event that happens openly and
together among us. You can have your own private heresy by yourself, but you
cannot have your own private theology.39

The �us� that van Buren was referring to is the community of believers who

constitute the church. As such, whatever is to count as a serious theological proposition

must contribute to the common witness of the church and not be an idiosyncratic idea or

independent notion of God. Hence, he claimed,

There is only really one kind of theology that is worthy of the name: responsible
theology, theology which is itself a response, which is the result not of our trying
to have our own independent thoughts, but of our attempt to make every thought
subject to Christ (2 Cor. 10:5). Nor are we left to our own devices to guess when
this is the case. The Church can be and is one, holy, and catholic when the
Church is also apostolic, when it is the Church in which the apostles, the chosen
witnesses to Jesus, have a continuing and lively role in our discussions and
reflections.40

It is hard to believe that these words were written by the same author as that of

The Secular Meaning of the Gospel and The Edges of Language. However, it is not so

hard to believe if one goes back and reads his earliest work on Calvinism contained in

Christ in Our Place, where van Buren began his theology under the influence of Barth.

Not that van Buren now wished to uncritically accept everything that the church had

said or done over the centuries. On the contrary, van Buren was critical of the way the

church has spiritualized the gospel by transferring the Kingdom of God out of history
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into a Neo-Platonic realm above,41 as well as the church�s role in stigmatizing the Jews,

thereby leading to their persecution over the centuries.42

Instead, van Buren was keen to rediscover a historical witness to the Kingdom of

God, which he believed was to be had by a revival of the church�s relationship to the

people of Israel. This view was based on a fundamental premise that,

The name of Israel is the control upon all theological reflection that is worth
doing, because in Israel is God heard.43

Van Buren did not attempt to justify why Israel is such a convincing authority

when it comes to discerning God�s will, even though his conviction on this matter was

unshakeable. Indeed, all he can suggest is that,

If we have heard the voice that Israel has heard, calling us to be heirs and
children of Israel, or if we have somehow found persuasive Israel�s account of
the voice that she has heard, and accept solidarity with her, then we shall
probably be convinced that Israel, in its human language, is our model for
responding to the one who has spoken.44

The best that can be said for van Buren�s high regard for the revelatory value of

the Jewish faith is that it is focused upon events in this world and not on supra-mundane

realities. As a result, van Buren�s new found regard for Israel accorded with his earlier

secular-empiricism, at least in so far as there was a common tendency to seek the

Kingdom of God in this world and not in the next. Indeed, even van Buren admitted that

his previous work and his new work were united by a �quest for the concrete�.45

Nowhere was this more apparent than in his dictum that,

Since Israel has been called to be a witness, the only matters of which Israel is
authorized to speak are accounts of events. What Israel has to say about
freedom, then, must always and only refer to actual, particular happenings, as for
example, to a particular group of slaves who escaped from Egypt, to a Law
received at Sinai, to a concrete group of captives in Babylon who came back to
Jerusalem, to a Temple rebuilt in that city, or to a certain Israelite from Nazareth
who was tortured to death and yet appeared to his friends after three days. These
are the events, the concrete cases of God�s mysterious liberating power which
Israel is authorized to report.46

It seems that the latest of these revelatory events is the survival of the Jews, even

in spite of the Holocaust, and the subsequent establishment of the modern state of
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Israel.47 This occurrence, like the Easter experience of Jesus, vindicates the belief that

while evil, oppression, torture and death are real, they are not the last reality. Rather,

�the last reality is goodness, freedom, righteousness, liberation and life.�48

7. The �Jewish-Christian Reality�:

The Burden of Freedom is a bridging work that provides the background to van

Buren�s more developed systematic theology contained in his three volumes on the

�Jewish-Christian Reality�. It is arguable, furthermore, that van Buren produced his best

philosophy of religion once his attention returned to the task of producing systematic

theology. Thus in the first volume of the Theology of the Jewish-Christian Reality, he

revisited his former concerns about the meaning of religious language, but this time he

argued that instead of superimposing alien epistemic categories on the logic of faith, we

must allow the Christian faith to speak for itself rather than making it answerable to

preconceived notions of �secular empiricist� or �intelligent Christian� discourse.

Consequently, in the Theology of the Jewish-Christian Reality van Buren

rejected the problem of secularity as unimportant compared to the moral urgency of

overcoming the evils of the Holocaust. He therefore chose to redefine God as the

covenant partner with Israel. One consequence of this was that he radicalized his former

critique of the doctrine of divine impassability. His position on this matter, therefore,

had far reaching consequences for his new doctrine of God. Whereas previously the

events surrounding Jesus were central to van Buren�s concept of God, now the doctrine

of creation was treated as central and the fulfillment of God�s plan for creation comes

about first and foremost through God�s relationship with Israel. Furthermore, by

creating the world God has become totally involved in time and history.49 God is

thereby subjected to contingency to such an extent that van Buren even allows for the

possibility that the divine plan for creation may fail, depending upon the human

response. However, with fidelity to God�s covenant the divine plan will succeed, but

without it, it may very possibly fail.50 In addition, van Buren went so far in his denial of

the doctrine of divine impassability that he was willing to assert that God is the

�normative person� and that God therefore has a �body�. He argued that,

To say that God is a person is to imply that we respect His particularity and
await from Him all and more than we can hope for from human
persons�Persons have � or are also � bodies�We propose to say that God is a
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person and therefore an embodied person. God has a body, His own body, the
body of the Creator, but a body which is ordinarily not seen by us. The visibility
of God�s body depends on His will. It is not by definition invisible. God is as a
matter of experience unseen � except when He chooses to show Himself.51

Van Buren accompanied this with yet another critique of Chalcedonian

orthodoxy. However, he now recommended that the Chalcedonian formulae, which

referred to hypostatic union between the divine and human natures in Christ, be read in

conjunction with the notion of God�s covenantal unity with Israel. Thus, van Buren

argued that the unity between God and Jesus must be grounded in the inseparability of

God and Israel.52

In his covenantal theology van Buren continued to put forward a �one-world�

view of history, which placed his new theology in partial continuity with his earlier

secular gospel. For van Buren, �Israel does not hope for another world than this one. It

hopes in God�s future for this world, the one God created.�53 Hence, van Buren was not

concerned with any other world but this world. Rather, what the ideal state of this world

should be and what God is doing in this world to bring his plan to fruition were the truly

central questions for van Buren. The ideal, of course, is that the nation of Israel, living

in obedience to the Torah, should be secure and that all other nations should live in

harmony with it. Further, van Buren now considered God to be the leading actor in

history helping to bring this state of affairs about,54 a view that contrasts with his earlier

view that talk of God�s action in history should be rejected on empirical grounds.55

Moreover, Christ now figured as part of the divine plan for creation, being the agent of

God�s incorporation of the Gentiles into the covenantal relationship with Israel.

However, even with his new philosophical position based on the ecclesial notion

of �the conversation along the Way� - which replaced his previous �secular empiricist

attitude� and the beliefs of the �educated Christian�- van Buren attributed revelatory

status to the historical events concerning Israel much more readily than he attributed

historicity to the events surrounding the resurrection of Christ. Instead, van Buren

interpreted the resurrection �theologically�, that is, as a reaffirmation of the God�s

covenant with Israel, rather than as an empirical-historical or apocalyptic-historical

event. Thus he continued to treat the empty tomb tradition somewhat sceptically,56 but
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nevertheless insisted on its theological importance for the reaffirmation and widening of

the covenant with Israel. Whilst van Buren had epistemological difficulties with the

resurrection, he had no such difficulty in attributing revelatory status to the visible

history of the people of Israel and, more especially, the emergence of the modern state

of Israel.57

8. Theology, Culture and the Church:

In van Buren�s later work he maintained that theology worthy of the name is

done as part of the community of faith, which he also designated as being the

conversation of those �people who walk in the Way�.58 However, this has not always

been his view. Indeed the view that theology is strictly �an activity of and for the

church�,59 was rejected by van Buren in his earlier �secular gospel� phase, in which he

held a much more cultural view of the appropriate method of accountability for

theology. Hence, in the 1960�s van Buren argued that,

Traditionally theology has been a discipline in the service of the church, but
today the church does not seem to be a community at all much less one with a
clear identity...What might theology be in today�s cultural context? To this
question I can give only the most tentative answer at this time, but since I teach
and study in a department of religion in a college of liberal arts, I am forced by
my situation to do at least that. The raison d�être of this department, as I
understand it, lies in the thesis that the study of man�s religious ideas is a part of
the whole study of man. Religious studies forms a piece of the humanities.

Theology or religious thought, so conceived, is responsible to human society,
not to the church. Its orientation is humanistic, not divine. Its norms must lie in
the role it performs in human life. In a certain sense religious thought is to be
evaluated pragmatically. The issue is not whether certain ideas or certain ways
or expressing them are faithful to some inherited standard or ancient text...The
question is how it can find a place in the present and future, how it might be
developed, interpreted, or adapted to the present so that religious thought might
serve a constructive role in the shaping of human life.

Theology so conceived is a participant in a conversation with the changing
culture of man. If theology is to make a critical and constructive contribution to
that conversation, it cannot be expected to remain unchanged in the process. The
very possibility of a theological �orthodoxy,� or an unchanging �faith of our
fathers,� is ruled out by the model of a lively conversation. Any insights into the
�human situation� which our religious past may provide us, therefore, can be
helpful only insofar as we bring them into a dynamic conversation with and
allow them to be influenced by our rapidly changing technological culture.60
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The view that �theology or religious thought�is responsible to human society,

not to the church� was obviously tailor-made to van Buren�s efforts to interpret the

gospel according to the dictates of his analytical philosophy of religion. However, such

a view became no longer serviceable for van Buren, given his rejection of the premises

upon which his earlier secular gospel was based.

The manner in which he moved from his cultural view to his more ecclesial

position has already been traced via his shift to a �language games� approach to

religious language, contained in The Edges of Language, followed by his reaffirmation

of the principle of the primacy of revelation contained in The Burden of Freedom.  The

result is a return to his Barthian roots, both of which are further elaborated in his

discussion of theological method contained in the first volume of his Theology of the

Jewish-Christian Reality. Thus a complete contrast exists between van Buren�s earlier

and his later work, which stands squarely in the tradition of Karl Barth.61 Hence in his

later work van Buren asserts,

Theology is basically an activity of and for the church. In Christian theology,
Christians have addressed themselves, by and large, to themselves, concerning
their own apprehension of how God has dealt with them, what he is doing for
and with them, and how they should respond to him.62

When he addresses himself to the problems of Christology he makes a similar point:

Jesus Christ is met within the framework of the Church. That is in no way a
boast which the Church might make. It is, rather, a claim the truth of which is
determined by the workings of our language. I may meet a stranger anywhere,
but if I can say that I have met a particular individual, I shall ordinarily know his
name. In order to meet someone, I need to know at least that person�s name.
That is simply a grammatical remark on one use of the verb �to meet�.

Jesus Christ may perhaps be met by all sorts of people in all sorts of contexts,
but if this were the case, they would not be able to say that it was he whom they
had met, unless they were in some sense within the framework of the Church.
That is, they would at least have had to know his name and so to have come
within hearing distance of the community in which that name is remembered.
Apart from that community, therefore, it is unclear what it might mean to say
that they had met Jesus Christ.63

Van Buren makes the further claim that Christology should be considered as being

integrally related to �ecclesial self-understanding�. Hence,
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The conclusion to which we are led by these reflections on Christology as
confession is that Christology would seem to imply and reveal the Church�s
definition of itself. By the way in which the Church speaks of Jesus Christ, its
self-definition can be detected. In other words, with each Christological title that
the Church ascribes to Jesus, it commits itself to assigning a corresponding term
to itself. If Jesus is Master, then the Church is made up of his servants. If he is
called Teacher, then Christians are his disciples. If Jesus is Lord, then the
Church is his possession. If he is the Word of God, then the Church consists of
hearers of the Word. The Church, in sum, would appear to have already
committed itself to all that it will be able to say about itself when it has said all it
is able to say about Jesus.64

Van Buren�s main departure from the Barthian tradition, along with what he

claimed was the majority of traditional Christian teaching, was his effort to overcome

the anti-Judaic tendencies in Christianity by adopting a theology of the �Jewish-

Christian reality�. This fusion of Christianity and Judaism sought to affirm the eternal

validity of the Jewish covenant with God. He also asserted the theological dependency

of the church upon the continuing existence of the Jewish people, such that, if there

were to be no more Jews then the covenant between God and the church and between

God and the Jewish people would both cease to exist. Thus, according to van Buren �the

church is supported in its existence by the life of the Jewish people�65 and �without

Israel, there could have been no Jesus and so there would be no church�.66 Indeed, in

opposition to Barth, van Buren claimed,

Our norm includes and is even centered on the Bible, but it is the Bible as it has
been carried and interpreted, not only by the church, but also by the Jewish
people. This means that we are more in danger than Barth of letting the church
be, at least to a degree, its own norm and so become its own Lord. Our intent is
surely otherwise. Our intent is to discern the finger and voice of the Lord God of
Israel in the postbiblical history of both Israel and the church�we see so clearly
what Barth saw but dimly: living Israel as a reality which witnesses to God and
the divine purpose of creation.67

Van Buren�s theology, therefore, reinterprets the concept of church theology in

order to establish the view that Christian theology requires Jewish theology as its

bedrock and essence, but the reverse is not the case. This extends to the point of

asserting that there is a fundamental difference between the secularist and the Jewish

rejection of church theology. Hence,

Atheists, agnostics, and secularists have their own reasons for rejecting the
church, but they do so on grounds that the church coram Deo dare not take
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seriously; Israel rejects the church on grounds that the church coram Deo dare
not ignore.68

It follows from this that the Jews have a right to say �No� to the church because by

doing so they maintain fidelity to the Torah. But for Christians, saying no to the church

is not possible. In the case of Christian theology the church is simply a fact of life.69

Indeed it is the context, or the �Way� � following the nomenclature of Luke-Acts -

along which theology is done. Hence, van Buren claims,

We are not only temporal beings; we are ecclesial. Whether we get along or not,
we are in the Way together. There is no Way for us simply as individuals, for we
have been called in the Way together and as a church. Out talking therefore
takes the form of conversation, not monologue.70

Speaking of God takes place in our conversation along the Way, and its root is
this history in which we find ourselves. We come to speak of God because we
learned from our parents and others of the linguistic community to pray and so
to speak of God�There is good sense, then, in Augustine�s remark that without
the church he would not have believed in God.71

Van Buren�s �Jewish-Christian� theology was manifestly a reconstruction of his

earlier pre-�secular gospel� theology. This is especially true of his assertion that we have

a theological responsibility to past generations. However, van Buren�s new

conservatism was modified by the fact that he allowed for theologically progressive

insight. He argued that fresh revelation may come about through church

pronouncements that reinterpret received theological tradition. Hence, he claimed,

Responsible conversation, therefore, will be that which helps those near us to
walk well. We are answerable to each other for our moving along in the Way
together. We cannot meet this responsibility, however, unless we are also
answerable to those who walked before us and for those who will follow
us�We can wander from the path by forgetting or taking too lightly those who
have gone before us in this Way.72

But he added that,

Revelation is an acknowledged reinterpretation of the tradition�Revelation is a
term specifically for the occasions when an interpretation is not simply received,
but received in a new way  - reinterpreted.73

Hence, when the church defined a new position, such as recent ecclesiastical

pronouncements on the continuing validity of God�s covenant with the Jewish people,74
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then van Buren believed that what we have here is no mere intellectual innovation, but

rather, the occurrence of new revelation. Thus, in the case of the emergence of a new

disposition by the church towards the Jewish faith, van Buren claimed that there is

�[a] change coming over the church�occurring not as a movement of scholars,
not as a new academic �twist�,� but as a profound reorientation emerging in
statements of councils and synods. What else are we to say of all this if not that
this is a new revelation?75

In the Theology of the Jewish-Christian Reality van Buren also set out to

describe what he considered to be the relationship between theology - viewed as �an

activity of and for the church� � and the secular university. Van Buren�s observations on

this question are in marked contrast with his earlier position in which theology was

required to be subservient to what he claimed were the demands of secular culture. His

revised position, however, should be read in a semi-autobiographical light. Thus, van

Buren began his academic teaching career in the Episcopalian Seminary in Austin

Texas, whereupon he moved after a few years to a position at the Religion Department,

Temple University, Philadelphia, where he ultimately became Professor and Head of

Department. It is apparent that the question of writing systematic theology within the

context of a secular religion department posed some intellectual problems for him. His

solution to the quandary was to view the university as part of God�s creation and thus,

indirectly, the means by which one such as himself could serve the people of the Way.

Hence, he says,

More recently, there has been a considerable move of theologians from divinity
schools and seminaries into religion departments of universities, both public and
private. These religion departments are within faculties of arts and sciences. A
natural consequence of this move has been for many theologians to see their
field as one of the branches of the humanities, with the same norms and
requirements as any other discipline.

The further consequence of this shift has been for theologians to think that their
primary responsibility was to the university rather than to the church, for it is the
university which employs them. The standards of scholarship and the
relationship they have to students are all set by the charter and character of the
university. In sum, in this view and under these circumstances, theology appears
as one discipline among others, devoted to the critical pursuit and dissemination
of knowledge, as this is defined by the explicit and implicit standards of the
academic community. The most convincing case for this view has been offered
by Van Harvey. The most whole-hearted acceptance of it is manifested by David
Tracy.
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Now it ill behoves anyone to bite the hand that feeds one, but there is no need to
lick it either. We can accept the fact that universities provide a place for
theologians to work as an unexpected token of the world�s Creator having so
shaped His creation as to make room for some of those on the Way to reflect
with more care and concentration than is possible for most. That creation�s Lord
thus finds a way for sustaining those in the Way is a matter of thanksgiving. It is
not, however, grounds for idolatry. If theology exists to serve the Way, and if the
Way exists for the sake of the world � a part of which is the university and all of
humanity�s intellectual pursuits � then, obviously in a manner which the
university would not recognize, theology serves the university. But it can only
serve it if it does its own business, which is to serve walking in the Way.76

9. Eschatology, the World and the �Completion of Creation�:

The dichotomy that van Buren posed between the church and the world marks

him out as a theologian who, from the point of view of Altizer, is thoroughly devoid of

any eschatology. Evidence of this is to be found in van Buren�s assertion that there is a

�gap between the eschatology of the witness to Jesus (and presumably of Jesus himself)

and the continuing history of the �old� era to this day�.77 Consequently, van Buren

believed that eschatological statements must be cashed out in terms of how they

contribute to a sense of the immediacy of the reign of God as it effects the present

world. In other words, we must ask the question of �who are we right now before

God?�78 and leave aside the question of discerning a divine timetable concerning the

end of the world. Thus van Buren continued, even in his Jewish-Christian theology, to

find little use for the eschatological elements in Jesus� preaching. Indeed, as James

Wallis has observed,

Van Buren�s worldview does not view God as acting unilaterally to end history;
but rather, views God as acting covenantally with God�s partners to bring
creation to its completion. God enters into God�s creation to move it along
towards its goal of redemption. God does not intervene to make an end to
things.79

Yet, van Buren only vaguely deals with the metaphysical implications of God�s

apparent involvement in the bringing to fruition of the Divine plan for creation. Thus,

van Buren claimed that God has become subject to contingency and that God has a

�body�, but what this all means in terms of reconciling God�s transcendence and God�s

immanence is never fully explored. Hence, unlike Altizer who wrestles with the full

implications of a clear original distinction between God and the world, van Buren
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sidesteps this difficulty by avoiding philosophical problems inherent in the metaphysical

status of God, once God has become incarnate in the world. Hence, there is no need to

attend to eschatology, nor the principle of dialectical negation, if only because van

Buren does not seem to appreciate the seriousness of the problem of reconciling divine

transcendence with worldly immanence.

It is evident, therefore, that van Buren�s theology is dependent on the

assumption that the world and God exist side by side, and that the completion of the

creation is God�s sole aim. It follows that so far as van Buren is concerned, the church

exists to further the work of God�s plan for creation, which therefore means that his

theology is, when measured against Altizer�s theology, a classic example of a �church

theology�.

10. The Boundary Between Christianity and Judaism:

In spite of van Buren�s elevation of ecclesial self-understanding to the level of

being the defining characteristic of good theology, he nevertheless makes Christian

theology subservient to Jewish theology in a way that pleases neither his Jewish nor his

Christian critics. In fact Jewish scholars such as Neil Gillman have criticised van Buren

for �blurring the communal and mythic boundaries�80 of both Judaism and Christianity.

Another Jewish critic, Peter Haas, has maintained that �Christianity and Judaism

[are] utterly different religions and that neither should have to explain itself in terms of

the other.�81 Hence, however much van Buren might argue to the contrary, Haas can see

no reason why Gentiles who wish to affirm God�s covenant with the Jews should not

themselves become Jews. For Haas, it appears as if van Buren is saying that �Judaism is

good enough for the Jews, but you cannot really expect Gentiles to find God or hope in

it.�82 Thus, in van Buren�s theology, Gentiles need to become Christians if they wish to

give due honour to God�s covenant with the Jews. However, Haas rejects the view

implicit in van Buren�s theology that �the Word of God, once given to Israel, is now

shown by the Way of the church to be fruitful.�83 For Haas, one must choose either to

honour the Jewish covenant or else find another religion.

From the Christian side van Buren fares little better. Rosemary Radford Ruether

suggests that van Buren is the victim of his own Barthianism in his insistence upon the
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notion of the one true revelation of God, which in van Buren�s case is limited to God�s

covenant with Israel. For Ruether, however,

One does not necessarily affirm the ongoing validity of Judaism or do justice to
the church�s experience by reducing all knowledge of God to the God of Israel.
The church has incorporated peoples from many cultures. Sometimes covertly,
sometimes, as in the Greek tradition, more openly, it has acknowledged that
these people brought with them authentic experiences with God that then
became part of the church�s knowledge of God. Van Buren seems unwilling to
allow the church to have any new ideas at all � ones different from the ideas of
Judaism � lest any new and different Christian thought be interpreted as
supersessionist and hence anti-Judaic.84

Ruether is also critical of the adulatory tones in which van Buren speaks of the

establishment of the state of Israel. For Ruether, �such uncritical pro-Zionism has

rapidly become obsolete even within the Jewish world itself.�85 Furthermore,

Van Buren seems to have confused repentance of anti-Semitism with a philo-
Semitic sycophancy that is unable to admit that Jews are normal human beings.86

Such criticisms of van Buren are supported by the Palestinian Christian

liberation theologian, Naim Stifan Ateek, who claims that van Buren�s Christian

Zionism betrays a real misunderstanding of God and of history. For Ateek,

One feels that here is a Christian who has been entrapped by his own ideas. He
seems to have an obsession with Israel�For him to be critical of Zionism is to
be anti-Jewish. �To be against Zion is to be against Israel. It was so in biblical
times and it is so now.�87

For Ateek, van Buren�s views merely play into the hands of the Israeli authorities who

perpetrate injustices upon the Palestinian people.

Wallis has addressed this issue in terms of van Buren�s efforts to establish a

�one-covenant� theory of Christianity and Judaism. Wallis proposes a variation of this

by substituting his own �overlapping covenant� theory in order to account for Christian

and Jewish differences from one another. Wallis hopes that such a variation will

accommodate Christian distinctiveness, whilst providing for continuing Christian

recognition of the validity of the Jewish covenant.

Van Buren�s motive for his new theological stance was the historical tragedy of

the Jewish holocaust as well as what he regarded as the revelatory impact of the

                                                
84 Ruether, R.R. �Jewish Christian Relations in the Theology of Paul van Buren� Religious Studies
Review Vol.16 No.4 1990 pp.320-323 at pp.321 & 322.
85 Ibid. p.322.
86 Ibid. p.322.
87 Ateek, N.S. Justice and Only Justice: A Palestinian Theology of Liberation (New York: Orbis Books,
1989) p.65. [The original source is van Buren, P. A Theology of the Jewish-Christian Reality: Part Two
p.200].
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establishment of the State of Israel. Hence, what this suggested for van Buren is that

God�s covenant with Israel is an enduring covenant and it is time for the church to

repent of its past anti-Judaic posture and to recognise its complete dependency on the

Jewish faith.

11. Altizer, Hamilton and van Buren Compared:

There is now even less reason to believe that there is a common thread between

the work of Altizer, Hamilton and van Buren than there was in the 1960�s when their

names were regularly linked together. However, even in the early literature the tendency

to conflate their various theologies was misguided.

The reason that they were bundled together was that Altizer and Hamilton were

both thought to believe in the �death of God� (Altizer�s being a �literal� usage and

Hamilton�s being metaphorical), and van Buren believed in the metaphysical

meaninglessness of the word �God�. Given the general incomprehension of Altizer�s

mysticism it was assumed that his �literal� belief in the �death of God� meant that he

believed that God had ceased to exist. Van Buren was thought to be a philosophical

atheist on �secular empiricist� grounds. Hamilton, on the other hand, was an atheist on

the basis of personal loss of faith.

Each of these assertions concerning Altizer, Hamilton and van Buren were

clumsy summary claims and are manifestly erroneous. In the first place, I have shown

that Altizer is, and always was, a Protestant mystic. It is simply a wilful

misinterpretation of his system of thought to assert that he is an atheist who believes

that God has ceased to exist. He merely proposes an alternative eschatology to that

which predominates in the mainstream of church theology. Thus, instead of railing

against his purported atheism, his critics would have been better served by challenging

his allegedly faulty eschatology, or his lack of ethics, or his anti-ecclesialism.

Hamilton�s atheism is based primarily on a moral critique of Christian theism.

However, as I have also shown, Hamilton�s use of the �death of God� is a metaphor for

his personal loss of faith in God, which resolves itself in a post-Christian mysticism. As

much as Hamilton�s position is admirable as a life philosophy, he does not provide a

sufficient warrant for abandoning Christianity on intellectual grounds, given that his

case against Christian theodicy is weak, and the strictures he places on the development

of doctrine are arbitrary.

Van Buren�s philosophical atheism has been shown to be an interruption in a

career that was primarily concerned with Christology and the doctrine of divine
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impassability. The end result for van Buren�s theology was a complete submergence of

his Christology within the domain of the eternal Jewish covenant, as well as the doctrine

of divine impassability being replaced by the concept of God�s contingency and the

divine dependency on the created order.

There are, in addition, a number of other distinguishing features of van Buren�s

theology put further distance between himself, Altizer and Hamilton, and provide added

reason to resist the tendency to conflate their respective theologies.

(i) Respect for Tradition:

In contrast to both Altizer and Hamilton, van Buren is the model of a systematic

theologian whose sense of duty is to present a careful and considered analysis of

orthodox Protestant theology, even if it must now be reinterpreted under the aegis of the

Jewish covenant with God.

Hamilton, on the other hand, could never accommodate the various theological

positions that van Buren proposed. Indeed, Hamilton�s starting point for theology was

much too narrow and uncompromising to allow for variety of interpretations. Thus,

Hamilton would probably claim that van Buren was guilty of proposing �Humpty-

Dumpty theology� because of his willingness to reinterpret theological tradition, rather

than presenting it as a finished item on a take-it-or-leave-it basis. Thus, Hamilton is

committed - even in his �death of God� theology - to a type of theological conservatism

that can brook no alteration in traditional doctrine. There either has to be a �correct�

doctrine of God, or there is no doctrine at all.

Nevertheless, Hamilton can offer no source other than a vaguely defined

�scriptural basis� for where the correct doctrine of God is to be found. In contrast, van

Buren�s theology has more leeway for variation to traditional Protestant doctrine in that

he anchors his mature theology in the �conversation along the Way�. Hence, while he is

theologically conservative - in his insistence that theology must be responsible to past

generations - he is nevertheless progressive in allowing for theology to respond to

present human needs, such as the welfare and security of the Jewish people and our

human responsibilities for the completion of God�s plan for creation.

It is therefore apparent that van Buren differs profoundly from both Hamilton

and Altizer in that his original stance on faith is founded upon a basic acceptance of an

inherited theological tradition, even though that faith tradition is subjected to review and

modification.
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(ii) Divine Impassability:

Van Buren also has a vastly different view of God to that proposed by either

Altizer or Hamilton. Hence, in his later work, which may be taken to be his definitive

work, van Buren defines God as the covenant partner with Israel. He also holds that

God is immersed in time and history in a partnership with creation through which God

intends to fulfil the divine plan for creation. The world, therefore, is moving toward a

point where it will give full and final effect to God�s purposes for creation. Van Buren

consequently believes in the concept of divine providence rather than, as Altizer would

have it, that the world is brought to an end, or as in Hamilton�s case, that the world is

inscrutable evil.

Van Buren makes human atonement determinative of his doctrine of God in his

early work. Hence, the doctrine of divine impassability cannot be upheld in the face of

the requirement for genuine human atonement. He subsequently places the modern

secular context in a position of pre-eminence, thereby requiring that talk about God be

turned into talk about �man�. Finally, in his exploration of the Jewish-Christian reality,

van Buren�s doctrine of God is derived from the concept of God�s covenant with Israel

and hence places God within the events that constitute the world�s progress to the final

completion of creation.

By contrast, the doctrine of divine impassability is much more thoroughly

abandoned by Altizer than it is by either van Buren or Hamilton. However, Altizer does

not execute this until he articulates his �death of God� theology, preferring in his early

orthodoxy to describe God as wholly Other, and portraying Jesus as having an other-

worldly eschatological message. However, in Altizer�s �death of God� theology, divine

impassability is entirely dispensed with in the act of creation, in the Incarnation and

crucifixion, and in the descent into hell. These all represent a continuous submersion of

God transcendence into God�s immanence. But the reason for this is not that the divine

is seeking to perfect creation, but that Altizer is seeking to show how the bad infinity of

modern alienated consciousness may become the true infinity of apocalyptic

consciousness.

(iv) Theodicy:

Another point of contention between Hamilton and van Buren is over whether

Christianity has a convincing theodicy to offer. Whilst van Buren points to humanity�s

refusal to cooperate with the divine plan, causing all kinds of moral evil, this does not

deal with the occurrence of natural evil such as that which is portrayed in Herman
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Melville�s Moby-Dick. Indeed, van Buren sidelines the question of natural evil and the

accountability of divine providence for our misfortunes by concentrating upon the

question of human responsibility for moral evils and our failure to cooperate fully with

God�s plan for creation.88

However, for van Buren, God does take on human suffering. Indeed it is part

and parcel of the risk of creation whereby God willingly contracts the divine essence in

order to make room for creation. Thus, creation involves �an agonizing transformation

of the divine.�89 Furthermore, both the suffering of the Jewish people and the suffering

of Jesus are taken up in �God�s unbounded love, the love of a God willing and able to

enter into and share all the suffering and weakness of his creation.�90

Hamilton and van Buren have a fundamental difference over the problem of

suffering. Thus for Hamilton, God is part of the problem of human suffering and not

part of its solution. His theology, even with the aid of Bonhoeffer, cannot arrive at a

theodicy that will suffice for long. Indeed, in the long run, Hamilton proposes that the

idea of God sends people mad, as exemplified by Captain Ahab. Thus, even though

Hamilton has at least adverted to the problem of divine suffering, in order to bring God

in touch with human suffering, he ultimately refuses to permit God � the wholly Other �

to answer human needs by becoming a suffering redeemer God. The consequence, so

Hamilton believes, is that we must learn to make do without God.

As far as human suffering is concerned, Altizer has nothing at all to say on the

matter. He expressly repudiates the notion that providence is at work in the world, and

hence, he does not require a theory about the justice of God. The lack of a theodicy is

derived from the extreme other-worldliness of Altizer�s original theology. It goes

together with an absence of concern for the maintenance of civilization, along with

Altizer�s disavowal of any interest in a system of normative ethics. Hence, in contrast to

Hamilton, this lack of attention to human suffering in Altizer�s theology enables him to

avoid having to propose an �anguished theodicy�.

(v) Eschatology:

The division between the sacred and the profane, and thus between another

world and this world, is almost entirely given up in van Buren�s theology. Hence, God

is the creator of only one world, (i.e. this world), and has determined a plan for this

                                                
88 Van Buren, P. A Theology of the Jewish-Christian Reality: Part Two pp.106-107.
89 Van Buren, P. A Theology of the Jewish Christian Reality: Part Two p.63.
90 Van Buren, P. A Theology of the Jewish Christian Reality: Part Three p.73.
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world�s completion. Indeed, God has become involved in this world and is subjected to

its time and history as a result.91

In contrast, Altizer would argue that by bringing together God and the world in

an eternal partnership, leading to the completion of creation, there is a denial of genuine

Christian eschatology. According to Altizer one cannot affirm the eternal reality of God

and speak adequately of the Fall or eschatology or Christ.92 In Altizer�s theology a

proper regard for eschatology implies a transformation of the world that is

fundamentally ontological in nature. The eschaton therefore brings about a dialectical

reversal in God�s identity as well as a new world and a new humanity. It does not

merely perfect the old world. It results in a revolutionary state of affairs and not a

reform of the present world order.

It could be concluded that van Buren�s theology is simply incommensurable

with Altizer�s theology. If so, then it raises acutely the question of upon what grounds

should theology proceed? Is it to be based upon inherited theological tradition � the

�conversation along the Way� � or is everything old to be swept away in an absolutely

new apocalyptic event?

Altizer would reject van Buren�s theological method, in which to speak about

God it is necessary to begin with ecclesial tradition. In contrast, Altizer bypasses

ecclesial tradition, labeling it as sectarian and isolated from history. Rather, he begins

with the apocalyptic imagination and seeks to express this in a universal voice, since in

his view it is essential to articulate a �total vision�93 which negates and opposes every

isolated and particular expression of human experience. He would therefore reject van

Buren�s upholding of the theocratic society of Israel and would instead assert that Christ

is absolutely new and ends everything that previously stood forth as the world.

Consequently, an essentially conservative theology like van Buren�s he would view as

lacking the necessary element of imagination that takes us out of this world into a

wholly new apocalyptic realm.

12. Conclusion:

It is my contention that the true guide to all of van Buren�s theology is his study

on Calvin (i.e. Christ in Our Place) in which Christology and divine impassability are

                                                
91 Van Buren, P. A Theology of the Jewish-Christian Reality: Part Two pp.63-64.
92 Altizer, T.J.J. �Response� in Cobb, J.B. (ed.) The Theology of Altizer: Critique and Response
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1970) p.200.
93 Altizer, T.J.J. �Dialectical versus Di-Polar Theology� Process Studies Vol.1 No.11971 pp.29-37 at
p.29.
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the central issues. Consequently, had the interpreters of The Secular Meaning of the

Gospel paid attention to van Buren�s earlier work, then the issue of his philosophical

atheism would have been seen in a different light. Thus, the purported meaninglessness

of the word �God�, which van Buren claimed, would simply have been a nonsensical

claim given van Buren�s earlier accomplishments in analysing the meaning of Calvin�s

theology. Moreover, his reduction of Christology to talk about �contagious freedom�, as

impoverished as it was, nevertheless revealed the fact that van Buren was well

instructed on Chalcedonian orthodoxy. Indeed, if one were to read his discussion of

historical Christological doctrine contained within The Secular Meaning of the Gospel

in isolation from his efforts to describe Anglo-American philosophy of religion and its

consequences for Christian belief, then his work in this respect would sit quite well with

earlier detailed work on Calvin�s Christology.

However, the rashness of the philosophy of religion that he chose to adopt had

all the failings of logical positivism as a theory of meaning. The arguments against van

Buren�s philosophy of religion in this respect have been so well canvassed that they do

not need rehearsing here, nor is there any point to trying to defend his position, given

the blinkered vision of the times in which his philosophy of religion was formed. The

fact that van Buren quickly tried to move on to a more subtle Wittgensteinian

philosophy of language is proof of the folly of his earlier �secular empiricism�.

However, even with the aid of Wittgenstein, van Buren still managed to emasculate the

concept of God, by confining it to what the imaginary �educated Christian� could assert

at the edges of language. Hence, his attempt to �show� how religious language worked

was a mixture of legislative and descriptive assertions that did not achieve the desired

Wittgensteinian outcome. In this regard I believe Phillips� rejection of van Buren�s

stance to be unassailable.

However, with the arrival of van Buren�s mature theology of the �Jewish-

Christian reality� we find an example of theology presented as ecclesial self-

understanding, which does not attempt to legislate God away. Indeed, van Buren is

especially careful to represent theological tradition as faithfully as he can, whilst

recommending that the church undertake to reform its position in respect to the manner

in which it understands the Jewish covenant.

Van Buren�s movement away from his �secular-empiricist� stance of the early

1960�s towards an enthusiastic appreciation of Judaism is at first glance quite

staggering, but on closer inspection it has many themes and interests that link his work

from beginning to end. These include an interest in the doctrine of divine impassability
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and its relationship to Christology. There is also great emphasis placed on salvation in

this world. In addition, van Buren had an abiding interest in the meaning of theological

language, for which his ultimate solution was that theology is the language of the

church. However, even in his later work this was still subject to qualification. Where

once van Buren made theology subservient to the discipline of philosophy, he

subsequently made theology (i.e. the language of the church) subservient to Israel�s

covenant with God.

By contrast, in The Secular Meaning of the Gospel, van Buren started by ruling

out faith�s claims to empirical, historical and cosmological reality. At the same time he

tried to graft his non-cognitive version of the faith onto the Christian tradition and

claimed as a result that the two are in continuity with one another. Hence, van Buren�s

argument in favour of a secular Christology was designed in order to make it appear

consistent with what the orthodox tradition had all along meant to convey by God�s

incarnation in Christ.

Unfortunately, van Buren�s theology will probably be remembered most of all as

a representative of �death of God� theology. However, as I have shown, this would be a

misrepresentation of his theology based on an inadequate comprehension of both what

the �death of God� means as well as what van Buren himself was fundamentally

concerned to establish. Hence, his emphasis upon the reality of God in this world, in

virtue of Christ�s death on the cross, as well as God�s full participation in the birthpangs

of the fulfilled plan for creation, will be lost sight of if the present record of the �death

of God� theology is not challenged and subsequently rectified.
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Chapter Seven: Harvey Cox�s Theology of �People�s Religion�

1. Introduction:

Like van Buren, Harvey Cox has always objected to his theology being

designated as an example of �death of God� theology.1 Whilst I believe that he is correct

to resist the persistent attempts to categorise his work as �death of God� theology, he has

sometimes given indications that he broadly supports what the other �death of God�

theologians have said. However, such support as he has offered merely gives credence

to the homogenising tendency in �death of God� studies, which I have identified as

being the chief obstacle to gaining a clear understanding of what the �death of God�

theology actually is. Thus, I believe that Cox has himself fallen victim to this tendency

in his occasional comments on the �death of God� theology.

The main purpose of this chapter, however, is to demonstrate that Cox is not a

�death of God� theologian. Indeed, there is only one �death of God� theology contained

in this thesis and that is the system proposed by Altizer. Hamilton�s thought is post-

Christian and van Buren�s theology is essentially a conservative reinterpretation of

Protestant orthodoxy.

Cox, on the other hand, is not so much concerned with theology as he is with

being a participant observer in what he calls �people�s religion�. Hence I will show that

Cox puts all his effort into describing what ordinary people say and do to define their

religious identity. He only occasionally makes assertions about metaphysics, ontology

and the nature of religious language. However, he is not ashamed to admit that his work

is not focussed on producing academic theology, but is devoted instead to a kind of field

observation of religion in the marketplace.

Cox�s main object, therefore, is to combat what he regards as the disdain that

academic theology has for ordinary people�s religion. Consequently he tries to make a

case for religion being at its truest when people at the margins of society are the authors

of their own religion. Moreover, he reserves his greatest admiration for those examples

of people�s religion that are aimed at securing political liberation. Hence, he has high

regard for Latin-American �base ecclesial communities�, as well as for early

Pentecostalism which aimed at racial integration.

The major difference between Cox�s and the other �death of God� theologians is

that he represents the tradition of politically active left-wing Protestantism. Thus

                                                
1 Cf. Cox, H. �The Secular City 25 Years Later� Christian Century Vol. 107 Nov. 2 1990 pp.1025-1029;
and Cox, H. �Why God Didn�t Die� Nieman Reports Vol.47 No.2 1993 pp.6-12.
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Altizer�s disavowal of ethics, Hamilton�s pessimism and van Buren�s conservatism are

all in sharp contrast to Cox�s political activism. Hence, Cox is quite another type of

theologian from the other purported members of the �death of God� movement.

Apart from the wide reaction that was caused by The Secular City, Cox�s work

has been little studied and this may have contributed to the lingering tendency among

some people to regard him as a �death of God� theologian. By providing an analysis of

Cox�s literary output it is my hope that this deficiency in the secondary literature may

be remedied.

2. Cox�s Theological Development:

Harvey Gallagher Cox was born May 19, 1929, in Phoenixville, Pennsylvania.

He was ordained in the Baptist church in 1956. He was awarded his A.B. at the

University of Pennsylvania in 1951. In 1955 he received a B.D. at Yale University. In

1963 he was awarded a Ph.D. from Harvard University which he completed under the

supervision of James Luther Adams. Cox�s major academic postings have been at

Andover Newton Theological School, Massachusetts (1963-65); followed by Harvard

Divinity School (1965 to the present).

Cox�s career began with his much-publicised book The Secular City. In spite of

the popularity of The Secular City, his lesser known works will be my chief object of

interest. There are, however, a host of these to choose from. The most important for this

present study are God�s Revolution and Man�s Responsibility,2 The Feast of Fools,3 The

Seduction of the Spirit: The Use and Misuse of People�s Religion,4 Religion in the

Secular City,5 The Silencing of Leonardo Boff,6 and Fire from Heaven.7

In The Secular City Cox issued a call for a moratorium on the use of the word

�God�8 which gave rise to the belief that Cox was a �death of God� theologian.

Furthermore, Cox made comments in other places which - in spite of his protests to the

contrary - indicated a degree of sympathy with �death of God� theology. Nevertheless

                                                
2 Cox, H. God�s Revolution and Man�s Responsibility (Valley Forge: The Judson Press, 1965).
3 Cox, H. The Feast of Fools: A Theological Essay on Festivity and Fantasy (Cambridge, Massachusetts:
Harvard University Press, 1969).
4 Cox, H. The Seduction of the Spirit: The Use and Misuse of People�s Religion (London: Wildwood
House, 1974).
5 Cox, H. Religion in the Secular City: Towards a Postmodern Theology (New York: Simon and Schuster,
1984).
6Cox, H. The Silencing of Leonardo Boff: The Vatican and the Future of World Christianity (London:
Collins, 1989).
7 Cox, H. Fire from Heaven: The Rise of Pentecostal Spirituality and the Reshaping of Religion in the
Twenty-first Century (Reading, Massachusetts: Addison-Wesley Publishing Co., 1995).
8 Cox, H. The Secular City (New York: MacMillan, 1965) p.266.
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his own analysis of the problem of �God�, and what solutions were available, indicated

that he was radically different from the other �death of God� theologians.

His next book, God�s Revolution and Man�s Responsibility, was an important

book because it set the tone for most of Cox�s subsequent work. It was in fact written

before The Secular City even though it was published afterwards. Indeed, in the light of

subsequent developments it would be more fitting that it, rather than The Secular City,

should be given pre-eminence in any future historical recollection of Cox�s work.

In God�s Revolution Cox outlined a political gospel in which he portrayed the

concept of the Kingdom of God as a political, not an ecclesiastical, reality. The main

focus of the book was upon changing the world, much in keeping with the spirit of the

1960�s civil rights protest movement. However, even though Cox would say that the

church should be the harbinger of the political Kingdom of God, he nevertheless

believed that the church is continually being left behind in the ongoing march of

political reform.

In The Feast of Fools, however, Cox began to articulate an idea of the sacred

that lay beyond concept of political history making. This was a major departure for Cox

for it was the beginning of a greater emphasis that he was to place on church life, rather

than city life, as the gateway to the coming of the Kingdom of God. He continued to be

politically dissatisfied with the way the world was and how we needed a sense of

political transcendence to break in from a better �future� world. Yet, Cox now began to

put more emphasis on the new world coming, not in the existing churches, but in new

churches in which the flame of the future is lit.

From this point on Cox�s work was conducted on the fundamental premise that

the modern world is the source of alienation in which there is the oppression of poverty

and racial segregation and the continual hindering of political justice. Increasingly he

looked to religious rather than secular-political solutions to these problems. The first

example of this was his exploration of the concept of �people�s religion� contained in

The Seduction of the Spirit. Cox affirmed the belief of his former colleague, Arthur

Darby Nock, that �the essence of religion cannot be found in philosophy or theology

alone; it resides also in piety and cult, in the practice and expression of the common

man.� and that one must �treat the actual manifestations of religion without

condescension.�9

Cox elevated this into a methodological principle throughout the rest of his work

and it provides the raison d�être for all his subsequent publications. He also suggests,
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by implication, that there is a conceptual divide between theology and actual religion.

Hence, �God� is located only through religious practice and is not otherwise

discoverable. This means that God is to be found outside the realm of normal everyday

experience, outside the academy, outside of the oppressive structures of work, and

outside hierarchical religion.

The prime location for finding God is on the margins of society and hence in the

congregations of the liberated poor and outcast. Thus Cox established himself as an

apologist for liberation theology, which is the central topic of his two books Religion in

the Secular City and The Silencing of Leonardo Boff. In short, it is in the self-

understanding of the poor and outcast gathered together in base ecclesial communities

that Cox claimed to find the in-breaking of the Kingdom of God. Theology, therefore,

must emerge from this group and no ecclesiastical authority can substitute for the

�church of the poor� according to Cox.

Along similar lines, Cox in Fire from Heaven looked favourably upon the

Pentecostal movement as being, at least in its early days, a form of liberated community

in which poor blacks and whites were reconciled together. The movement of the Spirit

is, according to Cox, truly manifested wherever there are gathered congregations of

liberated people. This for Cox is what truly being �church� (and more specifically the

Pentecostal church) is all about.

3. The �Death of God�:

As far as the �death of God� is concerned, Cox maintained that the �death of

God� theology was a signpost for the failure of traditional orthodoxy to deal with the

alienation of the modern world from mainstream Christian belief. However, in Cox�s

opinion it failed to put anything positive in its place. Hence, in The Feast of Fools, Cox

took a sympathetic but critical approach to �death of God� theology. He argued that,

Though the radical theology movement, with its sensational �God is dead�
slogan, no longer commands the headlines, its contribution to the renewal of
faith and culture remains a significant one�The death-of-God theology unlocks
us from the prison of the past, but the escape route it provides leads to the
dungeon of today. God is dead, but the present is divine.10

Cox also claimed that,

The death of God cannot be repealed, but it can be transcended. Theologically
speaking it is a crisis that is deeply related to our distorted Western attitude
toward history and history-making. Since celebration is what restores us to a

                                                                                                                                              
9 Cox, H. The Seduction of the Spirit p.194.
10 Cox, H. The Feast of Fools pp.122 & 124.
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proper view of history-making, an understanding of celebration may provide us
with a useful clue to finding our way forward.11

Cox�s main criticism of �death of God� theology was that it is defective in its

eschatology, lacking a �theology of hope� in regards to its understanding of the future �

which Cox chose to interpret with the aid of Ernst Bloch and Jürgen Moltmann. Indeed,

a series of remarks on Altizer�s theology provided by Cox, along with his description of

the �theology of hope�, provides the framework for interpreting much of Cox�s

subsequent theology. For example, Cox correctly suggested that for Altizer �faith must

exist fully in the actuality of our history.�12 On the basis of this proposition Cox

concluded that what Altizer desired is a �Christ who is real here and now�.13 However,

according to Cox, Altizer�s tendency to proclaim the supremacy of the here and now

results in a sad and gloomy �theology of death�. In contrast, Cox wished to portray a

more positive theological message along the lines of Moltmann�s �theology of hope�.

Thus, Cox asserted that,

In its insistence that faith must exist fully in the actuality of our present history,
radical theology forgets that our present history is sometimes a paltry one and
that in any case it represents only a portion of the reality open to a creature who
also remembers, hopes and imagines. Faith does not exist fully �within� any
given situation and points beyond it.14

Therefore, in Cox�s opinion, �radical theology in its preoccupation with extricating the

present from the past forgets that man�s distinctive creativity springs from his capacity

to reach out for what Ernst Bloch calls the �not yet�.�15  Thus Cox asserted,

Neither in the black urban revolt nor among the young political activists nor on
the frontiers of artistic creation today does one find such total deference for the
here and now. All enjoy the now but are also actively focused on a �not yet� that
our present social institutions and civilizational consciousness have so far failed
to attain. Our mood today is a radical denial of the adequacy of the present.
While enjoying to the utmost the present moment, we are also witnessing a
spirited attack on what is�It proceeds on the premise that the present is not only
incomplete, but constrictive and distorted, that its modes of experience, far from
providing the base line to which all else must be adjusted, are themselves rigid
and eviscerating.16

Cox proposed an alternative eschatology to that offered by Altizer, which he

sought to derive from Jürgen Moltmann. Rather than a present-oriented eschatology,

Cox endorsed an eschatology that involves hope, which is �forward looking and

                                                
11 Ibid. pp.27 & 28.
12 Ibid. p.123.
13 Ibid. p.123.
14 Ibid. p.124.
15 Ibid. p.124.
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forward moving, and therefore also revolutionizing and transforming the present.�17

Thus,

Christ is always present at the disappearing point where the future impinges on
the present and is therefore never fully here and now. Further, Moltmann
believes that the whole idea of a here and now as a kind of molecule of eternity
is mistaken. The here and now, he insists, is always the starting point of a new
and altered future.18

Hence, for Cox the main purpose of �death of God� theology was to point to the

deficiencies of traditional orthodoxy and to pave the way for a new �theology of the

future�. However, since the �death of God� theology is essentially lacking in the

ingredient of theological hope, it does not provide a way forward for people. It merely

diagnoses the religious problem without providing us with a solution.19 The �death of

God� theology considered on its own, as a finished product, is therefore inadequate from

Cox�s perspective.

The theology of the future, on the other hand, is to be found in the occurrence of

what Cox called �people�s religion�. In general terms his position was that �people�s

religion� is represented primarily in base ecclesial communities as well as in Pentecostal

congregations (when they are being true to their origins). Thus, �people�s religion� in its

most genuine form is manifested first and foremost at the margins of society. However,

before this can be established a word of explanation is needed as to how Cox has

evolved from an advocate of the �secular city� to a promoter of grassroots �people�s

religion�.

4. From the �Secular City� to �People�s Religion�:

Cox�s earliest theology was founded upon the belief that God is known through

political events.20 From this premise he drew the conclusion that he must reject the

traditional distinction between the sacred and the profane. A necessary consequence of

this is that he should reject the �antiquated orthodoxy�21 of classical theism and in its

place he proposed to employ the word �God� as a marker for a radically new way of

thinking.22 Hence, in stark contrast to Altizer, Cox�s earliest theology began with the

proposition that,

                                                                                                                                              
16 Ibid. p.125.
17 Ibid. p.127.
18 Ibid. pp.129-130.
19 Cox, H. On Not Leaving it to the Snake (London: SCM, 1968) pp.3-13.
20 Cox, H. God�s Revolution and Man�s Responsibility pp.8 & 21.
21 Ibid. p.8.
22 Ibid. p.8.
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The Bible simply does not know any spiritual realm, any religious realm
separate from the carnal realm. The spirit in the Bible is precisely that which
enlivens and directs bodily activity�Theologians need to engage not so much in
demythologizing as in despiritualizing the Bible.23

As a consequence, Cox asserted that,

The impact of the gospel on the traditional distinction between sacred and
secular was to turn the whole thing upside down and inside out. The whole
contrast between the holy and the everyday, between the religious and the
worldly was simply reversed� Thus the gospel of Jesus did not introduce a new
religion; rather it utterly demolished the very basis on which all religions, all
religious views of life function; that is, the distinction between the sacred and
the profane.24

Hence, for Cox, the biblical idea of God requires that we find God within the everyday

activities through which we engage in service in this world. Thus, in scriptural terms,

The barrier between the sacred and the secular is not only abolished, but in many
instances completely reversed. We now discuss our service in the world, our life
during the week, in terms which before Jesus and Paul had been reserved for
cultic and worship activities � sacrifice, pouring out, and so on.25

In a discussion of the �death of God�, contained in On Not Leaving it to the

Snake, Cox makes another attempt to distinguish his own position from the theologies

of Altizer, Hamilton and van Buren. Thus, Cox believed that all the �death of God�

theologies were based on a critique of metaphysical dualism. In contrast, Cox claimed

that his theology, unlike the �death of God� theologies, would avoid �all forms of

metaphysical dualism�.26 Instead, he proposed to proceed �towards a secular theology, a

mode of thinking whose horizon is human history and whose idiom is �political� in the

widest Aristotelian sense of that term, i.e., the context in which man becomes fully

man.�27

Cox�s desire to distance his own secular theology from traditional theism,

however, was at its most pronounced in The Secular City. Here he declared that we

needed to dispense with the word �God� �in order not to confuse the One who reveals

Himself in Jesus with the gods of mythology or the deity of philosophy�.28 However,

Cox has never been able to fully avoid dualism. For example, in The Secular City he

hinted at a distinction between the hidden God of the present and the revealed God of

                                                
23 Ibid. p.29.
24 Ibid. p.90.
25 Ibid. pp.105-106.
26 Cox, H. On Not Leaving it to the Snake p.6.
27 Ibid. p.6.
28 Cox, H. The Secular City p.265.
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the future.29 He made this explicit in On Not Leaving it to the Snake where he

abandoned the God who �is� in favour of the God who �will be�. He claimed that

theology must be anchored not outside or above history, but �ahead� and that �the only

future for theology�is to become the theology of the future.�30 Furthermore, in The

Feast of Fools Cox adopted a distinction between time and eternity and claimed that to

be fully human we need both.31 Through celebration and festivity, he claimed, we gain a

reminder that,

There is a side of our existence that is not absorbed in history-making, and
therefore that history is not the exclusive or final horizon of life�[Festivity]
reminds us that we are fully within history but that history is within something
else.32

Without the dimension of eternity, therefore, history is claustrophobic and we suffer the

cultural sickness of being obsessed with work and production.33

Cox�s employment of the concepts of �God in the future� and �God in eternity�

meant that in his own oblique way he had reintroduced the distinction between the

sacred and the profane, if only because the way the world is is never enough. There is

always something missing and that �something� is �God�. Yet, Cox�s lack of precision

about exactly what transcendence and immanence meant, and how they are related,

resulted in his notion of God being a form of sacred reality - or �Other� � whose status is

left relatively undefined.

Nevertheless, the ideas of celebration and festivity are an important development

in Cox�s theology because they signal an increasing emphasis in his work upon church-

based religious experience. The concept of festivity was, in turn, greatly enlarged into a

generalized notion of �people�s religion�, which Cox described at length in The

Seduction of the Spirit. Here he defined �people�s religion� as a

collective remembrance, group consciousness and common hope. It is the
corporate biography of a people�It is a living compilation of the songs and
ceremonies a people accumulates through its history, a fund of remembrances
without which there would be no future at all.34

Yet for Cox there is no way that we can access the full reality of �people�s

religion� without first sympathetically engaging in what he calls the process of

                                                
29 Ibid. pp.265-267.
30 Cox, H. On Not Leaving it to the Snake p.12.
31 Cox, H. The Feast of Fools p.29.
32 Ibid. p.46.
33 Ibid. p.47.
34 Cox, H. The Seduction of the Spirit pp.117-118.



163

�participant hermeneutics�.35 Cox�s theological method here, as throughout the rest of

his work, is governed by Nock�s dictum that one should �treat the actual manifestations

of religion without condescension�. As a consequence, Cox maintained a charitable

disposition towards religion in the marketplace, even if the precise metaphysical

underpinnings to his theology remain somewhat vague.

For Cox a specific example of people�s religion is the Christian religion, which

has two principal foci, namely, the Exodus and Easter traditions. In essence, these are

the two central aspects of God�s activity, which manifest God�s desire for political

liberation. Thus, Cox says,

I suggest that Exodus and Easter add up to a vision of �God� as whatever it is
within the vast spectacle of cosmic evolution which inspires and supports the
endless struggle for liberation, not just from tyranny but from all bondages.
�God� is that power which despite all setbacks never admits to final defeat.36

God, then, for Cox, is the �whatever it is� or �power� which becomes discernible

only, it would seem, through hermeutical engagement in the Christian religion. Above

all, the Exodus and Easter traditions are best experienced in the struggle for liberation

found in genuine �people�s religion�, rather than in the hierarchically organized church

which is more concerned with institutional survival.

Cox devoted a number of books to describing first-hand what it is like to be

involved as a participant in a variety of grassroots religious movements. Chief among

these is The Seduction of the Spirit. However, Cox also examined the meaning of

eastern religion within the American context in Turning East,37 as well as the survival of

religion within the Soviet Union (and other topics) in Many Mansions: A Christian�s

Encounter with Other Faiths.38 Of a similar nature to these is his book Fire from

Heaven.

5. Religion at the Margins of Society:

One question Cox might wish to ask both Altizer and Hamilton is whether either

of their respective forms of mysticism are overly resigned to the way the world is. Do

they offer mere submission to the world as a result of having no concept of a better

future? More importantly, do they offer any hope for people at the margins of society?

                                                
35 Ibid. p.146.
36 Ibid. p.153.
37 Cox, H. Turning East: Why Americans Look to the Orient for Spirituality � and What that Search Can
Mean to the West (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1977).
38 Cox, H. Many Mansions: A Christian�s Encounter With Other Faiths (London: Collins, 1988).
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In answer to these questions, Cox would argue that from a methodological point

of view what really matters in theology is what people at the margins of society have to

say for themselves concerning their own liberation. Hence, what people at the margins

of society think of their own situation is what is important and not what �death of God�

theology, nor any other academic or church theology has to say. Indeed, in Religion in

the Secular City, Cox argued that the resources for theology must come,

�not from the center but from the bottom and the edge. They will come from
those sectors of the modern social edifice that for various reasons � usually to do
with class or color or gender � have been consigned to its lower stories and
excluded from the chance to help formulate its religious vision. They will come
from those parts of the world geopoliticians classify as the �periphery,� regions
also largely left out of participation in the centers of modern theological
discourse which are located in the Western political and cultural milieu.39

On this basis, Cox is entirely consistent throughout his remaining books in

trying to describe �people�s religion� in terms of what ordinary people, especially the

marginalised, say for themselves. Cox is therefore non-prescriptive, except in so far as

he attempts to rule out the dominant forms of church theology, which he regards as

ideological in content rather than engaging the consciousness of the liberated poor and

outcast.

6. Ideology and Church Theology:

The main emphases in Cox�s work have been, therefore, firstly that the church is

a vanguard community within a larger historical process. However, this is tempered by

his view that the church is often left behind by the Kingdom of God in the march of

history. In his later work, however, he settles upon the view that the church, when it is

really the �church�, is where the Kingdom of God becomes manifest in the world.

However, Cox has no absolutely settled doctrinal view on these questions, and

prefers to be a participant observer of events rather than to issue dogmatic claims. Yet,

he does have an increasing tendency towards placing ecclesiology at the centre of

theology, and thereby being an advocate for church theology. Nevertheless, it is

apparent that for Cox the concept of church theology must always be subject to critical

examination for its ideological content. Hence, while the importance of ecclesial

community gains an ever-increasing emphasis in Cox�s theology, it is not any ecclesial

community that will do. Rather, true ecclesial community must be formed upon the

basis of liberation and hope for the poor and dispossessed. This puts an important

qualification on the concept of church theology, which Cox has always sought to sift of
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any ideological taint. Of particular interest here are statements contained in his article

�Theology: What Is It? Who Does It? How Is It Done?� notably that,

All thinking, including theological thinking, arises in part as ideology; that is, in
defense of this or that institution�s power and privilege.40

Cox goes on to describe why church theology must be subject to ideological critique.

First he outlines his originating framework for the concept of church theology. He

asserts that,

Barth rejected the idea that one does theology for the guild, or for the profession
or for the academy. He saw that it was crucial for him to declare as
unequivocally as possible that he was accountable first of all to the church. He
was a �church theologian� and was careful to inscribe this reminder in the title
of his major opus. Friedrich Schleiermacher, on the other hand, declared in his
most widely read work that he considered those for whom he wrote to be the
�cultured despisers of religion�.

I appreciate the fact that both Barth and Schleiermacher were so explicit about
their intended �interlocutors� - that is, the people to whom they listened, for
whom they wrote and from whom they wanted a response. In this respect, they
both did much better than many present-day theologians who are never quite
clear on this, perhaps the most critical methodological issue of all. Still, I think
we must move beyond both Barth and Schleiermacher on this question of
accountability.41

Cox maintains that church theology must be answerable to the poor and the

outcast if it is to be true to its task and not corrupted by ideological manipulation. Hence

he draws upon Juan Luis Segundo�s contribution to the concept of liberation theology.

Thus, Cox argues that,

In a passing reference to Jesus� statement that �the Sabbath was made for man,
not man for the Sabbath� Juan Luis Segundo puts the question with
characteristic bluntness. Does not this statement, he asks, mean today �that
human life in society, liberated as far as possible from alienations, constitutes
the absolute value, and that all religious institutions, all dogmas, all the
sacraments and all ecclesiastical authorities have only a relative, that is
functional value?�

I think Segundo is right, and this means that we can no longer be merely church
theologians in any institutional sense. The coming of the Kingdom of God
through the angry poor and disinherited, both inside and outside the church,
must provide our accountability structure. It also means that we cannot address
our theology to the questions and concerns of the �cultured despisers� of
religion, since to converse mainly with them does nothing to crack open the
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dominant ideology we share with them or to change the society which that
ideology helps perpetuate.42

This sets the stage for Cox�s advocacy of liberation theology as the best means

to avoid the ideological taint inherent in hierarchically institutionalised church theology,

whilst at the same time maintaining the importance of ecclesial community as the

essence and focal point for the genuine liberation of the poor.

7. Liberation Theology and the �Base Ecclesial Communities�:

Cox�s early work, whilst it emphasised the centrality of liberation, emphasised

the political nature of the Kingdom of God and relegated the church to a rather

secondary role in the process. As such, Cox declared in God�s Kingdom and Man�s

Responsibility, that,

It is the world, the political world and not the church, which is the arena of
God�s renewing and liberating activity. The church participates in this liberation
only insofar as it participates in the world�God has been doing things in the
world in the past fifteen or twenty years, far in advance of the church.
Professional baseball, and not the church in your community, took the first step
integrating the races. We are very late in this whole business. We must run to
catch up to what God is already doing in this world.43

However, Cox has never quite argued that the church should be bypassed in order to

reach the Kingdom of God. Rather, he regarded the church, in his early work, as God�s

avant-garde. He states,

Christians are called to be God�s avant-garde, already living in the new era,
already living in the kingdom of justice, brotherhood, and peace that God is
bringing in.44

Moreover, the church should be seen as a provisional entity pointing to the political

reality of the Kingdom of God. Thus, according to Cox,

This then is the church: a people who live their lives in a pattern of scattering
and then coming together, only to scatter again and come together again...The
church should be the society of the future, a demonstration of what is to come.
....The church is not the last word that God has for man. It is a provisional thing,
a word on the way to something else...The church is not the fulfillment of God�s
plan, but a stage on the way....The church should be that group in which anyone
can see a corporate life demonstrating the shalom of God. 45

From about the time of the publication of his semi-autobiographical work, Just

as I Am, however, Cox has been increasingly arguing the case for liberation theology.
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One consequence of the shift in his position was that he suggested that liberation

theology addressed a different agenda to European and U.S. academic theologies.

Hence, he claimed,

It is not so preoccupied with problems of belief and doubt � which bother only a
relatively small number of people and have become troublesome only since the
Enlightenment � but with the problems of justice and community.46

As a result, Cox took a far more positive view on the church, which is reflected in his

subsequent book Religion in the Secular City. From now on he argued that �liberation

theology is a �church theology� par excellence, emerging as it does from base

congregations vigorously engaged in mission, and informing the activities of these

ecclesial groups on a day-to-day basis.�47 Consequently, the church, in the form of base

ecclesial communities, must be viewed as being far more necessary (and thereby less

�provisional�) than Cox had previously maintained. Hence, he claimed,

Liberation theology is basically �pastoral�. It is meant to guide, criticize, and
clarify the thinking and action of churches. It is not designed to persuade
sceptics or convince intellectuals�[T]he base communities themselves, not
theologians, [are] the means by which this theology �speaks� to the public
realm. 48

Thus, what matters is not what people outside the churches think, but what the churches

of the poor do and say for themselves. Hence, both here, and in his more recent

theological writing, Cox has a tendency towards elevating the significance of ecclesial

communities from beyond being mere forerunners of the Kingdom of God, to being the

site where the Kingdom of God is actually incarnated in the world. Thus, he asserts,

Gutiérrez suggests that what is �base� about base communities is that they are
the churches of those people who are at the bottom of society. They are
congregations of those attempting through their collective action not just to rise
individually but to change the system which perpetuates top and bottom
patterns. They are �base� because they are at the bottom of the world, not the
bottom of the church.49

What this implies is that the nature of justice is to be sought through new

collectivities and not through attempting dialogue with the public realm. This is because

the public realm is ruled by elites who cannot be persuaded to transform the structures

of domination and oppression in society. Hence, for Cox,
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Liberation theologians do not accept the usefulness of carrying on a
conversation in a society whose institutional patterns of domination thwart and
distort the possibility of such a discussion. Rather, they can be understood as
trying to create the kind of postmodern society in which genuine public theology
would become possible again.50

Thus, the base ecclesial communities are a new kind of society in which justice prevails

and it is only when they become the benchmark for politics that there can be any hope

of a new public theology. Hence, Cox�s position now puts the church at the heart of the

struggle for justice and not at its periphery, as in his earlier work. Furthermore, he

claims,

One is reminded again of Gutiérrez� warning that what matters is not liberation
theology but the base Christian communities and the promising but precarious
historical process of which they are a part.51

The emphasis on the centrality of base ecclesial communities to enacting the

gospel of liberation is explored more fully in his book The Silencing of Leonardo Boff.

In this book Cox argues that liberation theologians

�will not settle for a church that merely talks about God�s justice, or worse, one
that declares that in the light of eternity all earthly injustices are insignificant.
They want church people to play a role in working for real community in the
actual world, even though the community achieved will be partial and fragile.
The holiness of the church means the embeddedness of the entire people of God
in a suffering world, in which hope must be concretely exemplified and religious
language must point to genuine possibilities of deliverance from the real sins of
impoverishment, exclusion, and cynicism. This is why these theologians see a
particularly winsome expression of holiness in the Christian base communities.52

Cox�s most recent work, Fire from Heaven, continues his renewed interest in the

church as the arena in which liberation is to be found and lived out. Thus, whilst he has

focused his attention in this book on the Pentecostal movement, he nevertheless believes

that when seen in its best light, the movement has much in common with liberation

theology. Its black American roots in Los Angeles, beginning in the 1906 under the

leadership of William Seymour, lead Cox to the view that,

The Pentecostal movement�erupted from among society�s disenfranchised, and
it envisioned a human community restored by the power of the Spirit, a
Jerusalem rejoicing where Parthians, Medes, and Elamites all came together, and
where weeping, injustice, and death are abolished. At least this was the vision
the movement�s early leaders proclaimed. As the decades went by, however,
many American pentecostals prospered, some of them lost not only the
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effervescence which had been their original trademark but the communitarian
dream they had embodied.53

Cox wishes, then, that contemporary Pentecostalism would return to its roots. In doing

so it would more genuinely witness to the fact that,

Not only did the early pentecostals believe that the Kingdom of God was coming
soon, they also believed they themselves were evidence of its arrival.54

8. Comparison with Altizer, Hamilton and van Buren:

There are three principal claims that Cox makes which distinguishes his

theology from the other �death of God� theologians.

(i) Critique of Orthodoxy:

According to Cox the �death of God� theology frees us from the dead hand of the

past, in as much as it attempts to overcome the metaphysical dualism that is

characteristic of classical theism. However, Cox also claims that his political theology,

rather than the �death of God� theology, provides the necessary means to escape the

dualism inherent in orthodoxy. This is because he believes that the �death of God�

theology (by which he presumably means Altizer�s theology) is caught in the grip of the

very dualism it is trying to escape from. By contrast, Cox claims to have transcended

the distinction between the sacred and the profane with his doctrine that God is present

in the world�s future. However, as I have already shown, Cox cannot entirely free

himself from dualism in some form, given that he distinguishes between the �now� and

the �not yet�, and between the hidden God of the present and the revealed God of the

future. He therefore needs some other basis than just opposing metaphysical dualism in

order to sustain his objection to the �death of God� theology, given that there seems to

be no escape from dualism if one is to establish any sort of contrast between the way the

world is and the way the world should be (or is to become).

(ii) Eschatology:

Cox�s second principal claim is that any theology worthy of the name must in

some sense be a political theology. Furthermore, he believes that the only model of

eschatology that gives credibility to the political aspirations of genuine people�s

liberative religion is a future eschatology based on theological hope. By contrast the

�death of God� theology establishes the present as the total reality, which given the
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oppression and impoverishment of people on the margins of society, is not much to

offer.

The validity of this claim depends on how eschatology is to be understood. For

example, is eschatology �world-ending� and does it occur in a gradual or a sudden

manner? Does eschatology imply reformist political zeal or does it imply passivity in

the wake of the onset of an overwhelming apocalyptic event? Alternatively, does

eschatology leave everything simultaneously the same but also totally transformed?

Does it imply an alternative system of political ethics? What role does the church have,

if any, in enacting the eschatological ending of the world? Is the church of any real

service to the poor or are the poor better off without the church?

The answer to these questions revolves around the contest over the proper

relationship between the sacred and the profane. Cox wishes to affirm the profane but

still maintain some access to the sacred at the same time. Altizer, on the other hand,

draws a much sharper distinction between the sacred and the profane and then demands

we choose between them, or, as in his later theology, that we dialectically unite the two

together. With Altizer�s theology the choice then is clear, unlike in Cox�s theology

where the distinction between the sacred and the profane remains ill defined.

From the point of view of Altizer�s theology, the transformation in the world

that Cox is looking for can come about only as a result of the complete ending of the

existing world. However, this cannot happen unless there is also a complete

transformation in God. This means that no partial incarnation or partial apocalypse will

suffice. If the ideologically corrupt structures of Christendom are to be overthrown then

there must be a complete end to the world that is enmeshed with it. Hence, even the

concept of God - and therefore the reality of the world that is premised upon it - must be

overthrown. No substitution of the �future� for the past will match the impact of what

follows if God becomes totally present. Nothing remains standing in that event; even a

pending future liberation from corrupt social reality will not suffice, for this would

merely be a subtle way of reintroducing the idea of divine providence with all its

attendant problems.

(iii) People�s Religion:

Cox�s third principal claim against �death of God� theology (indeed, against all

academic theology), is that what matters most is the practical collective action of church

groups at the margins of society, and that this ought not to be turned into a theoretical
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construct, but must instead be experienced in a participatory and empathetic way by

living among the liberated oppressed.

The fact that Cox gives such prime position to political activism clearly

separates his work from Altizer who is either in the contemplative category of theology,

or else he advocates an extreme antinomianism that can only result in irrational political

anarchism. On the assumption that Altizer is a radical iconoclast, then this would not sit

easily either with mass-movement 1960�s-style civil protest, nor with radical ecclesial

praxis that Cox espouses. Cox�s belief in solidarity among the oppressed is excluded by

Altizer�s disavowal of any concept of collectivity. The best that Altizer could possibly

offer would be the perspective of an anarchic critic of every possible power

constellation that is imaginable, including any mass-movement, as well as the base

ecclesial communities. Alternatively, if Altizer is merely a contemplative theologian

then this could only imply political passivity, which Cox would surely condemn as

being an accomplice of the forces of political oppression.

(iv) Theodicy:

There is one remaining issue that bears on the relationship between Cox and the

�death of God� theologians, namely, the issue of suffering and the possible validity of

Christian theodicy. This pertains more to Hamilton and van Buren, given that Hamilton

rejects any possibility of there being any valid Christian theodicy, whereas van Buren

on the other hand believes that the contraction in the divine essence - in order to make

room for creation - is indeed a valid theodicy.

Cox�s position on theodicy is merely implied in his work, rather than being

specifically addressed, as it is by both Hamilton and van Buren. What Cox believes is

that God is a �redeemer-God� rather than a �creator-God� and that we experience God as

a future possibility rather than as a present reality. Taken by itself the present is merely

oppressive and places limits on human flourishing. On the other hand, with the arrival

of political liberation we experience the �whatever it is� or �power� that delivers us from

the sins of �impoverishment, exclusion and cynicism�.

This concept of redemption does not provide a justification for any delay in the

arrival of the Kingdom of God. It merely extols �hope� as a theological virtue without

providing a grounding in metaphysics or theorizing, as Altizer does in his rather

extreme way, about the mechanics of God�s coming-to-be. It is doubtful whether Cox

has a convincing theodicy to offer given his lack of a theoretical framework. Hence the
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argument on this front is not advanced much beyond Hamilton�s cynicism or van

Buren�s suffering creator-God, or Altizer�s extreme world-ending apocalypticism.

9. Conclusion:

In this chapter I have shown that Cox cannot possibly be described as a �death of

God� theologian unless that term is used so loosely that it includes anyone who merely

expresses an opinion about �death of God� theology. Even with his call for a

moratorium on the use of the word �God�, Cox�s theology nevertheless implied that the

God of the future would eventually be revealed. In due course he became quite

convinced that this God is revealed in people�s religion wherever it is accompanied by

their liberation from oppression.

However unsatisfactory Cox�s theology is from a theoretician�s point of view,

he nonetheless does provide an empathetic guide to people�s religion which does at least

accomplish what he set out to do: namely, to go some way towards curing the disdain

and condescension that otherwise separates the academy from the marketplace in

religion. The necessary conclusion from my reading of Cox, then, is that he should be

remembered not as a �death of God� theologian, but as a champion of people�s religion

who did much to publicise the views of people from the margins of society.
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Chapter Eight: The Significance of the �Death of God� Theology

1. Summary of Results:

In the preceding chapters a case has been argued for the adoption of the

following propositions:

(i) The general state of �death of God� studies is mired in the false belief that the

�death of God� was a reasonably homogeneous movement which despairingly

advocated atheism as a new modern approach to the interpretation of Christian doctrine.

(ii) The general view has been that the �death of God� theology requires a

response which reasserts the truth of Christian theism. A corollary of this is that the best

that can be said for the �death of God� theology is that it has provoked a necessary

revision and reinvigoration of the theological task of articulating and defending the

concept of God.

(iii) The imagined foe of �death of God� atheism has been based on a misreading

of the �death of God� theology. Hence, whilst there are a number of people who, for the

sake of convenience, may be called �death of God� theologians, there is only one

theology that is a fully-fledged �death of God� theology and that is the system of

Protestant mysticism devised by Altizer.

(iv) The �death of God� in Altizer�s hands is code for an elaborate trinitarian

theology in which the Father is fully incarnate in the Son with the object of becoming

Absolute Spirit.

(v) Altizer�s doctrine of the total self-consciousness implied by the notion of

Absolute Spirit is founded upon Hegelian premises, although Altizer�s apocalypticism is

a somewhat forced interpretation of Hegel�s eschatology.

(vi) Nevertheless, Altizer�s apocalypticism is a reprise of early romantic

Protestant mysticism, in which the principle of identity (i.e. the unity of the finite and

the infinite) is affirmed.

(vii) There is, therefore, a precedent for Altizer�s mysticism in not just Hegel�s

philosophy, but Schleiermacher�s theology as well.

(viii) However, the distinguishing feature of Altizer�s mysticism that marks it

out from his predecessors is his complete disavowal of any concept of ethics.

(ix) Altizer�s eschatology insists upon the �total presence� of God in the �all in

all� rather than allowing for a deferral of the �all in all� to some time in the future. Thus,

he assumes that the nature of eschatology requires a radicalised version of realized

eschatology, and he denies the concept of futurity.
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(x) For Altizer futurity merely reinstates ecclesial and institutional power and

denies the irreversibility of the apocalypse.

(xi) Altizer�s theology nevertheless glosses over the complexity involved in the

interpretation of Hegel. Altizer does not address the critique of the left-Hegelians nor

properly engage with Kierkegaard�s anti-Hegelianism.

(xii) The worst that can be said for Altizer�s theology, however, is that it

misrepresents Christian eschatology and hence his opposition to church theology is

groundless.

(xiii) Yet, even if his eschatology is an invention, it merely follows that he

advocates an idiosyncratic mysticism and is by no means an atheist.

(xiv) The other �death of God� theologians (i.e. Hamilton and van Buren) are

known as such because of the homogenising tendency in �death of God� studies.

However, each has little in common with Altizer.

(xv) Hamilton has an inadequate critique of Protestant orthodoxy, based on his

own perception of the failure of Christian theodicy.

(xvi) Hamilton is driven to a post-Christian mysticism in virtue of his problems

with Christian theodicy as well as his inflexibility concerning the possibility for renewal

or reinterpretation of Christian doctrine.

(xvii) Van Buren�s theology is primarily Christocentric and concerned with the

doctrine of divine impassability.

(xviii) Van Buren�s mature theology presents his clearest conclusions on the

philosophy of religion, in which he reverts to his Barthian roots, albeit with the

modification that Christianity is subservient to the God�s eternal covenant with the

people of Israel.

(xix) Cox is not a �death of God� theologian by any stretch of the imagination.

Nor is it convenient to refer to him as such because this distorts the meaning of the

�death of God� theology to include any theologian who makes a comment on the �death

of God� theology.

(xx) Cox should be regarded as a champion of people�s religion and a

representative of left-wing Protestantism.

2. The Significance of the �Death of God� Theology:

In assessing the significance of �death of God� theology I would argue that one

must resist the temptation to interpret this as if it were a question about a plurality of

�death of God� theologies which are in essence part of one general movement in
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theology. Failure to do so would merely perpetuate the homogenising fallacy in

previous �death of God� studies. Instead, I would propose that the first issue to be

decided is which �death of God� theology we are talking about. I would then go on to

assert that there is really only one �death of God� theology worth speaking about and

that is Altizer�s mystical system of theology. Thus, I would argue that Altizer presents a

theology in which the �death of God� means, by implication, the �total presence of God�.

This system of theology is not improved upon by having recourse to any of the other so-

called �death of God� theologians, nor is it dependent upon them in any way.

However, having established that Altizer�s theology stands alone as a form of

romantic Protestant mysticism, the question then is whether there is anything really

exceptional about his theology. The answer must be prefaced by the observation that

Altizer is not the first Hegelian dialectician, nor is he the first Protestant mystic. The

main tenets of his thinking have precedents in the recent history of Protestant theology.

Indeed I have shown that this is both a strength and weakness in his theology. It is a

strength because it shows that Altizer is not a lone voice in the history of Protestant

theology. However, it is also a weakness because he fails to engage with the tradition in

theology with which he has most in common. Consequently he fails to treat the problem

of attaining the unity of the finite and the infinite in a way that does justice to the

complexities of the issue revealed by the history of the discussion.

It may be argued by some that Altizer�s theology is out of date and has been

superseded by the new radicals with deconstructive and postmodern agendas. Taylor

and Cupitt may be cited as potential candidates for being the natural successors to

Altizer�s now allegedly old-style radicalism. On the contrary, I would contend that his

theology cannot be construed as being of any comfort to post-Christians such as Taylor

and Cupitt. Altizer is avowedly a radical Christian and an opponent of post-Christianity.

Indeed, he refuses to concede, like many post-Christians, that church theology has the

right to determine what is true or authentic Christianity. Instead he claims that the roots

of radical theology lie in the anti-institutional and apocalyptic Christian movements that

have sprung up at various stages in history to defy the established order of Christian

orthodoxy. This means that the truly radical theology has its grounding quite

independent of institutional church authority. This cannot be compromised without

risking the corruption and dissipation of the radical essence of Christianity. In contrast

to his own position, Altizer chastises the purported new radicalism of the �Sea of Faith�

movement with the following rebuke:
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It was a shock to discover that few here are apparently interested in the radical
traditions of the United Kingdom, and above all in the tradition of radical
Christianity, which seemingly affected England more than any other nation, and
which gave us such ultimate visionaries as Milton and Blake. I was informed
that radical Christianity plays little if any role in contemporary British theology,
is apparently unattended throughout the United Kingdom, except in seemingly
non-theological circles, and is even absent in British politics today, despite its
overwhelming role in the birth of British democracy. This is baffling to an
American observer, and one wonders if the English today are even more
ahistorical than are we Americans!

Can this be true of the Sea of Faith? Frankly, your community reminds me of
American Quakers and Unitarians, who have almost wholly forgotten their
radical origins, and who have little if any awareness that they come out of
traditions which once claimed to be true as opposed to false Christianity. In the
United States today there is a dominant conviction that genuine Christianity is
orthodox Christianity, and I sensed such a condition in England, and even in the
Sea of Faith.

Now leaving aside my conviction that Christianity is very much alive today,
although perhaps most dormant in England, I am persuaded that the Sea of Faith
is doomed to play a minor sectarian role if it cannot claim to embody genuine
Christianity, and a Christianity ignored if not negated by all established forms of
Christianity, or all manifest forms of the Church. The very fact that
ecclesiastical Christianity today, in virtually all of its forms, ignores if it does
not dissolve radical Christianity, is a decisive sign of our situation. Just as we
have learned again and again, and all too deeply, that Jesus is our most radical
prophet, we have also learned that radical Christianity has throughout its history
been the most revolutionary form of Christianity, and most clearly so in England
itself.1

Altizer therefore demands that we choose between true and false Christianity, and hence

between the genuine and the counterfeit representations of the gospel. The truly radical

Christian, therefore, must own their faith rather than derive it from the institution of the

church, which is dedicated to the annulment of radical Christianity. Anything falling

short of this demand for a revolutionary commitment to the prophetic calling of Jesus is

but a short step away from allowing the radical faith to lapse as a result of historical

amnesia and institutional conformity. Thus post-Christians, of the �Sea of Faith� variety

at least, give away the apocalyptic ground of radical Christianity, and allow the church

by default to determine the nature of authentic Christian faith.

 Nor is Altizer of much comfort to secularists, nor is his theology in any way

evidence of the truth of the secularisation thesis. The only relevance to secularisation

theory that could possibly exist is if a link were to be drawn between a theory of the

                                                
1 Altizer, T.J.J. �Why So Conservative?� �Sea of Faith� Network Homepage
(http://www.sofn.org.uk/altiz97.html).
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modern disenchantment with the sacred and Altizer�s Hegelian postulate of a bad

infinity issuing from unhappy consciousness. However, Altizer�s mystical route back to

the concept of true infinity is completely detached from such hypotheses as the modern

loss of agrarian cyclical rituals; the progress of industrialisation and democracy; the

diminishing influence of church attendance; and the marginal relevance of church social

theory in the free market concept of the laissez faire economy.2 All such topics have

little in common with Altizer�s concept of the �death of God�.

In summary then I would propose that Altizer�s theology cannot be grouped with

any recent form of post-Christianity and that its significance lies in holding up to the

putative spokespeople for radical Christianity that a lively sense of the reality of God

can be completely at one with heretical tendencies.3

3. Conclusion:

It is my hope that this study of �death of God� theology, and in particular the

component that is given to an analysis of Altizer�s theology, will establish a precedent

for any future study of the meaning of the �death of God� theology. Concerning the

interpretation of Altizer�s theology that I have offered I would wish to add one caveat.

Namely, that the theology of Altizer is difficult to analyse and that I have offered what I

believe to be a reasonable decoding of his sometimes obscure and obfuscating prose. It

is possible that other interpreters may find in Altizer�s corpus of writing some salient

quotes and other observations that appear to point in another direction to the mystical

theology which I have chosen as the means to interpret his work. However, if there are

alternative interpretations of Altizer�s theology waiting to be discovered, then I would

welcome them, if only for the reason that it would signal that Altizer�s theology is at

last being attentively studied. Hence, this would help clear away the hasty and

polemical notions contained in the earlier efforts to interpret his work, and would

contribute to a more thorough and meticulous level of scholarship in the analysis of the

meaning of �death of God� theology.

                                                
2 E.g. Wilson, B. Religion in the Secular Society (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1966); Lyon, D. The
Steeple�s Shadow (London: SPCK, 1985).
3 By contrast, see Cupitt D. Radicals and the Future of the Church (London: SCM, 1988).
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Appendix: A Brief Summary of Additional Secondary Literature

(i) Lea, W.S. �Is God Dead?� Anglican World Vol.6 No.2 1966 pp.5-8.

William Lea�s article presented a survey of the theological ferment of the early

1960�s and provided a short summary of the leading protagonists as well as their critics.

(ii) Williamson, C. �The Death of God - A Survey� Encounter Vol.27 No.4

1966 pp.283-298.

Clark Williamson presented a more substantial survey, and argued that the

�death of God� theologians underestimated the theological foundations of modern

Western culture. This was meant to refute their apparent secularising tendencies.

(iii) Wittig, G.R. �The Radical Theologians - A Bibliography� Encounter

Vol.27 No.4 1966 pp.299-316.

Glenn Wittig provided an extensive bibliography of the early works of Altizer,

Hamilton, Vahanian and van Buren as well as citations for many of the early responses

to their work.

(iv) Kliever, L.D. �Mapping the Radical Theologies�, Cobb, J.B. �Speaking

About God�, Ricketts, M.L. �Mircea Eliade and the Death of God�, Hatt, H.E. �A

New Trinity: One God in Three Deaths�, Richardson, A. �The Death of God

Theology� Religion in Life Vol.36. No.1 1967 pp.8-79.

These articles took up a whole volume of Religion in Life.

Lonnie Kliever began the issue with a survey article comparing �right-wing�

radicals (i.e. Gabriel Vahanian, John Robinson and Harvey Cox) with �left-wing�

radicals (i.e. Altizer, Hamilton and van Buren).

John Cobb addressed the question of the meaningfulness of God language with a

survey of various approaches and presented a defence of the Whiteheadian concept of

reality.

Mac Ricketts was hostile to Altizer�s theology and focused upon what he

claimed was Altizer�s misuse of Eliade.

Harold Hatt presented a survey article with the suggestion that a better response

to the problem of language about God than that offered by the �death of God�

theologians is to be found in the direction proposed by Langdon Gilkey.

Alan Richardson claimed that Altizer is a mythological rather than an historical

thinker and that Christianity is based not on myth, but on historical truth, i.e. the

testimony of people who were actually witnesses of the resurrection.
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(v) Fisher, D.H. �Review of T.J.J. Altizer�s Total Presence: The Language of

Jesus and the Language of Today� Anglican Theological Review Vol.64 No.2 1982

pp.260-265.

David Fisher in his review of Total Presence presented a sympathetic appraisal

of Altizer�s work and claimed that �theologians less radical than Altizer, and unwilling

to follow his tortured attempt to rebuild by dissolution, may yet find here the

articulation of their own frustration at the inability of the church to connect with the

modern world which they experience.�1

(vi) Fiddes, P.F. The Creative Suffering of God (Oxford: Clarendon Press,

1988).

Paul Fiddes writes from a perspective similar to Jürgen Moltmann with the main

focus of his book being upon modifying the traditional doctrine of divine impassability.

In the course of his argument he discussed Altizer sympathetically. Like Altizer, Fiddes

objects to images of God as a cosmic lawgiver and oppressive judge. However, he

argued that Altizer�s theology of Nothingness, whilst being a valuable corrective, goes

too far. Fiddes rejected Altizer�s dependency upon Hegel (inherent in Altizer�s notion of

the necessity of God�s self-annihilation) and instead argued for a more orthodox

theology which incorporated the concept of God�s freely given self-sacrifice as the

Trinitarian basis for rejecting divine impassability.2

(vii) Stewart, W.C. Nihilism: The Postmodern Dilemma (Unpublished

Master�s Thesis, University of Calgary, Faculty of Graduate Studies, 1991).

William Stewart�s thesis on Nihilism narrated what he claims is a history of the

concept of nihilism as it appears, first, in Nietzsche, then in Altizer�s theology of �total

presence� and finally in Taylor�s deconstructive a/theology of  �presence/absence�.

Stewart seeks a solution to nihilism in John D. Caputo�s �ethic of otherness� - derived

from Caputo�s book Radical Hermeneutics3 - which, according to Stewart, �marks the

beginnings of a passage through the nihilistic shadows that have darkened human

existence in the closing years of the twentieth century�.4

                                                
1 Fisher, D.H. �Review of T.J.J. Altizer�s Total Presence: The Language of Jesus and the Language of
Today� at p.265.
2 Fiddes, P.F. The Creative Suffering of God pp.243-249 esp. pp.248, 249.
3 Caputo, J. Radical Hermeneutics (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987).
4 Stewart, W.C. Nihilism: The Postmodern Dilemma p.2.
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