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W_hg_f is Lgyd G;ering

still important?

It is 2008, and the world is well
into a century which looks like
being dominated by climate change,
by China, and by the challenges of
religious pluralism in a religious
age. New Zealand is slowly turning
its attention to all three. It is ill-
equipped to understand the third,
because it has been ill-equipped to
understand religion.

Overall, our small country has
shallow intellectual soil — we rely
heavily on a few voices canonised
by the media to interpret the wider
world for us. This is especially
true for the wider world of ideas.
Generally, we have been shaped by
an unreflective pragmatism which
has its strengths, but also makes us
vulnerable; we can too easily accept
the assumptions and confident
assertions of others about the state
of intellectual play in the rest of the
world. Nowhere have we proved
more vulnerable to this than in the
field of religion.

In the last three decades of the
20th Century, Professor Lloyd
Geering came to dominate what
religious discourse there was among
our chattering classes, and his was
also the voice most often chosen by
the media to pronounce author-
itatively on religious matters to
mainstream New Zealand. He did
this clearly, articulately, concisely,
and honestly. The state recognised
his significant role by conferring
upon him membership of this
country’s “Top Twenty” —the Order
of New Zealand. And many of '
Geering's perceptions and judge-
ments about religion have fused to
become the lens through which the
largest growing religious group
(those who ticked the “no religion”
box in the census box) have tended
to view such things. At the height of
his public exposure he often became
the only academic authority to
which it was convenient to appeal,

especially by those who wished to
believe or disbelieve as he did, but
who chose not to do the hard yards
of critical reading and thinking. The
problem is: that lens was, and
remains, defective.

Today, Lloyd Geering is less
visible, and less known to a younger
generation. Yet, there are many New
Zealanders who continue to echo his
perceptions and judgments, whether

“Today, Lloyd Geering
is less visible, and less
known to a younger
generation. Yet, there are
many New Zealanders
who continue to echo
his perceptions and
judgments, whether
aware of their
provenance or not ...”

aware of their provenance or not.
Such people often continue to have
considerable influence in the media,
in academia, and in government
circles (including education). That
influence is inevitably secularist,
working from within Geering’s
overarching modernist paradigm,
rooted in the European Enlighten-
ment. Yet, that paradigm is trebly
inadequate.

First, the western intellectual
world (at least) has become post-
modern and suspicious of over-
arching narratives.

Second, religion of one tradition
or another has become ever more
important globally.

And third, the modernist
paradigm is only “overarching”
where Christian (and other)
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intellectual critiques of it are
ignored, as indeed they have been
largely ignored by Geering,.

Where the modernist paradigm
still rules — as it does in much of this
country —it must be challenged.
Geering, of course, is not an original
thinker, as he himself emphasises.
Rather, he is a brilliant populariser
who has done a number of us a great
service in making accessible the
work of a not a few classic scholars
in the field of religion. Any critique
of Lloyd Geering’s work is thus a
critique of many of the Enlight-
enment challenges to Christianity
over the last several centuries upon
which he has drawn. This latter
critique can be done, and is being
done, from within western aca-
demia. There, there is a growing
conviction that the Enlightenment’s
conceptions have failed the tests of
intellectual analysis and societal
experience, though there is no
agreement about what should take
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their place. It can, however, be salu-
tary (and “enlightening”!) when a
non-European, fully conversant
with the intellectual conversations
within the western world comments,
at some cultural distance, on what
is going on.

When Raymond Pelly and I were
putting together a set of essays
critiquing the work of Lloyd Geering
we asked Professor Kwan Kai Man
of Hong Kong Baptist University to
contribute a paper on Geering’s
thesis that God is no more than a
human construct and a projection of
human desires. This Kwan did, but
he came up with more than that.
Kwan wrote a wide-ranging and
penetrating critique of Geering’s
central intellectual story. Sadly, we
could not include Kwan’s work in
its entirety in our book we had to be
content with several sections of it.
Yet, we thought it very important
that Kwan’s whole papershould see
the light of day. Hence, this issue of
Stimulus.

One striking thing about Kwan’s
work on Geering is how it reveals the
extent to which Geering has failed to
acknowledge, let alone engage with,
the full range of academic discus-
sion about religion in general (and
Christianity in particular) which
has been going on for decades, both
outside New Zealand and within
the growing academy of very well-
qualified and able New Zealand
theologians, biblical scholars,
sociologist of religion, etc, who
have been, on the whole, much less
inclinded to court media attention.
Kwan'’s quotations, footnotes, and
bibliography provide a different
lens, a very different lens, on that
wider world of scholarship. He is
conversant with that world in a
way which Geering is not, and
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sometimes expresses his bemuse-
ment that Geering has not referred
to it or engaged with it.

In addition to this intimate
knowledge of western philosophy
of religion, Kwan as a Chinese
Christian brings a salutary cultural
distance into play. Unlike many of
us in this country, he knows that the
Church lives in many cultures and is
thriving in some, and that today its
centre of gravity is no longer in the
West. He is in bondage neither to
our false perceptions of a declining
Church, nor to our failing, Enlight-
enment-soaked culture. There is a
cool Chinese head at work here, and
we New Zealanders would do well
to listen when he speaks.

Kwan’s main targets are
Geering’s neo-Feuerbachianism and
theological constructivism, as well
as Geering's theological anti-realism
of the sort popularised by Don
Cupitt (whom Geering greatly
admires). Kwan instead takes a
“critical realist” approach. Kwan
furnishes us with a comprehensive
diversity of inputs which stretch
from Alvin Plantinga, through Janet
Soskice, to N.T. Wright. With respect
to the sociology of religion, Kwan
draws upon a range of recent and
contemporary scholars, particularly
Peter Berger and the later Harvey
Cox.

This issue of Stimulus may well
be of interest to those who have
adopted the positions espoused by
Geering but are still open to the
possibility that these positions are
not unchallengeable. However,
although the issue presents a
specific engagement with the
thought of Lloyd Geering, the value
of the issue is significantly wider
than that — inasmuch as Geering’s
views are representative of the

The Resurrection of Jesus

ERESY TRIAL
™\ God in the New World

modernism that is at odds wit,
orthodox Christian faith, the issue
will be a valuable resource to those
who seek to think these matters
through in their wider context. The
issue should be of interest to those
New Zealanders of good will who
seek to understand better the
continuing phenomenon of religious
belief and practice, and are willing
to probe beneath the sound-bites of
the media. It will be of interest to
those who are exploring rational
grounds for the faith which they
already hold or are being drawn
towards. And it is necessary read-
ing for those Christians who have
themselves ignored the intellectual
challenges of the Enlightenment,
and thus opened the way for
shallow belief and burgeoning
unbelief. Such as they need to be
made to think - Geering, and now
Kwan, make their readers do just
that.

Endnotes

1. Raymond Pelly & Peter Stuart (eds), A
Religious Atheist? Critical Essays on the Work
of Lloyd Geering (Otago University Press,
2006.

Canon Peter Stuart ( MANZ &
Oxon) is a historian and theologian.
He was ordained in 1963, he served

a curacyin Christchurch, and
subsequently held a series of church
posts in Wellington, including
Anglican Chaplain at Victoria
University (where he was also a hist-
ory tutor), and Canon Theologian and
Director of the Wellington Institute of
Theology in the Diocese of Wellington.
He is now retired, but continues to

be active in the field of theological
education, in both Anglican and
ecumenical settings.

Stimulus Vol 16 No 1 Feb 2008



Stimulus introduces

Kwan Kai Man: a Chinese

philosopher, theologian, and Christian

Professor Kwan Kai Man

was born in Hong Kong and
grew up there. He was converted to
Christianity when he was 14. While
studying Electrical Engineering Kai
Man was drawn into an agonised
reflection on the purpose of life and
other ultimate questions. He became
critical of his own faith, almost
rejecting it entirely. However, after
much reflection his faith was
renewed and Kai Man decided to
devote his life to an exploration of
religion and philosophy.

Kwan Kai Man first gained a
Bachelor of Science (Electrical
Engineering), University of Hong
Kong, and a Diploma in Education,
Chinese University of Hong Kong.
In 1989, Kai Man gained a Bachelor
of Divinity (First Class) from the
University of Aberdeen, Scotland.
In 1991 and 1993, he was awarded
a M. Phil. in Philosophical Theology
and a D. Phil,, respectively, by the
University of Oxford. He finished his
PhD thesis under the supervision of

Professor Richard Swinburne, one
of the foremost analytic philo-
sophers of religion.

Shortly after this he returned to
Hong Kong where he began to teach
theology in the Theology Division of
the Chinese University of Hong
Kong. He is now is an Associate
Professor in the Department of
Religion and Philosophy in the
Hong Kong Baptist University.

Kwan Kai Man has published
articles in journals such as Faith and
Philosophy, Philosophia Christi, and
Philosophy Compass, and in the
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2nd
edition). He has also published
numerous Chinese articles on a
wide range of areas. These include
philosophy of science, systematic
theology, science-religion dialogue,
and social ethics. He is the author of
several Chinese books including;: I
Believe, Therefore I Think; God, Secular
Society and the Foundation of Ethics;
and Christian Ethics and the Liberal
Society. He has also edited books
including Postmodern Culture and
Christianity, and Christian Values and
the Humanistic Spirit.

Book note

A Religious Atheist?

Critical Essays on the Work of Lloyd Geering

Raymond Pelly and Peter Stuart (eds).
Dunedin: University of Otago Press, 2006. 205pp.
ISBN 1-877372-37-4. $39.95.

Reading Lloyd Geering Raymond Pelly

Secularisation: An Outmoded Concept? Chistopher Lewis

Resurrexit: Geering and the End of Resurrection Christopher Marshall
Revisionary Theology: Realism and Non-Realism John Bishop
Religion Without God? Gregory Dawes

The Inventing of Myths, Gods, and Paradise Neil Darragh

Lloyd Geering Without Church Ken Booth

Does Geering’s Thought Have a Mystical Side? Peter Donovan
Secular Supersessionism: Geering, Jews, and Judaism Paul Morris

See Stimulus Vol 15 No 1 pages 47-48
for Peter Lineham’s extended review
of A Religious Atheist?
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Kwan Kai Man introduces and surveys

Lloyd Geering: a liberal theologian

turned secular humanist

loyd Geering is one of the most

famous theologians in New
Zealand. This is largely due to the
highly controversial claims made by
Geering, e.g. Christianity can go
without God.
Although Geering
started his career as
aliberal theologian,
the position he ends
up with is theo-
logical non-realism,
i.e., the word “God”
does not refer to any
external reality. It is
merely a symbol for
the highest human values: “It is
wrong to use the word God to name
a supposed metaphysical being. ...
the word God ... is a symbol of the
very essence of humanity, coupled
with what humans deem to be the
essence of the physical world”.! His
heroes are Spinoza, Schleiermacher,
and Feuerbach. His fellow com-
panions are radical theologians like
Don Cupitt in the United Kingdom.

If Geering does not believe in the
traditional God, then what does he
believe in?? Naturalism, it seems.
Apart from his occasional use of
religious symbols, Geering’s belief
system is hardly different from
contemporary secular humanism.
For him, the universe is the self-
explanatory Ultimate: “The universe
... can be explained only from within
... The universe explains itself by its
own story, and it is on the basis of
what we humans have found about
that story that we are now con-
structing the global world.”?

He is pretty sure that naturalistic
evolution is the adequate answer to
the origin questions, and he has only
contempt for the opponents of
evolution:

. the simplest and most adequate
explanation of the origin of
planetary life is that the earth, like
the universe, contained the potential

for life with itself at the time of its
formation. When the conditions
were right, the apparently lifeless
earth gave birth to life. So it is quite
appropriate for us to think of the

“... Geering maintains that as long as we
uphold the values inherited from the Christian
past ... it can be regarded as ‘Christianity
without God.””

earth as alive, as a living planet, as
a kind of living organism albeit a
very complex one. Moreover we
humans, like all other creatures, are
a part of this living planet.*
From this quote, we can also see
that Geering expands the scientific
theory of evolution into a new
religion of ecology. For Geering, the
traditional religions are gone forever.
However, we should establish the
parameters of the new global and
ecological culture and create the
forms of spirituality most
appropriate to it. These are the
genuinely “religious” issues to
which we must “devote” ourselves.®
One of the most provocative
slogans of Geering is “Christianity
without God.” While this sounds
like outright contradiction to many
people, Geering maintains that as
long as we uphold the values in-
herited from the Christian past —
values which lead to emancipations
and new human ideals — it can be
regarded as “Christianity without
God” . Of course, the traditional
religious practices have to be tho-
roughly transformed. For example,
belief in Christ as the only Saviour
has to go, while Jesus as the sage
who leads us on the path to free-
dom can be retained. Rituals and
festivals can also be maintained as
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the celebration of human values,
such as the importance of human
relationships and culture.”

Geering is very concerned about
the problem of globalisation. He
believes humans
must learn how
to live together
in harmony,
goodwill, and
mutual respon-
sibility. To achieve
this goal, we need
to have a vision of
the global culture,
which serves as
the foundation of a global society. As
expected, the global culture Geering
conceives basically conforms to the
values of secular humanism, in
particular equality and freedom.?

In fact he frankly says that the basic
principle of the global culture is
secularism:

... the former rigid dividing line

between matter and spirit has been

eliminated; in the global world
reality is experienced as psycho-
physical in that the more obviously
physical earth has the capacity to
bring forth first life and then
thought. This monistic or one-
worldly character of the global world
is the reason for calling it secular...
the raw material for our common
construction of the global world is
secular knowledge.®
Geering’s writings have many merits.
He writes lucidly, and he courag-
eously draws out the conclusions
implicit in his approach. He is also
very frank about the difficulties
confronting Christianity, both
sociological and philosophical.
However, in this essay I beg to differ
from Geering's conclusion. In part-
icular I will evaluate critically his
theological non-realism, the found-
ation of which is his projectionism. I
expound his case for projectionism
below before giving a critique of it.




Geering’s case for projectionism

" It is not always easy to ascertain
what Geering’s arguments for his
far-reaching conclusions exactly are.
Often Geering just asserts his
position with no clear explanation
of his arguments. However, if we
look at the whole corpus of his
work, we can find some crucial
points repeatedly raised by him.
Though those points are quite
vague, and often put forward as
insinuations rather than explicit
arguments, they can be recons-
tructed as the case advanced by
Geering."’ I suggest this case is
constituted by one main argument
and eight supporting arguments.

Main argument:

Feuerbach’s projectionism
Geering's basic strategy is to tell

a naturalistic history of religion
which assumes projectionism,
mainly drawing inspiration from
Feuerbach. By repeatedly explaining
away the gods as the projections

of people in different eras, the
impression is made on the mind of
the reader that projectionism is the
whole truth about religion. For
example, Geering asserts that the

reasonably friendly to humans.
The way human imagination
creates the gods is projection:
The ancients projected their
subjective experience on to their
environment. ... They simply
encountered their environment with
awe because of its mysterious
movement. ... In time the vaguely
defined “Thouness” of their world
was divided into specific areas and
given particular names appropriate
to the function each was believed to
perform ... to them it seemed self-
evident that all natural events, such
as storms were caused by personal
wills.?
Geering adopts the same kind of
explanation for the revelatory
religious experiences: “What has
been claimed as revelation from a
divine source of knowledge is in fact
the product of human creativity,
stretching back over a very long time
and involving countless people”.*
Of course, the religious believer is
not aware that his own psyche is so
remarkably creative. Now however
we know the true source of the
alleged revelations, and this results
in the “loss of divine revelation,”
which in turn deprives each

“Geering’s writings have many merits. He writes
lucidly, and he courageously draws out the
conclusions implicit in his approach. He is also
very frank about the difficulties confronting
Christianity, both sociological and philosophical.”

gods in the myths of ancient times,
e.g. the Epic of Gilgamesh, “were
wholly the product of creative
human imagination, mingled freely
with humans”." But why this exer-
cise of imagination? It is because the
myth reflects the human search for
immortality. Moreover, “human
imagination had (unconsciously)
created the gods as a way of under-
standing natural phenomena and
ordering the environment”.!? These
stories about gods also had the
effect of personalising reality, of
humanising it and making it appear

religious tradition of its supposedly
firm foundation.

One of Geering’s mentors is
Feuerbach (1804-72) who is famous
for turning theology into anthro-
pology. Following Feuerbach'’s foot-
steps, Geering claims that “God had
been invented, out of the necessity
to find meaning. ... By referring to
the God-symbol we are discussing
the meaning of human existence.”
Just like the gods of ancient poly-
theism, ““God’ is ... a symbolic
word. It has no external referent
which is open to public confirm-
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ation. ... The word ‘God’ has a
function, bt:* no content or meaning
except that which we supply ... The
content with which we invest it is
the set of values and aspirations
which we (subjectively) find laying
a claim upon us. What those are
depends on the world we have
constructed, both individually

and collectively”."®

Geering extends this anti-realism
to all religious language:

Heaven and hell symbolised the

issues of ultimate personal destiny.

God on his heavenly throne

symbolised the unity, purpose and

worth of the universe we live in. The

Last Judgment symbolised the issues

at stake in every decision we make,

great or small. The Christ figure

symbolised our need to be saved from

the worst we can do to ourselves.™®
To deny the symbolic status of
religious language, e.g. by adopting
a rationalistic or realistic approach,
would lead to idolatry.

If 50, it is Geering and not his
critics who have understood “True
Christianity”, or in Feuerbach’s
terms, “The Essence of Christianity”.
Again following Feuerbach, Geering
claims that his “Christianity without
God” can be established on the basis
of the central doctrine of Christianity
— the incarnation. Traditional realist
interpretation, by creating a gulf
between the “other-world” and this
world by its dualistic worldview,
“had had the devastating effect of
throwing the human condition into
disunion with itself, and of des-
troying forever the possibility of
improving human existence on
earth. Humans became alienated
from their higher selves.” In
contrast, Geering’s projectionism,
by bringing forth the hidden
meaning of the myth of incarnation,
“bridged that gulf, enabling the
human condition to be restored to
its intended wholeness ... True
Christianity ... affirms that there is
only one life for us humans; ... [it]
restored to us the capability and
responsibility to manifest divinity
by the way we love and respond to
one another”.”

Besides relying on Feuerbach,
Geering also draws upon other
themes to reinforce his case.




Supporting argument #1:
argument from global anti-realism
(constructivism)

Geering’s thought is composed of
diverse elements, which may not sit
well with one another. Somctimes
Geering sounds like an Enlighten-
ment rationalist, but at other times
he puts on the dress of a post-
modern relativist and anti-realist
(in this aspect heavily influenced
by Don Cupitt). Of course, if global
anti-realism is true, theological anti-
realism is just a special case of it.

For example, he appeals to
Einstein’s theory of relativity as a
scientific illustration of a much
wider principle: “all our knowledge
is relative to the human mind that
produced it. We humans have
evolved in a symbiotic relationship
with the culture created by the
countless generations before us; we
are dependent on the culture.”*® It
follows that

‘cultural relativism
is inescapable: “No
human culture
provides the norm
to which all
cultures should
conform. All
human cultures are
relative to time,
place and
experience.
Consequently he

endorses Tom Driver’s claim that
“Christocentrism cannot make
sense in the Einsteinian universe,
which has no centre and in which
every structure is a dynamic
relationality of moving parts. ...

The ethical theological task of

the churches today is to find a
Christology which can be liberating
in a world of relativity”.”* The idea
is that in a world of relativity, all
forms of absolutist theology have to
go: they are not only untenable, but
also unethical! This is because
“[a]ny religious tradition claiming
to be the absolute truth in a uni-
verse so marked by relativity leads
not to the salvation of humankind
but to its enslavement.”*

As an implication of global
relativism and constructivism, all
systems of morality and religious
symbols are human-created. Geering

7719

is particularly fond of using the
three words. “of human origin.”
“All religious traditions are of
human origin — none is exempt ...
Just as there is ... no one morality
which is the norm for all other
moralities, so there is no one
religion which is the norm for all
others. None of them is absolute and
final, and those which claim to be
must surrender those claims if
they are to continue to be a viable
means of the interpreting and living
of life.”
Sometimes Geering arrives at global
anti-realism through the path of a
constructivist understanding of
language. Every “world” is
constituted by words of our
language which is inescapably a
human creation/ construction. He
quotes Don Cupitt favourably,
“Language is the medium in which
we live and move and have our

“Traditional, realistic understanding of theism
is destined to disappear. So it makes eminent
good sense to abandon the sinking ship, and
jump on the rescue boat of anti-realism as soon
as possible.”

being. In it we act, we structure the
world and order every aspect of our
social life. Only language stands
between us and the Void. It shapes
everything.” He then concludes,
“We live in a world of language yet
language is a human creation. In a
very important sense the world in
which we live is one which humans,
as a species, have created.””
Concepts like truth, meaning,
purpose ... are also created by
humans. “As the coherent whole
which the word “world” implies, it
exists primarily in the mind. ... The
world we create and perceive is
never free of subjectivism.”* It
follows that all religious documents
(e.g. the Bible, the Qur’an) and
religious concepts (e.g. “God”) are
human products which are cont-
ingent on language: “Language,
God and the human species can
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never be 41' vorced from ong
another.”

Geering also incorporates this
kind of global anti-realism into hjg
vision of the global culture:

There is no permanent fixed point

from which we can view reality. ...

It can never be more than a human

construction of the presumed

objective universe, based on our
ever-developing body of objective
knowledge. ... So the new global
world which we humans of all races
and cultures have been construct-
ing, and which sets the outer limits
of our shared consciousness, is
global, secular, humanly based and

changing .

Supporting argument #2:
argument from historical
inevitability (secularisation thesis)
One of Geering’s favourite topics is
the demise of Christian civilisation
and orthodoxy.
Geering often goes
to extraordinary
length to describe
this development,
and in the process
suggests that this
secularising trend
is inevitable. Trad-
itional, realistic
understanding of
theism is destined
to disappear. So it
makes eminent good sense to aban-
don the sinking ship, and jump on
the rescue boat of anti-realism as
soon as possible. (Geering, of
course, will also claim that it is the
rational choice because the demise
of orthodoxy is mainly due to its
inability to respond to the rational
challenges posed by the Enlight-
enment critique.) For example,
Geering says,
In the post-Christian era divine
revelation is no longer seen as a
source of knowledge, and the
traditional organs of religious
authority have become obsolete. The
Word of God in the Bible, the voice
of the Pope or the decisions of
ecclesiastical assemblies — all will
fall more and more on deaf ears. ...
This all comes from the growth of
human autonomy — the freedom of
people to think for themselves and to




make their own decisions. ... God

will no longer be conceived widely

as an objective spiritual being — one
who personally hears and answers
prayers, and who guides human
history from behind the scenes. God
language, if used at all, will be
treated as symbolic. Spiritual
practices may take the form of
meditation but will not be
understood as conversation with

an external personal being.”

But one question naturally comes to
mind: what about those conser-
vative Christians who persist in the
modern world? Geering admits that
the “more
traditional
practising
Christians will
form part of the
fundamentalist
reactionary
movement. They
will even grow in
numbers, for their strong
convictions are infectious and
appear to offer some security in an
otherwise frightening world. But,
like the remnants of the great
churches, they too will become
marginalised from society and its
chief decision-makers.”?

So Geering maintains that the old
religious traditions will recede - “as
they are almost everywhere in the
face of globalisation,” and “there
can be no return to the pre-Enlight-
enment conditions, except by harsh
and repressive measures.”” He
suggests that “the end is in sight
for all of the religious traditions to
which the Axial Period gave rise ...
[The] classical forms of these
traditions ... are slowly becoming
obsolete.” ® The global world to
come will be basically secular.

Supporting argument #3:
argument from religious plurality
Another reason to abandon trad-
itional theism and to embrace
projectionism is the fact of religious
plurality. For example, while Jews,
Christians, and Muslim all claim
that their gods are absolute, they
“have never agreed on the question
of who the true God is. ... For the
Christians, God is the One who
became incarnate in Jesus Christ.

For the Muslims, Gogd 1 the One
who appointed Muhammad as the
last of prophets and thirough whom
he delivered the Qur’an. In each
case the attribute is a sine qua non of
the tradition in question, yet in no
way can it be reconciled with the
others.”®! In this situation even the
meaning of the word “God” is in
doubt. Anyway, “Encounter with
other cultures increased the aware-
ness of cultural relativity and
undermined the exclusive and
absolute claims made for Jesus
Christ. ... He too was a man of his
own time ... he could no longer be

“Anyway, if one acknowledges that some
views of God can be seriously mistaken, how
can we be sure they are not all astray?”

acclaimed as the one and only
saviour of all humankind.”*
Geering is aware that some
believers will suggest these relig-
ious traditions are “all inadequate
descriptions of the same hidden
reality,” but he thinks in practice
“this usually means that one regards
one’s own tradition as the true
understanding of God and all others
as belief systems which are partly
true and partly false.” His objection
is that it is arbitrarily chauvinistic:
Each religious tradition has
exempted itself from natural
explanations, while applying them
to all the other traditions. In today’s
global world, this will no longer do.
We land ourselves in this incon-
sistency by not acknowledging
relativity. If Christians use logical
or natural explanations to explain
the rise of other traditions, such as
the foundation of Mormonism on the
visions of Joseph Smith, these
explanations must be applied to the
Judeo-Christian tradition as well.
Anyway, if one acknowledges that
some views of God can be seriously
mistaken, how can we be sure they
are not all astray?**

Supporting argument #4:
argument from historical research
Geering thinks that his under-
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standing of th: Thristian story as
merely a mytii is supporte . by
modern historical research:
The application of the scientific
method to historical research has
led us to draw a sharp distinction
between myth and history ... mod-
ern historiography has undermined
the emotional and intellectual power
of the historically grounded myths
of Phase Two ... In the case of the
Christian myth, this has necessi-
tated the attempt to disentangle the
“historical Jesus” from the “Christ
of Faith”, the image of devotion in
which Christians have long
imagined him.
Historical research,
we now find, is able
to recover all too
little knowledge of the
original historical
Jesus and this has
served to bring home
to us that what
Christians have lived by all through
the centuries is in fact a story —a
very powerful story, but one which
evolved as human imagination and
devotion reflected on a specific set of
experience.®

Supporting argument #5:
argument from the realisation of
full humanity / human freedom
Geering ofter: emphasises that the
story of secularisation is at the same
time the story of the growth of
human freedom (which is regarded
as the realisation of humanity). The
free-thinkers which liberate us from
the superstition of religion are also
pioneers of the modern world. They
help to emancipate humanity from
the chains of absolute monarchy,
slavery, racism, and discrimination
against women, homosexuals, etc.
They are the champions of demo-
cracy and human rights. Following
this logic to the end, he suggests
that the complete realisation of
humanity (human freedom) can
only come about after we have
abandoned the last vestige of
religion, namely theism.

The emancipations “have been
made possible only because at the
same time we have also been
steadily emancipating ourselves
from obedience to a supposed




supernatural heavenly Father,
whose revealed will was not to be
questioned.” Geering thinks that

... to achieve the most mature state

of personhood we must become

emancipated from the last element of
our cultural tradition which has the
capacity to enslave us — namely
theism. We cannot be fully human
until we experience the widest
possible range of choices, and learn
to take full responsibility for our
choices in both
action and

thought. ... Persons

who are honest out
of free choice, for
example, are more
ethically sensitive
and more morally
mature and
responsible than
those who act honestly anly because
they are ordered to do so by an
external authority.®
Further, “As Feuerbach so pert-
inently remarked, the holier and
more powerful God was conceived
to be, the more powerless and sinful
humanity found itself to be.”

This is an important strand of
Geering's case, and the following
supporting arguments can be re-
garded as variants of the above
argument.

Supporting argument #6:
argument from tolerance
Geering often links theism to in-
tolerance. He emphasises that free-
dom from the commanding voice of
a supposed divine authority is very
important because the divine voice
“turns out to be simply the voice of
other humans like ourselves.”*
Although Geering is tolerant of all
kinds of unorthodox views, he has
some harsh words for fundamental-
ism:
Fundamentalism ... is socially
divisive, calling for absolute ( and
even) blind loyalty to a holy book
or a set of fixed principles.
Fundamentalism leads readily to
fanaticism, for fundamentalists are
so sure of the truth that they are not
open to dialogue or other human
reasoning. Fundamentalists insist
on remaining loyal to the funda-
mentals, even if this leads to their

own death or the death of others.
Indeed, Muslim fundamentalists
sometimes see martyrdom as the
fast road to eternal bliss. Such
fanaticism soon leads to terrorism
and suicide bombings ... Funda-
mentalism is an intense form of
religious tribalism which can lead
to social chaos in today’s world.¥
So projectionism helps us to expose
the dangers of the faith in theism by
pointing out that theism “added to

“Omne further reason why theism must be
abandoned is its patriarchal and male-oriented
character.”

purely human words a dimension
of absolute authority which they
did not deserve. It is this fact that so
often caused the Inquisition ... and
fundamentalists in modern times, to
become irrational, dogmatic, and
fanatical ... [T]he continuance of
theism enables people uncon-
sciously to project their own beliefs
on to a divine authority and then
attempt to impose them on their
fellows.”* In short, projectionism is
to be preferred because it safeguards
us from the dangers of theism.

Supporting argument #7:

feminist critique of theism

One further reason why theism must
be abandoned is its patriarchal and
male-oriented character. Geering
particularly lays the blame on the
Israelite prophets who “unfort-
unately left behind the gender
complementarity which had existed
hitherto among the deities of the
ancient religions. The absolute
elimination of the Earth Mother
(and other goddesses) by the
prophets had the effect of leaving
all superhuman power in the hands
of the Sky Father.” This leads to the
“long-term effect of devaluing the
feminine gender and all the virtues
associated with it.”4! In contrast, in
the Pre-Axial cultures male and
female values were conceived to

be in a state of complementary
harmony.
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Wh/en Cod was Conceivey
male, “men began to bask in the
glory of atleast some of the valyeg
on the right-hand side, the praise.
worthy values, leaving the left-hang
qualities to be associated with
females, and thereby downgraded as
negative and harmful. It was men
rather than women who were taken
to have been made in the image of
God.”® So the maleness of God has
led to the oppression of women by
male domination.
Patriarchy per-
meates the biblical
heritage; so the
Bible has to be
dethroned for
women to become
truly liberated.
Geering’s project-
ionism will help to
do that by demolishing the myth of
the Almighty (male) God who
supposedly rules from on high, and
heals us from the non-symbolic
objectivist use of the term “God”.

Supporting argument #8:
ecological critique of theism
Lastly, Geering’s ecological critique
of theism is an important part of his
case. The underlying argument may
be: “Since monotheism has such bad
consequences (endangering the
survival of humankind) it can’t be
true, and it must be rejected. It must
have been entirely a projection.”
Geering thinks that the survival of
the human species depends on co-
operative international action
legitimised by democracy. This
requires us to think in a new way.
“For centuries the Western world
has encouraged us to believe that
our future is in the hands of a
benevolent and all-powerful God
and that we have been placed here
on earth to prepare for an eternal
destiny elsewhere. Consequently we
have focused our attention on the
heavenly realm and devalued the
natural physical world ... [BJiblical
theism encouraged us to exploit the
earth.”® The Israelite prophets are
again to be blamed because by
banishing the gods of nature and
the earth-mother, they encourage
the desacralising of the earth.
Geering contends that we need




;new kind of religion which can

/ provide us with the motivation to
respond to the ecological crisis.
While the “green consciousness”
and the Gaia model are the first signs
of this development, only Geering’s
projectionism helps us to satisfact-
orily reconstruct “the God-symbol
to mediate to us the bewildering
complex of forces on which our
existence depends,” and to foster
“a sense of reverence for the earth.”
One possibility is to revive “the
long-lost worship of the earth-
mother” *

Geering advocates a meaning
system (or religion) which clearly
focuses on the earth, and he transfers
the traditional description of God to
the earth.

We have evolved out of the earth and

we remain dependent on it for our

well-being and our future. ... it is the
earth itself which, in ways«which can
only reduce us to awe, has been the
matrix of all living forms. We
humans have come forth from the
earth as from a cosmic womb. ... It is
the earth’s oceans on which we
depend for the water we drink. It is
the earth’s fruits which continually
provide the food which nourishes
and sustains us.*

He even describes our relationship

with the earth as “a new kind of

mystical union”.*
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Kwan Kai Man engages with

Christian faith in a “Godless” world:
surrender to secularism vs. reaffirmation of a

critical faith

eering is to be commended for

his honest exploration of all
the difficulties with traditional
Christian theism. However, Geering
also seems to suggest that there are
only two options: either you follow
Geering on to the path of project-
ionism and anti-realism, or you are
condemned to be an unreflective,
reactionary, and ignorant conser-
vative.! Is there really no other way
out for those Christians who are
aware of the full force of the prob-
lems? I suggest otherwise: the path
of critical faith is still available.

The fact is that many theologians
have already explored the difficul-
ties of the Christian faith in the
modern era. For example, Herwig
Arts has written a book called Faith
and Unbelief: Uncertainty and Atheism’
to tackle exactly the kind of issues
raised by Geering. Marcel Neusch’s
The Modern Sources of Atheism®
honestly faces up to the atheists’
critique of faith, including
Feuerbach, Freud, and Marx.
However, both conclude that faith
is still possible in the teeth of these
difficulties. It is surprising that
Geering has never mentioned these
people, and the reader’s attention is
only drawn to those fundamentalists
who, from Geering’s perspective,
refuse to face the issues.

Geering’s work also reminds me
of Peter Berger, a famous sociologist
of religion and secularisation theo-
rist. Before writing this article, I re-
read some of Berger’s books, and it
strikes me that Berger has in fact
dealt with the problem posed by
secularisation to theology more than
thirty years ago. In his A Rumour of
Angels* he states the problem bluntly:
“the supernatural has departed from
the modern world. This departure
may be stated in such dramatic

formulations as ‘God is dead’ or
‘the post-Christian era’. Or it may
be undramatically assumed as a
global and probably irreversible
trend”.® So “a profound theological

“Berger would regard
Geering’s ‘solution’ as
bizarre and absurd: ‘The
self-liquidation of the
theological enterprise

is undertaken with

an enthusiasm that
verges on the bizarre,
culminating in the
reduction to absurdity
of the ‘God-is-dead
theology’ and ‘Christian
atheism.””

crisis exists today”. However,
while both Berger and Geering take
serious the problem of secular-
isation and the ensuing theological
crisis, they provide different anal-
yses and recommend different
solutions. Berger would regard
Geering’s “solution” as bizarre and
absurd: “The self-liquidation of the
theological enterprise is undertaken
with an enthusiasm that verges on
the bizarre, culminating in the
reduction to absurdity of the ‘God-
is-dead theology’ and ‘Christian
atheism.””” It is instructive to see
why Berger adopts this kind of
attitude.

On the whole, Berger has a
deeper and more insightful analysis
of the options available to religion
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in a secular world. He points out
that the fundamental option is a
choice between hanging on to, or
surrendering, cognitive deviance. He
knows that to maintain (or possibly
to reconstruct) a supernaturalist
position in the teeth of a cognitively
antagonistic world is by no means
easy. In contrast, the option of suz-
render entails that “[m]odernity is
swallowed hook, line, and sinker,
and the ... traditional religious
affirmations are translated into
terms appropriate to the new frame
of reference, the one that allegedly
conforms to the weltanschaung of
modernity” 8 However, Berger points
out that the result is: “the super-
natural elements of the religious
traditions are more or less com-
pletely liquidated, and the trad-
itional language is transferred
from other worldly to this worldly
referents”.’ :

Berger sharply points out the
problems with this surrender option.
Firstly, it requires a good deal of
intellectual contortion. “The various
forms of secularised theology ...
propose various practical pay-offs.
Typically, the lay recipient of these
blessings will be either a happier
person or a more effective citizen ...
The trouble is that these benefits are
also available under strictly secular
label. A secularised Christianity has
to go to considerable exertion to
demonstrate that the religious label,
as modified in conformity with the
spirit of the age, has anything
special to offer.”'° So the preference
for this option will probably be
limited to people with a sentimental
nostalgia for traditional symbols,
but exactly this group, under the
influence of the secularising theo-
logians, is steadily dwindling! “For
most people, symbols whose

i




_ontent has been hollowed out lack
conviction or even interest. In other
words, the theological surrender to
the alleged demise of the super-
natural defeats itself in precisely the
measure of its success. Ultimately, it
represents the self-liquidation of
theology and of the institutions in
which the theological tradition is
embodied” . I think this analysis
fits well the kind of “theology”
Geering is proposing. Geering
makes gigantic efforts to argue for
the coherence of “Christianity
without God.” I won't quibble

here over whether his efforts are
successful. I just wonder why
should the ordinary people who
share the worldview of Geering
prefer this way of

self-description to

the plain admission

devil had better have a long spoon.
The devilry of modernity has its
own magic: the theologian who
sups with it will find his spoon
getting shorter and shorter - until
that last supper in which he is left
alone at the table, with no spoon at
all and with an empty plate. The
devil, one may guess, will by then
have gone away to more interesting
company.”*? This seems to be
exactly what happens in the case
of Geering!

Secondly, the attempt to make
the faith relevant to modernity is
inherently unstable:

A man who marries the spirit of the

age soon finds himself a widower. ...

[Als recently as 1965 Harvey Cox

cognitive respectability by the
intellectual av ! #orities, may survive
in hidden nooks and crannies of the
culture ... [S]izeable numbers of the
specimen “modern man” have not
lost a propensity for awe, for the
uncanny, for all those possibilities
that are legislated against by the
canons of secularised rationality.”*
Berger concludes that while “the
global trend of secularization will
continue, ... significant enclaves
of supernaturalism within the
secularised culture will also
continue” .’ He envisages that the
“large religious bodies are likely to
continue their tenuous quest for a
middle ground between trad-
itionalism and aggiornamento, with
both sectarianism
and secularizing
dissolution nib-

that they are p . . . bling away at the
atheists}w’/vho reject Geering makes gigantic Eff orts to argue f or the edgegs. Thi}; ... 1s
Christianity? coherence of ‘Christianity without God.” 1 more likely than the
Bergerisaware  gpon’t quibble here over whether his efforts are prophetic visions of
that “larger relig- 1 T just d hy should th either the end of
ious groups are 5 ucc'essfu - 1 just wonaer w y shou .e religion or a coming
rather inclined ordinary people who share the worldview of age of resurrected
toward various Geering prefer this way of self-description to gods™.
forms and degrees the plain admission that th theist h While Geering
of aggiornamento, . P a 1:}'115.5 ton tha ey are atheists wWno  gometimes
that is of limited, reject Chr 1st1amty?” acknowledges the
controlled continued existence
accommodation. of conservative
Cognitively, this Christians, he

stance involves a bargaining
process with modern thought, a
surrender of some traditional items
while others are kept.” This seems
to be the classical pattern of
Protestant theological liberalism.
While this pattern has the healthiest
prospects in terms of social survival
values, its main problem is a built-
in escalation factor — escalation, that
is, toward the pole of cognitive
surrender: “[O]nce one starts a
process of cognitive bargaining, one
subjects oneself to mutual cognitive
contamination. The crucial question
then is, who is the stronger party? If
the secularisation thesis holds, the
stronger party, of course, is the
modern world in which the super-
natural has become irrelevant. The
theologian who trades ideas with
the modern world, therefore, is
likely to come out with a poor
bargain ... he who sups with the

in the Secular City invited us to
celebrate the advent of modern
urbanism as if it were some sort of
divine revelation. Only a few years
later it is difficult to rouse much
enthusiasm for this particular bit of
“timely” wisdom. American cities
seem fated to go up in flame in an
annual ritual of mad destructiveness
and futility.’® The temptation to
compare Cox with Geering is hard to
resist, and later [ will point out that
Cox has completely turned around
in recent years.
Thirdly, the surrender option largely
assumes the inevitability of complete
secularisation. While Berger at that
time was still firmly in the grip of the
secularisation theory (which he now
repudiates), he was self-critical
enough to raise the possibility that
“secularization may not be as all
embracing as some have thought,
that the supernatural, banished from
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tends to write them off and shows a
dismissive attitude towards their
beliefs. In contrast, though Berger
himself is not very sympathetic
about the conservatives, he is more
honest about the limits of sec-
ularism and theological liberalism,
and provides a more nuanced
analysis of the whole situation.
More importantly, Berger knows
that
... it is possible to go some way in
asking questions of truth while
disregarding the spirit of an age,
and even to arrive at answers that
contradict the spirit. Genuine
timeliness means sensitivity to one’s
possible destination ... an ultimate
indifference to the majority or
minority status of one’s view of the
world, an indifference that is equally
removed from the exaltation of being
fully ‘with it’ and from the
arrogance of esotericism.””




Berger’s call to return to the
question of truth is not the result of
a refusal to use the modern rela-
tivising approaches favoured by

Geering (hermeneutics of suspicion).

(Berger is one of the major theorists
of secularisation and sociology of
knowledge.) Rather, Berger thinks
that a consistent use of these
approaches would force us to face

theologian’s world has become one

world among many.”
So far Berger sounds like another
Geering (only writing much earlier).
However, Berger takes a surprising
turn by saying that “there are un-
expected redeeming features to the
sociologist’s dismal revelations”
when we are willing to see the
relativity business through to its

constricted and MAintaize,)
same kind of social procesées thay
construct and maintain the wor;d
view of contemporary “radical”
theologians. Each has its appropriate
plausibility structure, ... the appeal
to any alleged modern conscious-
ness loses most of its persuasive-
ness.?!

The modern world should not be

the question of truth elevated to the

in the end. status of an ab-
Berger admits » ey s , . solute criterion

that the perspective The problem with ‘secular’ theology, which because the con-

Oflscgicif)l_ogy ?fas 2 takes as both its starting point and its final FteIHII;Qrar}'t situation

rela VlSlIlge eCt, . . . 1selr 1S not immune

8 facole e i:rtterlzo.n the alleged'consqzousness of modern to relativising

the “fiery brook” man’, is that there is a hidden double standard analysis:

(Feuerbachin _— .. relativizing

German) through analysis, in being

which the theo- pushed to its final

logian must pass.
It was historical scholarship ... that
first threatened to undermine
theology at its very roots ... a
pervasive sense of the historical
character of all elements of the
tradition ... led to a perspective in
which even the most sacrosanct
elements of religious traditions
came to be seen as human product
... psychology after Freud suggested
that religion was a gigantic
projection of human needs and
desires. ... Thus history and
psychology together plunged
theology into a veritable vortex of
relativizations.”
In particular, Berger emphasises
the challenge of the sociology of
knowledge, which eschews the
problem of truth and goes to the
social roots of all truth claims.
The fundamental idea is that our
“knowledge” depends upon the
social support it receives, its
plausibility structure, which
consists of elements like a variety of
social networks or conversational
fabrics, systematised explanations,
and legitimations.
The sociology of knowledge
... offers an explanation of belief that
divests the specific case of its
uniqueness and authority ... The
community of faith is now
understandable as a constructed
entity —... Conversely, it can be
dismantled or reconstructed by use
of the same mechanisms ... the

very end:
When everything has been
subsumed under the relativizing
categories in question ..., the
question of truth reasserts itself in
almost pristine simplicity. Once we
know that all human affirmations
are subject to scientifically
graspable socio-historical processes,
which affirmations are true and
which are false? We cannot avoid
the question any more than we can
return to the innocence of its pre-
relativizing asking.®
The problem with “secular” theo-
logy, which takes as both its starting
point and its final criterion the
alleged consciousness of modern
“man”, is that there is a hidden
double standard:
... the past, out of which the
tradition comes, is relativized ... The
present, however, remains strangely
immune from relativization ... the
New Testament writers are seen as
afflicted with a false consciousness
rooted in their time, but the
contemporary analyst takes the
consciousness of his time as an
unmixed intellectual blessing. The
electricity and radio-users are placed
intellectually above the Apostle
Paul. This is rather funny ... [and]
an extraordinarily one-sided way of
looking at things. What was good for
the first century is good for the
twentieth. The world view of the
New Testament writers was
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consequence, bends
back upon itself. The relativizers are
relativized, the debunkers are
debunked — indeed, relativization
itself is somehow liquidated. What
follows is ... a new freedom and

Alexibility in asking questions of

truth.2
For example, Berger points out that
because modern societies are highly
differentiated and segmented, this
leads to a situation in which most
plausibility structures are partial
and therefore tenuous. Since the
modernindividual exists in a
plurality of worlds, migrating back
and forth between competing
plausibility structures, it is just
natural that he is inclined towards
constructivism.”The contemporary
radio-user is not inhibited in his
capacity for faith by the scientific
knowledge and technology that
produced his radio ... But he is
inhibited by the multiplicity of ideas
and notions about the world that his
radio, along with other communi-
cations media, plunges him into.
And while we may understand and
sympathize with his predicament, there
is no reason whatever to stand in awe of
it. ... [Slociology frees us from the
tyranny of the present ... it ceases to
impress us as an inexorable fate.”*

In the end, “[w]e must begin in
the situation in which we find
ourselves, but we must not submit to
it as to an irresistible tyranny”.*
This seems to me sound advice, and



/

uggests the correct approach.
Sometimes we may have been
overwhelmed by Geering’s grand
narrative of the process of secular-
isation, the “demise” of Christian
orthodoxy, and the emergence of
the global “secular” culture. There
just seems to be no other way than
to go along with the secularising
trend! However, Berger helps us to
see Geering’s narrative in a new
light, by applying the relativising
strategies to that narrative. This
means that narrative should be
regarded as a myth constructed by
Geering, and the reason why
Geering regards it as self-evident
can be provided by an analysis of
his plausibility structures: the
fragmented structure of modern
society, the larger social ethos which
makes secularism look natural, the
stories about the evils of theism
which help to legitimise irreligion,
Geering’s significant others (e.g.
colleagues) who have nothing but
contempt for theism, and so on.
Consequently, his preference
for modernity and naturalism is
exposed as his subjective choice, and
nothing more. In this case, is there
any particular reason why others
should follow Geering’s radical

It is interesting to note that both
Geering and Berger begin as theo-
logical liberals but they develop in
different directions. Although
Berger remains a liberal, he more
and more recognises the importance
of robust religious belief in con-
temporary society, and becomes
more and more critical of the sec-
ularisation theory, modernity and
the option of surrender. Berger, in his
A Far Glory — The Quest for Faith in an
Age of Credulity™ again points out
that wholesale surrender of faith,
even from a tactical viewpoint, is
not wise:

Our pluralistic culture forces those

who would “update” Christianity

into a state of permanent
nervousness. The “wisdom of the
world,” which is the standard by
which they would modify the
religious tradition, varies from one
social location to another; what is
worse, even in the same locale it
keeps on changing, often rapidly.

As each new theology comes along

it should have a label attached to

it that gives its proper place of

application ... and a terminal date for

its applicability ... Perhaps, for some
individuals who have been chasing

the Zeitgeist in this manner for a

B ——————____|

it gives up itself and its very reason
for being. . if the Church ... gives
up the tr. nscendental core of the
tradition in order to placate the
alleged spirit of the times, what is
given up is the most precious truth
that has been entrusted to the
Church’s care — the truth about the
redemption of men through God’s
coming into the world in Christ.”®
Berger asks, “Christians who con-
sider themselves ‘progressives,’ ...
always tell us to ‘read the signs of
the times’... Has it never occurred to
these people that they might write
some of these signs?”? (This might
well have been a question put
to Geering.) One reason why
Christians should not surrender to
the secular culture is that they may
have something to offer. For example,
Berger thinks that there is no secular
solution to the problem of the self. In
fact the naturalistic and secularist
worldview contributes to the pro-
cess of disintegration of the self: It
becomes
... more and more difficult to see the
self as the center of the individual’s
actions. Instead, these actions come
to be perceived as events that
happen to the individual, separate
from himself, explainable in terms of

theology? If both external (social)
Geering insists and internal (organic
that every myth and psychic) causes.>
in every era is “Consequently his preference for modernity and ™ theend, the
nothing but . . . . . . ground of true self
constriction — naturalism is exposed as his subjective choice, may only be found
except his own, and nothing more.” in transcendence:

then Berger’s

charge of double

standard can

certainly be pressed against him!
Moreover, while Geering wants to
be free from the enslavement of
traditional religions, he only ends
up being enslaved by the tyranny
of the present! Geering may point
out that he does provide a lot of
arguments for his narrative and so
the truth of his narrative should not
be dismissed. If Geering falls back
on this strategy, then we insist that
traditional religion deserves the
same treatment, and Geering
should acknowledge that it can be
rational to go against the majority
position. The truth of theism should
not be discounted either

while, “folly” begins to seem like
not such an unattractive option.”
Berger is also worried that in the
very process of accommodation,
some very precious truths may
have been lost:
Arewe, can we be so sure that the
truths of modern physics necessarily
imply the untruth of angels? ... I'm
strongly inclined to believe the
opposite. In that case the Christian
churches ... would be paying a very
high price for the “updating” of
their tradition.”
Berger even urges us to uphold the
“folly” of the Christian Gospel:
If the Church gives up this “folly,”
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Certainly the social

sciences do not give

much support to the
notion of a self detached from roles
and attach-ments. Yet there remains
the irresistible conviction within the
consciousness of individuals that
there is indeed such a self, a
conviction that surfaces most
clearly in the area of moral
judgments: Just reflect on the
consequences for our conception
of human rights if the idea of an
autonomous self were abandoned. ...
Iam also inclined to think that
the idea of a self over and beyond
all socializations can only be
maintained in a view of reality
that includes transcendence.
Dostoyeuvsky ... could be




paraphrased: If God does not exist,

any self is possible — and the

question as to which of the many

possible selves is “true” becomes

meaningless.®
Berger is saying that if there is no
God, there is also no permanent
self-identity. Now Geering may not
dispute this argument. He applies
his constructivism to personal
identity also, but his difference from
Berger is that he celebrates this kind
of postmodern self:

People today are more reluctant to

commit themselves permanently to

any form of association ... Taking
life-long vows was once regarded as
highly virtuous. Now it may be seen
as precarious and even unethical:
the person one is at the present
moment may not have the moral
right to bind the person one has
yet to become. We must remain
open to what may come, and free to
respond to new circumstances.*
I would suggest Geering’s celebra-
tion of freedom is premature
because he does not fully realise the
pernicious consequences of a fluid,
postmodern self! Suppose it is
unethical for the person one is at the
present moment to bind the person
one has yet to become. Then not only
marital vows become meaningless,
but holding someone to his promise,
business contracts, parenting, trust
between friend, and much else are
also impossible. The whole idea is
also self-defeating. Who can be said
to be “unethical” anyway? — the self
who is supposed to take the blame is
gone forever! It is senseless to com-
bine the postmodern self with the
idea of moral responsibility, because
the latter in fact presupposes a
permanent self.

Again Berger uses his socio-
logical perspective to expose the
myth of the modern man, and to
deprive modern consciousness of its
apparently superior cognitive status:

For well over a hundred years

theologians have been trying to

accommodate religion to the
cognitive requirements of a creature
called “modern man,” as if it were
self-evident that this entity had an
enormous epistemological advantage
over such characters as the biblical
authors or the Church Fathers. In

fact, modern man is not a terribly
inspiring figure; his much-vaunted
rationality is often devoted to projects
of little value, and he is chronically
insecure about everything, including
his own identity. The most positive
thing about him, as we have seen, is
an unprecedented gift of freedom,
and even that he has frequently
experienced as a burden to be shed
as soon as possible.>
The relevance of Berger’s comments
to Geerings project is too obvious to
need belabouring. They do not show
that Geering is necessarily wrong,
but that Geering’s surrender option
is by no means the only one for a
theologian or Christian who honestly
faces the problem of secularisation.
Berger is no conservative (notice his
aversion to neo-orthodoxy) but he
still has the courage to reaffirm the
transcendence of God, fully aware
that it is against modernity. Geering
often suggests that it is the orthodox
religious leaders who are timid and
radicals like Geering who are
courageous. But perhaps the courage
needed to be a radical in the Church
has been exaggerated; he may be
considered heretical in the Church,
but he is only going back to the
embrace of the orthodoxy in the
larger secular society!

I too have pondered and strug-
gled over these problems raised by
Geering, for over 20 years. At many
points I was tempted to quit, but so
far I think there is no sufficient
reason or even good reason to do
so. Faith is still possible in this
“Godless” world. Especially for a
Chinese like me, from the very
beginning the Christian faith is a
conscious decision that I have to
make, because Christianity has
never been the dominant religion in
the Chinese culture. In earlier days,
converts to Christianity had to pay a
dear price for their decision. Even
nowadays it is still to some extent
countercultural to become a
Christian in the Chinese society. I
will indicate in the following article
why I think Geering’s case for
projectionism is far from convincing.
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Kwan Kai Man illuminates

As will be contended below, the
most important defect of
projectionism as a critique of theism
is the question: “So what?”

The logic of explaining religion
Before evaluating Geering’s
projectionism, we
need to explore
briefly the logic  of
explaining religion,
because
projectionism is
supposed to give a
true explanation of
religion. Firstly, we
should note that ¢

there are many

kinds of explanation we can give
of religion. For example, we can
distinguish between internal expla-
nation and external explanation.
When the former tries to make
sense of some religious behaviour
or phenomena, it appeals to con-
cepts internal to religion. For
example, it may explain the phe-
nomena of witch-hunting with
reference to people’s beliefs about
witches and their harm to the
society. On the other hand, an
external explanation of religion
offers an explanation in terms of
concepts external to religion, e.g.
explaining witch-hunting as the
outlet for social frustration at that
period of time.

Another important distinction
is that between partial explanation
and comprehensive explanation.
While the former only claims to
identify causes somewhat contri-
buting to the existence of some
religious behaviour, the latter pur-
ports to tell the whole story about
that behaviour. Internal expla-
nations and external explanations
are not necessarily incompatible
when both are regarded as partial
explanations. For example, witch-
hunting might have occurred both
because it was the natural
consequence of some religious

beliefs consciously held by people,
and because unconsciously it served
as an outlet of their suppressed
sense of frustration. However, when
each claims to be a comprehensive
explanation, conflicts will occur.
Peter Clarke and Peter Byrne

“... when the theorists of religion provide an
external comprehensive explanation of religion,
they are in fact overturning the ordinary ways
in which believers describe themselves.”

have written a whole book to
discuss various ways to explain
religion. They point out that most
of the leading exponents of grand
theories of religion were atheists
who wished to foster the cause of
unbelief by producing radical
explanations of religion- in the form
of an external comprehensive
explanation. This move is under-
standable. Of course, if those
theorists are fundamentally
sceptical about religion, they cannot
rest with those religious concepts
which are doubted.! I will later
point out that although grand
theories of religion are usually
motivated by religious scepticism,
scepticism does not follow logically
from the truth of those grand theo-
ries. However, external compre-
hensive explanation of religion does
raise questions about the rationality
of religious believers.

We know, normally, that human
agents will take appropriate steps to
enact their desires and motives in
the light of what they believe is the
most effective way to realise them.
Moreover, they form their beliefs on
the basis of what they regard as
good evidence for those beliefs. So
in our daily interaction with our
fellow human beings, we normally
take seriously their own self-
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Why projectionism makes little sense

understanding, and explain their
behaviour in terms of their desires,
purposes, and beliefs. Only in cases
when people’s behaviours are
deemed grossly irrational, would
we appeal to their unconscious
desires, repressed feelings, and so
on. However,
when the theorists
of religion provide
an external
comprehensive
explanation of
religion, they are
in fact overturning
the ordinary ways
in which believers
describe them-
selves. For example, when the
believers tend to say that they
believe because they have experi-
enced God, the theorists tell them
they do not quite understand
themselves, that what is behind
their belief in fact is their desire for
the protection of the Heavenly
Father, and so on. They typically
claim that in the name of objective
scientific explanation of human
affairs, they have to go below the
surface of how the human world
(or religion life) appears to us.
However, we need to point out
that it is a big assumption that
models of scientific explanation in
natural science will automatically
apply to the human world. Many
scholars, e.g. Peter Winch, argue
that there is something in human
actions and institutions in general
which makes scientifically based
models of explanation ill-suited to
them. It is also begging the question
against the religions to assume
religious scepticism in the begin-
ning. So a case for conservatism and
neutrality rather than scepticism
can be made in the explanation of
religion. As Clarke and Byrne point
out,
A radical theory of religion must
seek to extend the use of such ideas
s0 as to make a convincing case for




concluding that an entire human
institution has one meaning to its
participants and yet quite another
one in reality. It is right to greet
this claim for large-scale illusion in
human, social life with a measure of
skepticism.?
The “problem we face is that of
seeing how anyone might even begin
to show that an entire institution,
such as a religion, or an entire class
of institutions, such as religion,
might be irrational. The most that
could be shown appears to be that
particular participants in religion
are irrational in their believing.”®. So
the burden of proof is on those who
maintain
... religious belief is to be explained
as the outcome of
non-rational
factors which
are hidden to
believers
themselves. ... To
make religion as a
whole or as such
the subject for
external
explanation it would have to be
contended that there was no route
into religious belief and behavior
except through some set of non-
rational causes. ... We would have
to identify typical beliefs of the
religious as so grossly false or
absurd that no one could be
presumed capable of reaching these
beliefs except through factors
operating independently of
awareness of evidence and canons
and traditions of rational
argument.*
In short, we cannot treat the her-
meneutics of suspicion adopted by
Geering as the default approach in
our understanding of religion.
Indeed, I think we need to be
suspicious of the general claims of
the hermeneutics of suspicion.’ By
contrast, believers are free to develop
a hermeneutics of trust (or critical
faith) whose explanations of religion
do not necessarily shy away from
making reference to the actual
existence of divine realities. Any-
way, we should at least entertain
explanations of religion which are
based on methodological agnos-
ticism rather than religious

scepticism.

The weakness of Feuerbachian
and Freudian projectionism
Feuerbach'’s earliest theory of
religion which reduces God to the
essence of humankind is more well-
known, but in fact his later theories
have different emphases (without
contradicting the earlier claims),
successively reducing God to the
essence of nature, and finally to the
essence of desire.® Freud's critique
is largely an elaboration of the last
point (religion as projection of
desire) though he gives a kind of
psychoanalytic twist to it by
bringing into play the unconscious.
Geering has made use of all three

“Geering has made use of all three lines of
Feuerbach’s argument, and also the Freudian
appeal to the unconscious.”

lines of Feuerbach’s argument, and
also the Freudian appeal to the
unconscious. However, numerous
thinkers have already mounted a
counter-critique of the critique of
Feuerbach and Freud’ (and it is
surprising that Geering has never
mentioned these writings). So I will
explain the main points below.
Feuerbach thinks that human
beings are sensible entities immersed
in the natural world, and they have
a sense of dependence on nature.
Gods are nothing but different parts
of nature hypostatised. Geering
basically follows this idea, and
suggests that these natural religions
with their worship of nature deities
mark the beginning of religion. The
monotheistic “God” slowly evolves
from these gods, but both are equally
projections of the ancients’ exper-
ience. Now the story may sound
plausible as long as we do not ask
the critical questions: how on earth
Geering (or Feuerbach) can know
how the ancients subjectively
experienced the world, and where
do they get their extraordinary
insights into the unconscious mind
of the ancients? I think the answer
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can only be: they don’t really |,
the stories they tell conﬁder{tly:r.'
nothing but their imagination an;
speculation. Moreover, Geering
seems to favour the evolutionary
scheme of religion, but this scheme
is also under attack, by, for
example, the Scottish writer
Andrew Lang.? The anthropologist
Wilhelm Schmidt (1868-1954) has
produced twelve volumes to argue
for an anti-evolutionary scheme: the
oldest religion was not animism,
totemism or nature religions, but
“primitive monotheism.”? I don’t
want to stick my neck out here,

and I think Kiing’s comments are
judicious: “It has, then, become
clear that neither the theory of
degeneration from
a lofty monotheistic
beginning nor the
evolutionary theory
of a lower animistic
or preanimistic
beginning can be
historically
substantiated in

a definite manner.
Both are essentially dogmatic
systems, the first in the guise of a
theologically inspired natural
science and the other in the guise of
a rationalistic natural science. Not
only has the primordial religion not
hitherto been found. Scientifically it
simply cannot be found ... the search
should be called off.”*

Feuerbach’s claim that “the
consciousness of God is nothing
else than the consciousness of the
species”™ also suffers from dif-
ficulties. He has managed to draw
many interesting parallels, but the
correspondence breaks down at
certain points. For example, God is
conceived as essentially infinite, but
the human species cannot really be
said to be infinite. Our species is so
fragile that a naturalist should
expect it to become extinct sooner
or later. Even if we could continue
to exist forever, that would only
be a kind of existence which is
indefinitely long rather than actually
infinite. (Not to mention the human
species’ essential finitude in terms of
knowledge and power.) Moreover,
Feuerbach only hypothesises the
projection of human properties on to



od, but he does not really explain
“why” such a projection should take
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The projection theorist many years ago, in a less
necessarily posits his own enligntened time.

superiority to the ordinary
believers: “Religion is the
childlike condition of humanity.
... [TThe essence of religion, thus
hidden from the religious, is
evident to the thinker.”?®* Neusch
again raises sharp questions: “Why
should consciousness be thus
clouded over? Why such a passage
through the religious stage? It must
| be admitted that Feuerbach, while
offering a discerning explanation of
the process by which consciousness
manufactures its gods, remains
silent on the causes which lead
consciousness into this kind of
alienation.”* The burden of proof

is on the projection theorist who
wants to insist on his superiority.

To produce some answers to the
above questions, I think Feuerbach’s
later work is quite important. He has
always insisted that the imagination
is “the essential organ of religion.”
Later he fastened on human desire
as the root from which all the gods
spring. Humankind invents gods as
fulfilment of his desires. Gods fill the
void which desire brings to light.
The gods are projections of the
dreams of a primitive who is
crammed with desires. Desire is
essentially inventive, and it may
provide the driving force for the
projection in question. We can see
that this is basically the Freudian
thesis that religion is an illusion,
which is defined as a belief pri-
marily motivated by wish-ful-
filment.

There are many problems with
this theory. For example, there are
many ways to deal with unfulfilled
desires. Why should humankind try
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to fulfil our desires by inventing the

spurious world of the gods? The

following critical comments give

a more detailed analysis of the

problems involved, and are directed

towards the Freudian version of
projectionism.

Firstly, we need to see the gap
between the need and the conscious
belief by distinguishing several
things:

(a) a need to cope with the threats of
nature and civilisation, to
understand oneself and the
world

(b) a wish that there

they deny that it is the wish that
causes them to believe. So the wishes
do not seem to be necessary con-
ditions for belief in God. To save his
theory, Freud has to claim that those
wishes have been repressed into the
unconscious. (Conscious wishful
thinking is self-defeating, anyway.)
However, how can we know what
exactly is contained in a person’s
unconscious?

In fact the wishes alone cannot
be sufficient conditions either.
Otherwise, why are there are
unbelievers in all ages? (Remember

need modifying or replacing by more
rel:. ‘wusly appropriate desires. Such
confession of desire in prayer is a
way of coping with the problem that
the pursuit of desire satisfaction
creates for the ego. But the
“solution” consists in bringing the
ego’s desires before a standard of
what is truly worthwhile. This
standard must then be thought of
as something independent of and
transcending human wishes.'

In fact projectionism is a doubled-

edged sword: we can also use the

projection theory to explain atheism.

'° As Plantinga says,

be a Cosmic “Many people

Father . . thoroughly dislike
(0 a belief that there  “As a matter of fact, many religious doctrines  theidea of an

ifahCOSmiC are psychologically difficult to accept, e.g. Omnipotent{)

ather . o . . omniscient being

reud balieved st selﬂess love, sacrifice, strzfg for perfection, monitoring their
(@) (b)and () are  taking up the cross. More importantly, a every activity, privy
Erllle of ?umankind religious attitude often leads to a radical tﬁ thei}rl every
almost . . ” thought, an
universally and evaluation Of our desires. passing judgment
that (a) is the on all they do or
cause/ explanation think.”"” This is

of (b) and (b) that of (c). However,
there is no valid psychological
generalisation from either (a) to (b)
or (b) to (¢). A need may not
necessarily generate a
corresponding wish (not to say a
wish of a particular content) - we
can resign or evade or accept
stoically the reality. Freud himself
can adopt a non-religious way to
cope. Why can’t others? To make
this link more plausible, extra
assumptions concerning the human
psyche have to be made. Statistically
speaking, a wish rarely generates
a belief. In contrast to dreams,
conscious belief calls for mental
assent as well as readiness to act
upon it, sometimes at great costs.
Freud has not provided clear
guidelines to tell when and under
what conditions a wish will
generate a belief. It is not hard to
see that every belief can be explain-
ed as wish-fulfilment of some wish.
It means that a Freudian expla-
nation may be quite vacuous.
Actually both (a) and (b) are not
apparently true of all believers.
Many grow up in a well-protected
environment. Many can’t recall any
insistent wish for a Cosmic Father, or

Freud thinks that such wishes are
universally shared.) So Freud needs
to postulate psychological processes
which operate on all believers and
them alone. What are these processes
and how are they to be verified?
These questions concerning the
empirical adequacy of the Freudian
naturalistic explanation are crucial.
However, the Freudians seldom
address these questions. In fact,
naturalistic explanations are often
thrown around, supported by some
special cases and then generalised
to all cases, without being aware of
the lack of empirical adequacy.
Another difficulty: as a matter of
fact, many religious doctrines are
psychologically difficult to accept,
e.g. selflesslove, sacrifice, strife for
perfection, taking up the cross. More
importantly, a religious attitude
often leads to a radical evaluation
of our desires. So
the idea of wish-fulfilment in
Feuerbach is a fundamentally wrong
turn.... If a believer confesses his
desires before God, this may be with
the purpose of seeing their true
status in the light of the divine
providence. That in turn involves
seeing why they are unimportant, or
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confirmed by a surprisingly candid
confession of an atheist philosopher,
Thomas Nagel: “I want atheism to
be true and am made uneasy by
the fact that some of the most
intelligent and well-informed
people I know are religious
believers ... I hope there is no God!
I don’t want there to be a God; I
don’t want the universe to be like
that.”® This aversion to a theistic
world is not hard to understand.
As Purtill points out,
Man in relation to God is not only
infinitely feeble and dependent, but
is also condemned by his own
sinfulness. God’s infinite power and
his perfect justice leave us in no very
flattering position. True, there is also
infinite mercy, but to be an object of
mercy is hardly comforting to the
€go. ... [The] idea of the afterlife ...
not only presents us with a real
chance of terrible and eternal
failure, but it also makes us
responsible for even the seemingly
most trivial of our actions ...
complete responsibility for our
actions to a power infinitely
superior to ourselves, without
compensating power or admiration,
is completely repugnant to us. ...




The secular view of mankind, on the
other hand, leaves man himself as
the highest known Being, the pin-
nacle of the universe. He is respon-
sible only to himself, which is to say
that he is not responsible. ... Some
humanists feel a sense of respons-
ibility to or for “mankind as a
whole”, ... But “mankind as a
whole” cannot call us to account

or judge us.”

The problematic nature of the
mechanism of projection
Another important question about
projectionism is
that: how can we
know the projective
mechanism is in fact
operating on this or
that believer? To
answer this, we
have to be clear
what is meant by
such a mechanism
and how to identify
or individuate it. Normally when
we say a belief (or experience) is a
projection, it means two things:
() the belief is false or the
experience is unveridical; or
(b) the belief or experience accords
with your inner desires; and it
is produced entirely by such
desires.
No doubt some experiences are
projections:
People who are angry and filled
with turbulent feelings of
unresolved hatred often project that
inner turmoil onto others, accusing
them of harshness or oppressive
behaviour, interpreting the most
insignificant remark as hostility. ...
Projection is one of the things we do
to distort reality and shape it into
our own subconscious image ... we
also react to others in a dispro-
portionate way in those areas where
we are most fragile. An insecure
person will interpret even a kindly
remark as a grave assault, if it is
made flippantly, while an off-hand
remark can bring on a major
depression.
However, in this sense “projection”
is much more than a word labelling
a psychological process: it implies
(strongly negative) episteniic
evaluation. So it should only be used

when solidly backed up by episte-
mic considerations. In the above
examples, these considerations are
provided by our consensual sense
experiences and interpersonal
experiences. Otherwise, although a
belief may accord with one’s desire
very much, we still cannot conclude
that it is a projection. The point is
that in the normal cases, apart from
the epistemic evaluation of the belief,
we have no independent and secure
way to identify the psychological
mechanism. Likewise, we cannot say
that belief in God is a projection

“I do not claim here that God-experients are
more sane than the non-God-experients. I am
only saying that to claim the reverse is very
implausible.”

unless we can first show that this
belief is false. The projectionists
simply have not told us their way to
identify the projective mechanisms
in believers.

Here one may reply that we can
identify a certain type of personality
which would be prone to have
projections. If the believers belong
to this type, then there is some
reason to think their experiences of
God are projections. Although this
line of reasoning is not secure, it
does bear some weight. But what
type of persons would be prone to
project? Freud points out that it is
“man’s self-regard, seriously
menaced” which “calls for con-
solation.” Holloway stresses the
same point: “Projection of any sort
seems to point to some level of self-
absorption or narcissism in the
subject”.* Indeed, common sense
observations suggest that people
who are prone to self-deception
tend to misinterpret others’
motives, tend to irrational rage, and
the like. whereas those are not so
prone are calm, humorous, at ease
with others and oneself, able to
laugh at oneself, have insights into
others’ personality and motives, and
so on. These are admittedly vague,
but I think reasonable judgments in

Stimulus Vol 16 No1 Feb 2008

this area are not impossible. Grant-
ing this, I think it is also plausible to
say that many God-experients do
not display symptoms of the former
group at all. Moreover, a significant
number of them display signs of the
latter group, and some to an
exceptional degree. I do not claim
here that God-experients are more
sane than the non-God-experients.
I am only saying that to claim the
reverse is very implausible.
Moreover, “the religious type at
its purest and highest does not seem
to have these characteristics. The
saint, the clear
spirit, is
characterised
usually by
innocence and
purity of heart”.?
There are spiritual
traditions which
... help us in our
search for self-
understanding by
prompting us to make acts of radical
self-examination, so that we can
come to know what is in our own
hearts, and to submit to a process
of purgation or re-ordering of our
ideas and values, so that we can be
exposed to reality, including the
real nature of the mystery that
encompasses us. We ought to pause,
therefore, before accepting the
dismissal of religious faith as a mere
projection, because of the persistent
testimony of the pure in heart that
they see God, and not just some
version of themselves in their
encounter with the mystery that
besets them. Spiritual traditions of
any seriousness help us to cut away
false projections and untrue images.
They call us to die to the self that
seeks comfort in illusion.”
Though such traditions may
produce deviants, they do produce
saints who
... do not have the brooding com-
plexity and pain that characterises
the insane, the tortured ones who
have split off from reality. Nor do
they possess the insecurities and
anxieties, the greeds and longings of
the neurotic majority who are
trapped into conforming to the
going standards of the time. On the
contrary, the closer to God they
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become, the more committed they
are to the service of that absolute ...,
the more simple and joyful and
straightforward they become.?*
The insanity of total surrender to
God seems to lead to the highest
types of humanity, clear and straight
in their own natures, and willing
and laughter-filled in their service of
others. The paradox of sanctity is
the strongest
contradiction of
the claim that
religion is an
unhealthy
projection.”
Many theistic
experiences are in
fact self-
integrating. Some
even demand a high degree of
honesty, integrity, and self-denial.
Consider a contemporary example.
Jackie Pullinger is a British woman
who came to Hong Kong to serve
drug addicts and poor people in the
Kowloon Walled City as a result
of hearing “God’s calling” > Her
theistic experience certainly led
to practical love and sacrifice.
However, Freudians may suggest
she was only suffering from an
unconscious “saviour complex”.
(We certainly need more people
who suffer from this kind of
“saviour complex”!) However,
when Pullinger experienced further
frustrations and rejections, she felt
that those people were not worthy
of her love and she was tempted to
quit. What kept her there? It was a
further experience of God’s love
and illumination, which revealed
and removed her snobbishness and
urged her to learn humble, self-
effacing, and unconditional love. Of
course, Freudians can invent further
complexes, and assert that these
experiences are only caused by such
complexes. But the approach looks
more and more 4 priori. We simply
have no reason to believe in such
contrived and speculative
hypotheses. We have yet to see
sound reasons for believing that
even a significant proportion of
God-experients are prone to project.

Projection or reflection?
The above discussions try to engage

with projectionism and points out its
various questions. However, the most
important defect of project-ionism as
a critique of theism can be shown by
a counter-question: “So what?” As
Kiing explains, quoting E. von
Hartman, “If the gods are products of
wishful thinking, it does not follow
that they are merely such: we cannot
conclude from this either to their

“We have yet to see sound reasons for believing
that even a significant proportion of God-
experients are prone to project.”

existence or to their non-existence.
It is quite true that nothing exists
merely because we wish it, but it is
not true that something cannot exist
if we wish it.”¥ Or in the words of
Berger: “the entire view of religion as
a human product or projection may
once again be inverted. ... If Tam
right in this, what could be in the
making here is a gigantic joke on
Feuerbach.”* It is because
... both perspectives may coexist ...
What appears as a human projection
in one may appear as a reflection of
divine realities in another, ... if there
is any intellectual enterprise that
appears to be a pure projection of
human consciousness it is mathe-
matics. A mathematician can be
totally isolated from any contact
with nature and still go on about
his business of constructing mathe-
matical universes, which spring from
his mind as pure creations of human
intellect. Yet the most astounding
result of modern natural science is the
reiterated discovery (quite apart from
this or that mathematical formulation
of natural processes) that nature, too,
is in its essence a fabric of mathe-
matical relations. Put crudely, the
mathematics that man projects out
of his own consciousness somehow
corresponds to a mathematical reality
that is external to him, and which
indeed his consciousness appears to
reflect. ... It is possible ... because ...
there is a fundamental affinity
between the structures of his con-
sciousness and the structures of the
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emy vical world. Projection and
reflection are movements within the
same encompassing reality. The same
may be true of the projection of man’s
religious imagination.”
In other words, the dichotomy be-
tween human projection and cosmic
reflection is only an assumption
inherited from the Enlightenment.
From other per-spectives, human
projection and
cosmic reflection -
are not necessarily
mutually exclusive,
and they may in-
deed overlap to
different degrees.
Garrett Green also
points out that
behind the hermen-
eutics of suspicion, there is a similar-
ly unjustified dichotomy between
imagination and reality:
By rather ingeniously combining the
descriptive claim that imagination is
the engine of religion with the
tendentious judgment that religious
consciousness is therefore false
consciousness, Feuerbach gives us the
clue to the mainspring of modernist
suspicion about religion. For the
modernist ... imagination [is] ... the
source of speculation fantasy, and
illusion ... the organ of fiction and
error ... religion is the product of
imagination; therefore religious
claims are untrue.
However, after the postmodern turn,
the above dichotomy needs to be rad-
ically evaluated: we no longer have
... the foundational confidence that
we have reliable access to a “reality”
against which imagination might be
judged “illusory.” Imagination now
becomes the unavoidable means of ap-
prehending “reality.” Even in recent
philosophy of science, the “history of
science is the history of the scientific
imagination, the narrative of the
successive paradigms that have held
sway in communities of scientists.”
So Green suggests,
... the thesis that religion ... is a
product of human imagination ought
to be accepted. ... For, if we have truly
left the security of foundationalist
apologetics behind, what else could it
be? To insist that our truth claims are
not mediated by imagination is to
claim unique exemption from the




limits of bodily and historical
existence to which our contemporar-
ies are subject. ... [It is also] a sign of
faithlessness toward the God whom
we acknowledge to be the author and
guarantor of those truths, a claim of
ownership over goods that we have
been granted in trust. To acknow-
ledge ... that we hold those truths as
stewards rather than as masters, in
the earthen vessels of imaginative
paradigms, is a sign that we have
indeed heard the gospel message. ...
The mark of the Christian in the
twilight of modernity is therefore
imaginative faithfulness, trust in the
faithfulness of the God who alone
guarantees the conformity of our
images to reality, and who has given
himself to us in forms that may only
be grasped by imagination.®
So:
... we can continue to appeal to the
facts, to aim at a truth beyond our
own subjectivity, as long as we re-
member that all theoretical concepts,
even the concepts of facts, are
paradigm-dependent ... right
interpretation depends on right
imagination. ... A postmodernity that
acknowledges the fiduciary element
inherent in all human activity cannot
reasonably exclude theology on the
grounds that it appeals to faith.®
Though Green is a bit more
postmodern than I can totally
endorse, the approach he is
suggesting is akin to the spirit of
critical faith T defend in these essays.
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A critical evaluation of Geering’s
supporting arguments

n what follows we will consider
the key supporting arguments that
Geering uses.

#1: the problems with global anti-
realism (constructivism)
One major problem with Geering’s
thought concerns its internal co-
herence. His appeal to global anti-
realism brings this
out clearly. Firstly,
itis not clear that
global anti-realism
or relativism isnot
self-defeating or
self-referentially
incoherent. If “no
human culture
provides the norm
to which all
cultures should conform, and all
human cultures are relative,”! what
about this claim itself? Clearly the
credibility of this kind of statement
is relative to culture: it will not be
widely accepted except in a western
secular pluralistic culture. Moreover,
while the statement denies uni-
versality to all cultural norms, it is
itself a normative claim (note the
use of “should”) which purports
to be able to judge all cultures,
especially those which are non-
relativistic. How can Geering do this
without avoiding self-contradiction?
Secondly, Geering’s global anti-
realism does not sit well with his
other claims, e.g. his faith in the
relative objectivity of science, his
confidence in the secularisation
theory and Feuerbach’s theory of
religion, and so on. Of course, if
global anti-realism is true, all
theories of natural science, social
science, and philosophy are nothing
but myths. They are no worse off or
better off than religious doctrines in
this respect. Even relative judgment
of objectivity or the appeal to veri-
similitude would not be possible
because these moves presuppose an

objective scale to measure degrees
of truth. Geering may protest that
he has said this all along, i.e.,
science and his account of religion,
and so on, are only stories con-
structed by him. But these disclaim-
ers appear to be disingenuous. After
making these claims to disarm
critics, he goes on to proclaim

“Geering’s use of Einsteinian relativity to
buttress relativism is dubious. In fact the
theory of relativity has nothing to do with
relativism.”

confidently the demise of religion
and the untenability of religious
doctrines as if these are indubitable
objective truth claims. For example,
he asserts that those religions which
claim to be absolute must surrender
those claims if they are to continue
to be viable.2 MUST surrender?
This sounds rather absolute and
imperialistic to me. Maybe it is all
rhetoric. If it is the case, then the
readers should remind themselves
that they have no reason to be
swayed by Geering’s stories.

Geering's use of Einsteinian
relativity to buttress relativism is
dubious. In fact the theory of
relativity has nothing to do with
relativism. It relativises previous
understanding of motion, space and
time, but it posits its own equations
as the newfound truth about our
universe. Moreover, it acknowledges
at least one absolute in the natural
world - the velocity of lightis a
constant from every frame of
reference! Driver’s claim that
“Christocentrism cannot make sense
in the Einsteinian universe” is also
unconvincing. At least T.F. Torrance
(1984) manages to combine
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Christocentrism and relativity.* He
argues that the Christian faith is
more consonant with the dynamic
Einsteinian universe than with the
mechanical Newtonian world. It is
a pity that Geering rarely discusses
and interacts with positions other
than his own.

Geering has three magic words:
“of human origin,”
which he slavishly
and eagerly applies
to everything.
However, this
process often
involves a fallacy.
He says, “All
religious traditions
are of human origin —
none is exempt ...
so there is no one religion which is
the norm for all others. None of them
is absolute and final.”® Here Geering
seems to commit the fallacy of
inferring from “of human origin”
to “relative and not absolute.”

This fallacious inference is in fact
implicit in much of his work. To

see clearly it is a fallacy, we need

to carefully distinguish different
meanings of the concepts involved.®

When we say some truth claim is
of human origin, we may be just
saying that it has been created by
humans, and expressed in human
language. In this sense it is quite
tautological to say that every “truth”
is of human origin, but it has no
earth-shaking implications as
sometimes Geering seems to suggest.
The law of non-contradiction, the
statement “2+2=4", the law of
universal gravitation, the claim that
there is a place called China or New
Zealand and so on, are all of human
origin, but it does not follow that these
are not objective truths. (Even if these
“truths” turn out to be false, their
falsehood still does not follow from
the fact that they are of human
origin.) However, sometimes Geering




seems to use “of human origin” in
the sense “merely of human origin.”
When we say a thought T is merely of
human origin, we are saying that it
is entirely generated out of human
fantasy with no input from external
reality, natural or divine. However,
even in this case, it is still fallacious
to infer that T has to be false (genetic
fallacy). Suppose I dreamt last night
that I would win a lottery, and [
came to believe that strongly. This
conviction is surely merely of human
origin, but conceivably the dream
may come true, ifTam lucky. Even
some scientific truths, like the ring
structure of the benzene molecule,
have originated from a dream.”

Itis, of course, disheartening for
religious believers to hear that their
cherished revelation is merely of
human origin, even if we tell them
they might still be lucky! Never-
theless, the above distinctions help
us to guard against the confusion
between “of human origin” and
“merely of human origin,” and
exposes the fallacy of inferring from
the former to the latter. Geering
asserts that “everything dependent
on language is also human in origin
and form. It means that the Bible is
a human product, that the Qur’an
is a human product, for all such
things are contingent on language,
which is itself a human product.”®
Now this passage may embody the
fallacy I point out above (or Geering
is misleading readers by sliding
from one sense of the words to
another). Of course, even Christians
will admit the Bible is “of human
origin”, in the harmless sense.
Nevertheless, they will deny it is
merely of human origin, because
they believe that although the
human words are written down (or
even created) by humans, they are at
the same time inspired by God. This
claim may or may notbe true, but it
certainly is a coherent possibility.
To argue that since the Bible uses
human words it therefore has no
input from the divine reality, is
simply a non sequitur.

We can now see more clearly the
crucial problem with Geering’s
argument from the constructivist
understanding of language.® Just as
the dichotomy between “of human

origin” and “referring to reality”

is false, so too is the dichotomy
between “words of our language are
inescapably human construction”
and “words of our language refer
more or less successfully to external
reality.” Of course, human language
is inescapably a human construct-
ion, but we need to note as well
that this process of construction is
inspired and influenced by our
interaction with the real world. This
interaction consists of both our per-
ceptual experiences of the world,
and the impact of the world on us . It
is false to say that our linguistic and
conceptual constructs are entirely
free of imaginative and subjective
elements (naive realism). Butitis
also an exaggeration to say that
“[o]nly language stands between
us and the Void” ¥ (anti-realism)!

I think the middle way of critical
realism is more advisable. It pre-
tends neither to infallible know-
ledge nor to the God’s eye-view. It
acknowledges that human know-
ledge is partial and revisable, but
points out that this does not show
that all knowledge claims are
thereby completely false or useless.
Partial description of reality or
revisable models of the world can
still contain elements of truth and
useful guidelines to our intellect or
action. The key is a humble spirit
which is open to revision and to
critical dialogue with different
viewpoints."

Lastly, if Geering's global anti-
realism is problematic, so also is his
vision of the global secular culture:
“There is no permanent fixed point
from which we can view reality. ...
It can never be more than a human
construction ... everything previous-
ly regarded as fixed and absolute is
now seen to be relative.”*? The inner
tension within this position is
palpable: while declaring the non-
existence of any fixed point,
Geering is at the same time saying
that everything can never be more
than a human construction — this
implies that global relativism is the
fixed point from which we can view
everything! To impose this self-
contradiction on the global world
would be both irrational and
exclusivist.

#2: how inevi‘able is secularisation?
The inevitab!: demise of Christian
civilisation and orthodoxy is a
crucial constituent of Geering’s case,
but Geering may have got the basic
facts wrong. For example, Geering
maintains that the old religious
traditions are almost everywhere
receding in the face of globalisation,
and that “the end is in sight for”
them.® But this is certainly incorrect.
Geering has not done his homework,
and perhaps he is just deducing an
empirical conclusion from his
philosophical premise. Let us look
at the secularisation theory on
which he is very much relying.

It seems to me the whole
secularisation discourse is skewed:
itis Euro-centric and academy-
oriented. Despite Geering’s
awareness of the importance of non-
western cultures, he does not seem to
understand that the secularisation
thesis seems self-evident only from
a western perspective. Peter Berger
was once a famous secularisation
theorist, but now he acknowledges
that the only places where the
secularisation thesis holds true are
Europe and the academy, and “the
rest of the world is as furiously
religious as ever, and possibly more
50.”" Recently, Berger even admitted
that his secularisation theory was
fundamentally mistaken.”

In particular, there is no long-
term decline in the number of people
attending church services in the
United States'® and many Asian or
African countries. As an Asian, I
would like to testify to the enormous
growth of Christianity in Korea and
China. The first Christian church
was established in Korea in 1885.
During a century of rapid modern-
isation, Christianity has also exper-
ienced tremendous growth. Now
20-25% of the Korean population
are Protestants, and around 4%
Catholics.” In mainland China,
according to the government’s
statistics in 1992, the number of
Christians now reaches 63 million,
more than sixty times the figure in
1949. (We also need to bear in mind
the fact that the government did not
count those Christians in the under-
ground churches.) During this
period, the population of China has
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only increased by 150%.® The
secularisation theory does not fit
the Latin American situation either.
After surveying a vast amount of
data, a Latin American sociologist
concludes that

... while a certain percentage of the

population is influenced by

secularizing currents ... this
phenomenon occurs rather as a mere
countercurrent to the central trend.

The central trend ... consists, on the

one side, of the persistence, however

eroded, of Catholicism and, on the
other, of the growth of new religious
expressions of various kinds,
especially among the Latin

American popular masses.”

The facts seem to show that
modernisation’s effects on religion
are neither inevitable nor uniform.
Despite Geering’s claim that it
would be too difficult for modern
people to believe in a transcendent
God, the statistics about modern
people, who exist in the real world
instead of the imagination of the
secularisation theorists, tell other-
wise. The majority of westerners
still do so. In countries like Ireland
and the United States, believers in
God constitute the overwhelming
majority of the population. More-
over, as Berger says,

... by and large, religious commun-

ities have survived and even

flourished to the degree that they
have not tried to adapt themselves

to the alleged requirements of a

secularised world. ... [Elxperiments

with secularised religion have
generally failed; religious move-
ments with beliefs and practices
dripping with reactionary super-
naturalism [i.e., the charismatics
and the evangelicals] (the kind
utterly beyond the pale at self-
respecting faculty parties) have
widely succeeded ™
This fact is also noticed by Harvey
Cox, who was known for being a
radical secular theologian in the
sixties. Now he has completely
abandoned the secularisation
theory, and calls it “the myth of
the twentieth century.”*

Cox points out that “[o]ne
hundred years ago ... Some pro-
phesied the final disappearance of
religion, ignorance, and super-

stition. Others confidently predicted
a “Christian” century ... A hundred
years later, both these forecasts
appear to have been wrong.”? (This
is a good example to illustrate the
folly of trying to predict history.)
Secularisation theory claims that
the more modernisation, the more
religion would be undercut and
marginalised.
Today this zero-sum construction
seems entirely implausible. Religion
has not only survived, it has even
thrived in some of the most
modernised areas of the world ... in
many places it has even continued
to stimulate the modernisation
process ... modern Japan can hardly
be thought of as a secular society.
Both local and state Shinto are
undergoing a certain revitalisation.
... The so-called new religious
movements continue to proliferate.
... In Africa, Latin America, and
Asia both Christianity, mainly in
its Pentecostal form, and other new
religious movements ... are
burgeoning. In the United States,
religion, though changing in
important ways, is hardly in
decline. In the so-called Third
World some traditional and many
innovative religious movements
appear to prosper. Only Europe,
some claim, is an exception to this
global process. ... [Bly some
standards the world may be even
less secular at the end of the
twentieth century than it was
at the beginning.”
The unanticipated renaissance of
religion in many parts of the world
today, which surprised so many
cultural observers, might turn out
to be ephemeral. ... But it could also
mark the beginning of along and
fundamental reordering of world-
views, one in which cultural
patterns that have endured since
the Enlightenment would be
markedly altered or even replaced
... theologians — including myself —
who once accepted the secular-
ization view of modern history ...
are witnessing ... neither
secularization nor its opposite
(“resacralization”). Rather, it is a
fascinating transformation of
religion, a creative series of self-
adaptations by religions to the new
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condilions created by the modern-
ity}}f
Finally Cox concludes that “the
myth of secularization is dead”.”

It is rather ironic that a previous
secular theologian, who once
declared that God was dead and
religion was a myth, now says that
the secularisation theory is itself a
myth which is dead. By contrast,
Geering's faith in this “myth” seems
to be extraordinarily resilient, and
impervious to new developments. In
fact, all aspects of the secularisation
theory have been forcefully dis-
puted.* Is it possible that the story
of secularisation is a mythical
projection of the immediate en-
vironment of the secularisation
theorist, a western academy?
Perhaps we need to adopt a non-
realist approach to secularisation
theory, and treat it merely as a
product of the creative impulses of
human beings?

Geering has always been critical
of exclusivist discourse which sup-
presses other religions. However, he
seems to produce a new discourse,
i.e., that of a global secular culture,
which marginalises the traditional
religions. I have grave doubts about
whether we can talk in any general
way about the global culture. The
world seems far too heterogeneous
to allow us to do so. Especially in
view of the diversity of religious
positions of modern people, it is
quite misleading to describe the
“global culture” (if there is any
such thing) as secular. It is also a
tendentious picture which ignores
the majority of people who still
believe in religions.

Geering emphasises that in the
post-Christian world, thereis a
growth of human autonomy, and
people will think for themselves.
This is true, but Geering ignores the
possibility that people will then
freely choose to believe and bind
themselves to the Christian com-
munity. This is what is happening
in non-western countries when
people become Christians, which is
by no means uncommon. We can’t
call this in any sense an “enslave-
ment.” I can agree with Geering
that “there can be no return to the
pre-Enlightenment conditions,




except by harsh and repressive
measures”.” However, it is wrong
to suggest that conservative
Christians are trying to turn back
the clock® or to impose their
religion on the society by intolerant
measures. Cannot Geering see that
conser-vatives can also compete
peacefully with other worldviews
in the post-modern society? It is a
pluralistic society after all. Their
fortunes will vary in different

laces, but I cannot see any real
evidence for the
claim that “the end
is in sight” for
them.

Geering himself
is aware that the
“attempt to forecast
the shape of the
future and the post-
Christian world is
fraught with -
difficulty” .

However, this admission does not
make him hesitant about making
many confident predictions. On this
matter, we should heed Berger’s
advice:

... all “futurology” is a tenuous

business. ... [We should] cultivate

a measure of indifference in the

matter of empirical prognoses.

History brings out certain questions

of truth, makes certain answers

more or less accessible, constructs
and dis-integrates plausibility
structures. But the historical course
of the question about transcendence
cannot, of itself, answer the
question. It is only human to be
exhilarated if one thinks one is
riding on the crest of the future.

All too often, however, such

exhilaration gives way to the

sobering recognition that what
looked like a mighty wave of history
was only a marginal eddy in the
stream of evens. ... I would therefore
suggest a moratorium on the
anxious query as to just who it is
that has modernity by the short hair.

Theology must begin and end with

the question of truth.®

#3: argument from religious
plurality

Concerning the variety of religions
and religious experiences, there are

four major approaches:

(1) Religious exclusivism/Particular-
ism: only one world religion is
correct, and all others are mistaken.
I prefer the term “particularism”
here, because the word “exclusiv-
ism” has negative connotations.

(2) Religious inclusivism: only one
world religion is fully correct, but
other world religions participate in
or partially reveal some of the truth
of the one correct religion.

(3) Religious pluralism: ultimately all

“It is important to recognise that the problem
of reference does not only occur in theology.

The consensus of contemporary philosophers of
science is that all scientific models and theories
also are fallible.”

world religions are equally correct,
each offering a different, salvific
path and partial perspective vis-a-
vis the one Ultimate Reality, which
in itself is ineffable and unknow-
able.

(4) Atheism: all religions are
mistaken; there is no God and no
transcendent realm (Geering’s
“solution.”)

I agree the fact of religious plurality
does raise serious questions for
traditional theism, but it is pre-
mature to claim that these questions
are unanswerable and that atheism
is the only acceptable answer. The
arguments involved are extremely
complex, and Geering does not
always make it clear what exactly
his argument is. For example, he
says, “Encounter with other cul-
tures ... undermined the exclusive
and absolute claims made for Jesus
Christ ...[He] could no longer to be
acclaimed as the one and only
saviour of all humankind.”* As an
autobiographical description of
Geering's psychology, this may be
correct. But when generalised to
other people, this statement is
manifestly false — many Christians
have encounters with other cultures
but their faith in Jesus Christ as the
only saviour is not shaken at all.
Geering may protest that his point is
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only that the'~ faith in Jesus Christ
should have . -a shaken. But then it is
incumbent upon Geering to explain
why it should be the case. So far I
can only find two lines of argument
against particularism.

The problem of reference

Firstly, the conflicting descriptions of
God provided by different religions
cause us to query whether the con-
cept refers to a determinate reality.
For example, Jews, Christians, and
Muslims believe
their gods to have
attributes which
cannot be re-
conciled with one
other. Here Geering
indeed raises a
crucial problem,
the problem of
reference, but he
does not seem to
catch up with
recent discussions of reference in
philosophical theology, say, by Janet
Soskice and Arthur Peacocke.®

He also has no idea about the
possibility of critical realism.

It is important to recognise that
the problem of reference does not
only occur in theology. The con-
sensus of contemporary philo-
sophers of science is that all
scientific models and theories also
are fallible. They are also changing,
and at different stages attribute
conflicting defining characteristics to
entities postulated by those theories,
e.g. electrons, space-time. How can
we say that all those theories indeed
refer to real entities, and guarantee
the continuity of reference in the
development and revision of our
scientific theories? This question
becomes especially urgent in light of
the Descriptive Theory of Reference,
i.e., the view that we can pick out
a thing only by providing a
description which is uniquely
satisfied by that thing. If that is the
case, no scientist can be confident
that he can successfully refer to a
theoretical entity. To avoid this
problem, contemporary philo-
sophers of science adopt Putnam’s
Causal Theory of Reference, which
says that we can refer to a theo-
retical entity, say, electron, as “the
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cause of certain phenomena, say,
the glowing of some tubes in a
certain experiment, whatever it is.”
The initial experiment, which helps
to fix the reference, is called the
dubbing event. Although later
scientists may not share the same
understanding of electrons as the
scientist who performs the initial
experiment, they belong to the same
linguistic community and can refer
to the same entity in light of the
above theory of reference.

Peacocke points out that “social
theories of reference ... indicate how
reference may be fixed without being
restricted by the straitjacket of a
definition and have the virtue of
separating reference from unre-
visable description and grounding
it instead in the experience of a
continuous linguistic community.”*
Now this kind of cautious critical
realism concerning scientific models
and metaphors, combined with the
social understanding of reference,
can also be applied to theology. The
consequence is that even though
theologies are changingand
mutually conflicting, it does not
mean we cannot secure the reference
to God. Just as we can refer suc-
cessfully to an electron without
knowing what electrons are “in
themselves,” we can equally refer to
God although we don’t know who
God is in Himself, all models of God
being inadequate.

The distinction between referring to

God and describing him is vital to

this whole theological critical realist

position. It is here that negative
theology and positive theology meet:
the former recognises that, having
referred to God, whatever we say will
be fallible and revisable and ex
hypothesi inadequate; the latter that
to say nothing is more misleading
than to say something.*
Armed with critical realism and the
social theory of reference, we can see
that the conflicting descriptions of
God provided by diverse religions
does not necessarily undermine
reference. It is still an open question
whether some of the conflicting
models refer to God, and to what
degree. For a critical realist, it is not
an all-or-none question.

The charge of being arbitrarily
chauvinistic
Geering has another charge against
either the exclusivist or inclusivist
position: to regard one’s own
tradition as superior to other
traditions is arbitrarily chauvinistic.
A shortreply is tu quoque! Suppose
there are only two religions: A or B.
If it is arbitrarily chauvinistic for
religion A to reject B and vice versa,
why isn’t it also arbitrarily chau-
vinistic when an atheist (like
Geering) rejects both religions?
Furthermore, we need to distinguish
the issue of chauvinism and the
problem of arbitrariness. The latter
does not entail the former. The
problem of pluralism does not occur
only in religion. Itis a common fact
that people hold conflicting views
about morality and politics which
are difficult to resolve. Does this
mean that we have to abstain from
holding any view just because some
others hold views conflicting with
it? Taking American politics as an
example, suppose that just because
you are a Democrat who thinks your
view is superior to a Republican’s,
someone accuses you of chauvinism.
Is this accusation fair? Probably you
will rebut this accusation by saying
that while you respect your
opponent, you do not need to accept
his view. This is not chauvinistic at
all. So why is it chauvinistic to
accept one religion and reject others?
Let us consider the charge of
arbitrariness. One major problem
with this argument is that an
arbitrary decision is not necessarily
irrational, and is sometimes even the
most rational course of action. For
example, when I decide to go home,
several options are possible: by bus,
by train or by taxi. Suppose after
weighing all the relevant con-
siderations, I find that on balance
all three options are equally good,
and there are no more reasons for
taking a bus than for taking a train,
and so on. In this case, no matter
what kind of vehicle I choose, my
decision is arbitrary: I am adopting
a kind of “transport particularism.”
Does it follow that my decision is
irrational or unjustified? Obviously
not! On the contrary, if I really want
to go home, to fail to make that

arbitrary decision is irrational. In
generul when we are facing a
number of options which are
equally good, and not choosing is
not better than choosing, then it is
justified to choose any option—even
if this choice is arbitrary, episte-
mically speaking.

Now consider the choices we
have when we are faced with
religious diversity. To simplify the
discussions, let us suppose there are
only two major religious world-
views: theism and monism. Further
suppose we have no more reasons
for theism than for monism, and
vice versa. The choices are:

(A) Accepting areligious

worldview
(A1) Accepting theism: theistic
particularism.
(A2) Accepting monism: monistic
particularism.

(B) Notaccepting any religious
worldview: atheism or
agnosticism.

By stipulation, the choice between

Al and A2 is arbitrary. However, as

long as option B is not obviously the

superior choice, as Geering suggests,
either A1 or A2 isjustified. So the
arbitrariness objection to part-
icularism fails. I suspect Geering’s
arbitrariness objection has initial
plausibility because he trades on the
ambiguity of meaning of the word

“arbitrary,” which sometimes

carries the connotation of “being

unjustified” and sometimes not. If
we clearly keep this distinction in
mind, then we can avoid the
confusion of inferring from one
meaning of “arbitrary” (read “no
good reasons to favour one option
over others”) to another meaning of
arbitrary (read “unjustified or
irrational”). I conclude that Geering
has not shown that religious
particularism is arbitrary in any
objectionable sense.

Is religious particularism necessarily
arbitrary?

Inow argue that the assumption that
the choice between Al and A2 is
arbitrary can also be challenged.
Firstly, each religious tradition can
adduce pragmatic reasons for being
areligious particularist. For
instance, it seems rational to trust
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one’s experience instead of others’
experiences when they conflict, even
in the absence of a non-question-
begging argument for the superiority
of one’s own experience. (Of course,
this trust is only prima facie and is
defeasible.) So it follows that for
those who have a particular kind of
religious experience, itis rational for
them to trust their experience, and
become the corresponding type of
particularists.

Secondly, each religion can give
evidential reasons for its type of
particularism. The above discussion
may seem
unsatisfactory
because it does not
offer any hope of a
rational resolution
of the conflicts
between religious
experience. Some
may indeed
maintain that this is the end of the
story, and ultimately religion is a
matter of faith. However, I tend to
think that rational considerations
can be introduced to argue that one
belief system or religion is more
reliable or more coherent than
others, at least to some extent. Not
all are sanguine about this
possibility. Richards writes, “there
appears to be no criterion of truth
independent of the different
religious traditions, to enable us to
adjudicate between them, and ...
the quest for an independent
criterion of truth is itself mistaken
and confused.”* This seems to be
an overstatement. For example, I
think a rational worldview has
to recognise the force of our
experiences. So one religion may
show itself to be superior by
producing better explanations of
these experiences, e.g. religious
experience, moral experience,
introspective experience, inter-
personal experience and the like.
For conflicting types of religious
eXperience, the type which is on the
Whole more coherent with all the
above kinds of experience should
be deemed superior. Natural
theology can also be helpful. For
example, suppose the Design
Argument is plausible. It seems to
favour a personal account of the

order and purpose of our world
rather than an impersonal account.
Sometimes purely rational con-
siderations can also be relevant.

For example, if the concept of an
experience in which the self is
abolished is incoherent, it will count
against the Buddhist beliefs and
experiences. Some other religious
experiences may be discounted
because sufficient defeaters can be
produced, e.g. those caused by
drugs. So in all the above ways a
certain sort of particularism can be
defended. Admittedly the argu-
ments involved would be very

“... the fact of religious plurality in itself does
not vindicate his position.”

complex and inconclusive but I
think a kind of “critical rational
dialogue” is not impossible.*

Geering may have two
responses. He may deny the pos-
sibility of a critical rational dialogue
between different worldviews. If
this is the case, Christianity cannot
be vindicated as superior to other
religions. Howevert, neither can the
naturalistic worldview be shown to
be superior. Or perhaps Geering
may agree that there are rational
criteria for choosing a worldview,
and then argue that according to
those criteria the naturalistic
worldview is the best choice. Of
course, Geering has not produced
such a case. Anyway, the fact of
religious plurality in itself does
not vindicate his position.

#4: does historical research show
that the Christian faith is a myth?
Geering appeals to modern
historical research in support of his
contention that the Christian story
is merely a myth. However, the
inferences involved are again
problematic. Firstly, Geering posits
a “sharp distinction between myth
and history,”% i.e., these two cate-
gories are deemed incompatible. If
a story is judged to be a myth
which possesses powerful symbolic
meaning, it can automatically be
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regarded as on-historical. However,
this “sharp distinction between
myth and history” is by no means
the objective scientific distinction he
suggests. If we build “non-histor-
ical” into the definition of “myth,”
then a myth cannot at the same time
be history, but this is just the con-
sequence of a stipulative definition,
and not an empirical discovery. In
this case, Christians will object from
the very beginning to calling the
Christian story myth. Critics who
insist on doing so need first to
demonstrate that the Christian
story is a myth.

Suppose we
only understand
“myth” as a story
full of symbolic
meaning which can
throw light on the
central questions
of life. Then the
categories “myth” and “history” are
not necessarily incompatible. In fact
some Christian thinkers, e.g. C.S.
Lewis, maintain that in Christ myth
and history have been united: “If
ever a myth had become fact, had
been incarnated, it would be just
like this ... the myth must have
become fact; the Word, flesh; God,
man”.*® “Incarnation transcends
myth. The heart of Christianity is a
myth which is also a fact. The old
myth of the Dying God, without
ceasing to be myth, comes down
from the heavens of legend and
imagination to the earth of history.
... To be truly Christian we must
both assent to the historical fact
and also receive the myth (fact
though it has become) with the
same imaginative embrace which
we accord to all myths.”® If there
is a God who is both the Creator of
the human psyche and the Lord of
history, isn’t it quite possible that
some myths which arise out of
the human psyche can also be a
preparation for what He plans to
do in history? As the famous writer
Tolkien points out,

The Gospels contain a fairy-story,

or a story of a larger kind which

embraces all the essence of fairy-
stories. ... But this story has entered

History and the primary world; the

desire and aspiration of sub-creation




[mythic artistry] has been raised to

the fulfilment of Creation [the realm

of historical experience].*
Geering, of course, will not agree
with the above perspective, butIdo
not think historical research itself
has already falsified it. Even if it
were the case that “historical
research is able to recover all too
little knowledge of the original
historical Jesus,”#! it still does not
follow that the Jesus story is entirely
fictitious. Even if the gospel story
“evolved as human imagination and
devotion reflected on a specific set of
experience,”* it does not mean that
the story has to be false. Geering's
false dichotomy between imagin-
ation and truth is one recurrent
problem of his writings. Further-
more, the early Christians” experi-
ence of the resurrected Christ may
indeed be grounded in history. The
“modern historiography” relied
upon by Geering in fact refers to that
biblical scholarship (e.g. the Jesus
Seminar) largely guided by
naturalistic presuppositions, which
reject the possibility of incarnation
and resurrection. It is these as-
sumptions which “necessitated
the attempt to disentangle the
‘historical Jesus’ from the “Christ
of Faith’”, and not some proven
historical truths. For example,
Stephen Evans’ The Historical Christ
and the Jesus of History® argues
persuasively that this distinction
is largely constructed out of
philosophical assumptions. Emin-
ent scholars who are free of these
assumptions come up with very
different conclusions from Geering’s
views, e.g. the impressive volumes
by Tom Wright.* Furthermore,
many scholars argue that sceptical
conclusions reached by the
Bultmannians or the Jesus Seminar
are not warranted.* Of course, I can
only suggest an outline of a response
here. The basic point is that most
“historical” conclusions regarded
by Geering as obvious are at least
controvertible.

#5: are faith and freedom
incompatible?

By suggesting that “liberation” of
humanity from religious faithisa
necessary condition of the growth

of human freedom, Geering posits
an antithesis between faith and
freedom. While there is undeniably
some tension between faith and
freedom, his antithesis is again
untenable. By one-sided emphasis
on free-thinkers as the pioneers of
the modern world, Geering provides
a distorted picture of modern history.
Geering himself is aware of the
contribution of the Christian to the
formation of the modern world, e.g.
the ideas of democracy and human
rights. In the American Declaration
of Independence, the foundation of
human rights is clearly located in
God the Creator. Moreover, many
emancipatory movements were in
fact mainly or partly inspired by
the Christian faith. Consider this
statement of Geering: emancipations
“have been made possible only
because at the same time we have
also been steadily emancipating
ourselves from obedience to a
supposed supernatural heavenly
Father, whose revealed will was not
to be questioned.” This however is
often a reversal of actual history.
Take for example, the abolition of
slavery in the United Kingdom.
The slave trade was completely
abolished only after several decades
of dedicated and persistent efforts of
people like William Wilberforce and
his comrades, the Clapham Sect.*
Exactly because he firmly believed
that his vision was the revealed will
of God, Wilberforce did not waver —
and fortunately he did not question
his belief! (Moreover, his faith was a
result of religious revival, not
secularisation.) The success was
achieved against all odds, and
Wilberforce had to ward off
objections from secular people who
told him not to bring his religious
faith and moral values into politics.

Many other examples can be
cited to illustrate the consonance of
faith with freedom, e.g. the Old
Testament prophets, Jesus, the early
church, Thomas Munzer in the time
of the European Reformation, the
abolitionist movement in the United
States, the Confessional Church
under the Nazist regime, the civil
rights movement (Martin Luther
King), the anti-apartheid movement
in South Africa (Desmond Tutu),
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the resistance to neo-colonial
exploiiation and violence in Latin
America (Archbishop Romero), the
overthrowing of tyrannies in the
Philippines and Eastern Europe
(Father Popieulusko). Thave no
intention of hiding the fact that the
institutional Church has sometimes
been an enemy of freedom in western
history, but the above examples are
sufficient to refute the claim that
faith and freedom are intrinsically
antagonistic.

Secondly, although loosening up
the grip of some forms of religious
faith or its moral values may have
contributed to the emancipation of
humanity in some cases, common
sense forbids us to follow this logic
to the end. Geering thinks that “we
cannot be fully human until we
experience the widest possible range
of choices.”# This is patently false,
and will lead to a disastrous
libertine philosophy. Is he really
suggesting that killers and rapists
are more human than the decent
citizens because they have
experienced more choices? Geering
suggests that religious believers are
morally less mature because they are
bound by an external authority, and
he even agrees with Feuerbach that
the holier and more powerful God
was conceived to be, the more
powerless and sinful humanity
found itself to be. It is rather sur-
prising to hear these accusations
from the mouth of a senior theo-
logian. Geering should know that
there are many versions of faith
which are more humanistic, and that
the divine decrees, when freely
submitted to, cannot be regarded as
external authority. Many reflective
people freely choose the Christian
faith, and experience the faith as a
liberating force which helps them
grow and become more human.
Others like Geering freely choose the
naturalistic worldview, and promote
values like equality. On what basis
can Geering say that the latter are
morally more mature than the
former? His argument from the
complete realisation of humanity
(human freedom) against theism is
again unconvincing.




46 is faith necessarily intolerant?
mring’s accusation of intolerance
& largely rhetoric. Hebegs the
_uestion against the conservatives
when he simply asserts that divine
voice is “simply the voice of other
Jyumans.”* We also need to bear in
' mind that there are many kinds of
'deamentalism. While some Muslim
fundamentalists do resort to terror-
15,11 Christian fundamentalists
asically adopt peaceful democratic
‘means to influence the society. Itis
‘unfair to blame Christian funda-
mentalism alone for causing social
‘divisions, for
‘divisions only
persist when fwo
\ppposing camps
refuse to yield
o one another.
‘Both Christian
fundamentalists

and die-hard
liberals (or militant
_ larists) have

“3 set of fixed
principles.” Both
camps want to
impose them on
their fellows.” Anyway, the
“dangers” of theism have been
much exaggerated. Is there really an
inent danger that theism would
lo intolerance in the much-
secularised West nowadays? Very
unlikely!
- Finally, no matter whether
s€ering is right about the psy-
hology of the fundamentalists or
his argument from intolerance
t the truth of theism does not
Ork. The simple fact is that there
0 intrinsic connection between
e in traditional Christianity and

attitude of fanaticism. In theory,
#glous convictions can be com-
with a critical realist mindset
06 3 self-reflective attitude — this is
Oplion of a critical faith, which
dccommodate fallibilism and
dlism. And in practice, in the
OCratic West and in countries
Christianity has always been
Ority option (e.g. China), many
Stians have already exhibited
ind of faith.

#7: the limits of the feminist
critique of theism

One central assumption of
Geering’s feminist critique is that
hierarchical order between the
genders among the deities will be
reflected in the hierarchical order
between the genders on earth. So
the maleness of God has led to male
domination. When there is gender
complement-arity among the
deities, it is easier to achieve gender
equality on earth. This thesis has an
air of plausibility (especially when
it is only implicit in the discussions)

“A prominent female deity in the Chinese
culture is Kuan-yin who is known for her
compassion. Many Chinese have worshipped
this goddess for many years. And in ancient
Chinese mythology and many folk religions,
female deities are not lacking, ... Nevertheless
the Chinese culture is very patriarchal ...”

which however soon evaporates
under critical scrutiny.

For example, Geering contrasts
the Israelite prophets who left all
power in the hands of the Sky
Father with the Pre-Axial religions
which also worshipped Earth
Mother and other goddesses.*’ So
we should expect more equality
between men and women among
those ancient religions. As a hist-
orical thesis, this is rather dubious,
and I would like Geering to pro-
duce empirical evidence for this
claim. Other ancient cultures and
religions seem to be at least as
patriarchal as the Israelite culture.
This was a common feature
regardless of the existence or
absence of female deities. China
and India are good examples. A
prominent female deity in the
Chinese culture is Kuan-yin
(originally known as Avalokitesvara)
who is known for her compassion.
Many Chinese have worshipped
this goddess for many years. And
in ancient Chinese mythology and
many folk religions, female deities
are not lacking, e.g. Temple

Goddesses. Nev ertheless the
Chinese cultur = very patriarchal,
and women have low social status.
Again, in India, among the several
major gods, there is the goddess
Kali, but women’s status in India is
even lower. For example, there is a
cruel traditional custom (sati or
suttee) which requires a widow to
be burnt alive on her husband’s
funeral pyre. All in all, the alleged
correlation between the existence of
goddess and power for women fails
to fit the facts.

I think the crucial problem is
that we cannot
derive a religion’s
attitude toward
gender equality
from a superficial
analysis of the
“gender” of its
God. Although the
Christian God is
conceived as male
in some sense, in
the most crucial
sense God is
neither male nor
female. Christian
theologians have vehemently
insisted that God is a disembodied
Spirit and His deepest nature,
despite His revelation, is still
hidden from us. So Christians know
that the language of Father and the
use of the male personal pronoun
are metaphors (which co-exist with
other female metaphors in the
Bible). The maleness of God is not
listed among the divine attributes
in textbooks on systematic theology.
Instead His love and justice are
emphasised, and these attributes
are consonant with the way the
major Christian doctrines (in
contrast with many other religions)
are impartial towards the sexes. For
example, both men and women
possess the image of God,* are
directly redeemed by Christ,* and
are destined for eternal glory. So
although the Church has not always
lived up to the biblical ideal, the
foundation for gender equality
has already been laid down.

The early Church is by no means
perfect in this aspect. However, the
American sociologist Rodney Stark
points out that exactly because the
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Christian movement had raised the
social status of women and other
marginalised groups, this con-
tributed to the phenomenal rise of
Christianity.2 So it is rather one-
sided to say that patriarchy
permeates the biblical heritage.

In fact many forerunners of the
feminist movement were Bible-
believing women. From a Chinese
Christian’s perspective, I would
like to note that the ideal of gender
equality has only arisen in the
Christian civilisation, and has never
emerged from the indigenous
Chinese culture. Many Chinese
customs which were unfair to

or even oppressive of women
continued up to early twentieth
century, e.g. women could not
attend schools and they had to
bind their feet from a very early
age. The young girls’ feet were
tightly wrapped by cloth in such a
way that the growth of their feet
would be stunted. This was to
ensure that their feet would remain
small (around three inches wide)
even when they grew up. The only
rationale for this inhuman and
painful custom was that the small
feet would look pleasing to the
Chinese men! After the western
missionaries came to China, they
started to found schools for women,
and fight for women’s liberation
from the small feet. Only in this
way these unfair practices were in
the end abolished. In India, it was
also because of the influence of the
Christian civilisation that the
practice of sati and other inequal-
ities like the caste system were
changed.

Of course, a lot more needs to be
said. T just indicate the case for saying
that traditional Christianity is not
bound up with the maleness of God
in any deep sense, and it does not
necessarily lead to male domination.
Of course, a lot of critical reflection
(or even some revision) is needed on
the part of Christians, but this is by
no means contrary to the spirit of the
critical faith. Anyway, it is not clear
that Geering’s naturalistic worldview
coupled with his mythical ecological
religion will provide a better
protection of women from men’s
domination.

#8: the limits of the ecological
critique of theism
Geering's ecological critique of

theism parallels his feminist critique.

A similar thesis is that “biblical
theism encouraged us to exploit
the earth.”* This again involves a
complicated debate which is still
going on. I briefly explain why
Geering’s viewpoint fails to con-
vince many people. Firstly, many
critics observe that even in cultures
which worship the gods of nature
and the earth-mother, the problems
of pollution and environmental
exploitation still occur. Secondly,
many theologians contend that the
Bible teaches the stewardship of
human beings ~ which implies that
humankind has to be responsible for
its dealing with the earth. It is not
true that the Christian faith gives a
blanket approval of all that humans
have done to the environment.
Thirdly, the blame for the ecological
crisis may in fact lie on the
Enlightenment which rejoices in
human autonomy, human mastery
of the environment and unlimited
progress. Exactly because the focus
has been shifted from the heavenly
realm to the natural physical world,
humankind has concentrated his
energy onimproving its physical
and economic well-being. This
leads to industrialisation and
technological innovations which
contribute to the current crisis.*
Fourthly, Geering posits a
correlation between domination and
theological realism, and believes his
anti-realism is the way out. He also
believes that “the survival of the
human species on this planet
depends on co-operative inter-
national action legitimised by
democracy.” However, if anti-
realism is widely accepted, the
implication that values and
moralities are all human con-
struction will be gradually made
known. When moral obligations are
believed to have no objective basis,
and there is no one objective way
to construct values, why should
Geering expect many other people
(not to mention the whole world) to
follow his own idiosyncratic way of
construction? Why should they
accept the new way of thinking

suggested by Geering? At least

for most of the people who are
curr‘ently alive, the consequences of
environmental exploitation wi]j not
immediately be visited on them in
any forcible way. Why should they
care?

As to Geering’s suggestion to
reconstruct “... the God-symbol tg
mediate to us the bewildering
complex of forces on which our
existence depends,” my question i
why should I call this complex of
forces ‘God’?” Yes, “we humans
have come forth from the earth as
from a cosmic womb. ... It is the
earth’s oceans on which we depend
for the water we drink. It is the
earth’s fruits which continually
provide the food which nourishes
and sustains us.” But if I were a
naturalist, I would ask, “So what?"
These are just facts of the universe
which happen to be true, and we
are fortunate. Beyond this I cannot
see why I should attribute more
meaning to these facts. I cannot quite
understand how we can have “a
mystical union” with the earth -1
have no Spirit or Self, and the earth
has no real awareness of my
existence ...”%

I conclude that Geering’s eco-
logical critique does not fare much
better, and on the whole his sup-
porting arguments fail to sub-
stantiate his case for projectionism.
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Kwan Kai Man considers

towards critical realism

eering has adopted the

hermeneutics of suspicion
towards religion, and he celebrates
critical reflection. However, itis a
pity that he only applies his critical
acumen selectively and rarely
reflects critically upon the critique
of religion itself. Even after many
theologians and
Christian :
philosophers have
already offered able
replies to the
Enlightenment
critique of religion,
he is content to
reiterate this
critique, and does
not even bother to
mention these
replies, let alone engage with them.
We have reason to be suspicious of
this kind of uncritical suspicion.

The kind of faith I am defending
15 a kind of critical faith. It adheres
to the framework of critical realism
which tries to navigate between the
Scylla of naive realism and the
Charybdis of constructivism. Itis
also a faith that is willing to face
Criticism. In the previous articles, I
iry to indicate how faith can have
a critical dialogue with criticism,
Sometimes rebutting the criticism
‘and sometimes admitting the need
10 revise our understanding of the
faith. My own judgment is that
orthodox Christianity has weathered
the storm of Enlightenment quite
Well, and emerged basically
Unscathed. On the contrary, it is
the Enlightenment ideology which
S€€ms to have run out of steam.

Of course, rebuttal of objections
£an, at most, show that the faith has
0t yet been falsified. I think it is
difficult to have any proof of any
Worldview, either naturalistic or
lristian. However, we can adopt
@ More realistic model of inference:
aBduction or inference to the best

explanation (IBE). Using this kind
of inference and utilising other
criteria like-simplicity and com-
prehensiveness, we can have a
rational evaluation of different
worldviews. As a first approx-
imation, the simplest worldview
which possesses the greatest

“Omne major defect of Geering’s discussions is
that he writes as if the past fifty years of
development of philosophy of religion had not
happened at all.”

"

explanatory power of the whole
gamut of human experiences and
empirical data, when compared to
other worldviews, can be deemed
superior. The game is open to all,
and we should not load the rules in
favour of the naturalistic world-
view. Every worldview, including
Geering’s naturalism, needs to show
how it can explain things better than
other worldviews. My view is that
the naturalistic worldview is not
demonstrably superior to the
Christian worldview, and some-
times the latter has better explan-
atory power than the former. I
cannot go into the detailed argu-
ments here but I would like to
highlight the contemporary revival
of natural theology below.

One major defect of Geering’s
discussions is that he writes as if
the past fifty years of development
of philosophy of religion had not
happened at all. This development
is even recognised by the atheists
who try to combat the contemp-
orary upsurge of natural theology
by founding a journal, Philo, for that
purpose. The editor of Philo, Keith
Parsons, writes in the first issue:

Vol 16 No 1 Feb 2008

Stimulus

33

A critical faith vs. uncritical suspicion:

Ower the past two decades, a
number of outstanding theistic
philosophers have produced a
number of very significant works in
the philosophy of religion. Some of
these works employ conceptual tools
developed ini science, the philosophy
of science, and formal logic to give
new life to old
arguments. For
instance, Richard
Swinburne’s The
Existence of God
applies Bayesian
confirmation theory
to the traditional
cosmological and
teleological
arguments for the
existence of God.
He thereby produces powerful
new inductive versions of those
arguments which, he claims, are
not vulnerable to the standard
refutations. In a similar vein,
William Lane Craig has employed
highly technical points from current
physical cosmology to refurbish
cosmological arguments. ...
Plantinga develops an antifound-
ationalist position he calls Calvinist
(or Reformed) Epistemology. ...
Alston argues the intriguing view
that the Christian’s claims to per-
ceive God need be no less rational
than our everyday perceptual
claims. ... A new development has
been the resurgence of antievo-
lutionism and the emergence of the
so-called intelligent design theory.
... Finally, the Fellowship of
Christian Philosophers has
flourished and produced an
outstanding journal, Faith and
Philosophy. ... While these various
apologetic enterprises have
multiplied, with some notable
exceptions, the response of nontheist
philosophers has been muted.!
Many traditional arguments for
theism have found able defenders.




For example, the cosmological
argument is defended by philo-
sophers like David Braine, Germain
Grisez, Barry Miller, Hugo Meynell,
and so on.? Interestingly, even a
critic of theism, Richard Gale, has
come to embrace a new cosmo-
logical argument recently.® Richard
Swinburne and Brian Davies show
that Hume's objections to the
design argument are not conclusive
after all. (Besides theirs, there are
also many other replies to Hume’s
objections to the design argument.)*
The claim that science has rendered
the design argument redundant is
also debatable. Even Parsons

recognises the explanation of the
challenge of the phenomenon of
Intelligent Design human self-
movement to “When arguments for theism are construed as transcendence
ioni 5 . .
evolutionism?and 4y foppnces to the best explanation rather than and that, frogy
contemporary . R naturalism’s
science has deductive arguments, the significance of those perspective, the
uncovered arguments can be better appreciated.” emergence of
NUMerous - humankind is
“coincidences” . an unexpected

which conspire

to make the emergence of life
possible. This kind of fine-tuning

of the universe has given rise to a
new form of design argument, the
anthropic design argument. Why
does Geering fail to mention any of
these developments?

When arguments for theism are
construed as inferences to the best
explanation rather than deductive
arguments, the significance of those
arguments can be better appreciated.
While each of them may not be
conclusive, each can be suggestive
and their cumulative force may be
hard to ignore. The anthropological
argument for the existence of God is
especially interesting in our context.
While Geering wants to follow
Feuerbach in the reduction of
theology to anthropology, in fact
some theists (e.g. Macquarrie) argue
that the anthropological data are
more coherent with the theistic
worldview than with the natural-
istic worldview.”

Let Ht denotes the theistic
hypothesis concerning man:

Ht Humankind is ultimately
created by God from the
“dust” but also in his image
with the purpose that he

-

would freely choose to have

personal communion with

God and other human beings.
Let Hn denotes the naturalistic
hypothesis:
Humankind is entirely® the
physical product of
naturalistic evolution.
Which of these two hypotheses can
in fact explain better the fact of
human existence, especially the
phenomenon of human self-
transcendence? Geering himself
points to the amazing existence of
“critical self-consciousness” which
has the “potential to examine
critically our own thinking and the

Hn

culture which has shaped us.” This
is “a process of human self-
transcendence” .’ The capacity of
using language is an awe-inspiring
fact. “It can even ask questions about
the emergent universe which has
brought it about. Should we not
wonder in amazement how the
helpless day-old infant we may be
holding in our arms can be asking
us only four years later, “‘where did
I come from? How did I come to be
here? Moreover, humans go on
to ask surprisingly penetrating
questions: ‘Why are we here? ...
Why do we die? What is life for?” ...
Such questioning arises out of the
creative and enquiring capacity of
the human psyche”."” This quest for
meaning is often expressed in the
creation of symbols, and the human
psyche can be regarded as “a
veritable symbol-making factory” '
So we cannot help asking: “Why
this kind of psyche? Why this
capacity of self-transcendence?”
From the viewpoint of naturalistic
evolution, all that matters is sur-
vival. It is doubtful that the exist-
ential quest in any way contributes
to the chance of survival of humans
in a primitive jungle. In fact Geering
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has a good understanding of the

problem here:
Orne of the great mysteries of the
natural world is that out of it has
evolved the human species, which
has the capacity to think, to ask
questions, to look for meaning and
to be creative. ... There is no obvigye
reason why we have evolved as we
have, nor why there should be any
life at all on this planet, since none
of our planetary neighbours shows
signs of life. The origin and purpose
of human existence is itself a
mystery.”>

Geering is effectively admitting that

naturalism cannot give a good

mystery. However,
he dogmatically assumes that the
naturalistic story must be true: “the
inanimate universe must have had
the potential for life from the
beginning ... the universe itself
must have had not only the
potential for life but also the
potential for human self-
consciousness. ...we must conclude,
the creativity present in the human
psyche is simply a manifestation of
the creativity potentially present in
the universe itself”.”® In the end the
only “explanation” he can offer is
chance:
It is quite anachronistic, however, to
project back into the beginning of
the universe ... the kind of
purposive, designing activity which
has now manifested itself in human
consciousness. All we can say is
that from the beginning the
universe and the earth had the
potential for purposive action, evett
though the activity shown by the
universe through aeons of time has
been blind and unplanned. Only
by an almost infinite number of
chance events, coupled with the
outworking of its own incarnating
itself on this particular planet in a
particular mode of being, within




which self-consciousness, free choice

and purposiveness have become a

reality. That constitutes the extra-

ordinariness of the phenomenon of

man!™
The phenomenon of humankind is
indeed extraordinary, and it is rather
unsatisfactory to treat it as a fluke of
the evolutionary process. To say that
the inanimate universe must have
had the potential for life and human
self-consciousness from the begin-
ning, is plainly begging the
question against the theists who
exactly argue that the physical
universe cannot account for the
emergence of life and consciousness
by itself. This
“must” is only a
conclusion de-
duced from the
illegitimate
assumption of the
truth of naturalism.
I think good cases
can be made for the
claims that the emergence of life by
chance is extremely unlikely, and
that consciousness cannot be
reduced to matter. Anyway,
assuming this potential of our
universe to generate life, we still
need to explain this potential.
Contemporary science tells us that
for the universe just to have the
potential to make the emergence
of life possible, the universe has
to be incredibly fine-tuned, the
probability of which is again
extremely low.

Anyway, Geering’s appeal to
chance “explanation” is hardly
convincing. Firstly, I deny that such
“explanations” have much positive
explanatory power. Secondly, a large
number of “signals of transcend-
ence,”"® which point in the same
direction, can be assembled. A
“fluke explanation” may be
dacceptable for one or several of them,
but it becomes increasingly ad hoc
and unlikely if such “flukes”
dccumulate in a determinate fashion.
Simple statistics tells us that the
Probability of a series of an “almost
Wifinite number of chance events” will
quickly dwindle towards zero.
Thirdly, it is doubtful these experi-
£hces are survival-conducive.
Indeed the naturalist can deny that

our life has a cosmic meaning.
However, that it is possible makes
the extravagant human quest all the
more puzzling. Paul Kurtz, the
secular humanist, acknowledges,
in his book The Transcendental
Temptation, that “It is as if the species
Man has a schizoid nature- his feet
implanted on earth but his imagin-
ative soul soaring toward a heaven
of magical unreality. Overwhelmed
by the ache of humdrum existence,
he seeks an escape to another dim-
ension. ... Man deceives himself
about his ultimate destiny so as not
to be tormented by the contemp-
lation of it”.! Suppose Kurtz is

“... Geering’s appeal to chance ‘explanation’ is
hardly convincing.”

right. Why the “useless” soaring
imagination? Why the “harmful”
tendency to be tormented by the
contemplation of ultimate destiny?
The naturalistic worldview does not
give a good explanation for this
strange, extravagant, “schizoid”
nature of Man." If we really look

at it from the evolutionary per-
spective, the human psyche is
unnecessarily convoluted, and its
symbol-making capacity redundant.
Why can’t evolution throw up a
kind of human being who is more
pragmatic, and single-minded
about his own survival?

On the other hand, a coherent
theistic explanation is readily
available, and it is not a sound
argument to reject it just because it
seems anachronistic. If we are made
to have communion with God, itis to
be expected that we should have an
implicit drive to achieve a proper
relationship with the Infinite which
originates from our imago dei. Since
this relationship is also the source
of our telos, our meaning and
wholeness, the implicit urge to seek
such a relationship is naturally
reflected in our quest for meaning,
wholeness and identity.

The pattern of the spiritual quest
can be neatly explained by the
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spiritual orit in of human being;:
“our tendeny to surpass contin-
ually our own achieved satis-
factions, tells us something about
human subjectivity, but it also
argues for a divine correlate in the
objectivity of God”." That is why
In the course of most human lives
advertence to certain features of the
finite world does spark off a kind
of movement of transcendence, a
nostalgia for eternity, a haunting
sense of the infinite. This nostalgia
can certainly be brushed aside as
irrelevant to ordinary living; yet
equally certainly it can be inter-
preted as the eruption into every-
day consciousness of
the most fundamental
orientation of the
spirit of man. For
man is essentially
erotic: man is
openness, wanting,
and thirsting to be
filled.”
Obviously, the above contains
mostly suggestions and schema of
argument which need to be fleshed
out. I do not claim that my
arguments are conclusive, and
certainly atheists will have their
replies. My purpose is to show that
a critical rational dialogue has in
fact been carried out between
theistic and atheistic philosophers.
Both have to make out their cases,
and it is by no means true that there
is nothing to say for the theistic
worldview. Geering has short-
circuited the problem of truth most
of the time, and when the issue
comes up, he misleads the readers
by suggesting that the naturalists
have decisively won the rational
debate.
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Kwan Kai Man shadows

(?ee;iﬁg_ahd the quést for meaﬁing:

a critique

G eering emphasises the signif-
icance of the quest for mean-
ing: “if we simply abandon the
God-symbol we may have to invent
another verbal symbol to take its
place as a focus of meaning ...
human beings cannot endure emp-
tiness and desolation”.! He also
knows science
cannot provide the
answer: “scientific
knowledge ... by its
very nature is value-
free. ... scientific
knowledge cannot
of itself provide
answers to the
human quest for
meaning. ... The
global world, insofar
as it is based on scientific
knowledge, is devoid of meaning” 2
However, his own solution is
that humankind can create meaning
ex nihilo (cf. secular humanism and
existentialist ethics). “If we are to
find meaning in human existence
we have to create it for ourselves.
Life has become a venture in which
each of us is now responsible for
creating our own personal meaning
system” ® The answer is relative:
1t is vain to search in general for the
meaning of life. Life’s meaning
depends on whose life it is, on who a
person is and what their circum-
stances are ... the question involves
not so much finding something
which is already there but rather
creating meaning out of the raw
material with which one has been
provided. ... No answer, however
satisfying it is at the time, can ever
become final or last forever.*
In contrast with our forebears who
were creating meaning uncon-
sciously, we are aware that mean-
ing is a human creation.
Referring to the long periods of
evolution, Geering comments,
1t has been the cosmic drift which

has brought us to this moment. As a
result, we humans find ourselves to
be creatures whose very raison
d’etre is to be creators. We are
creatures thrust into existence, and
motivated by the cosmic drift
towards meaning. ... It is the quest
for meaning, and not the possession
of final answers, which is the key to

“While I applaud Geering’s noble intentions,
his emphasis on the quest for meaning and his
proposal to care for the earth, I have serious
reservations ...”

human existence.®
Geering’s own proposal is that we
should construct an earth-centred
meaning system to replace the
human-centred meaning system
which has led to the ecological
crisis. For example, we should re-
symbolise nature as Mother Earth
(though only as a symbol), and
acknowledge “the sacred character
of the earth”.6
The meaning of human existence
will increasingly become one of
caring for the earth ... and caring for
one another. All the hopes, values,
goals and devoted service
traditionally associated with
heavenly places must be transferred
to the earth. The whole earth must
become resanctified in our eyes ...
This imperative to care must take
precedence over lesser loyalties
and over all differences of race,
nationality, gender and personal
beliefs. It is the kind of love which is
ready to sacrifice individual self-
interest for the greater good of the
whole. We shall be required to limit
our own earthly pleasures and
expectations in the interests of the
generations yet to be born. ... This
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calls for the kind of self-sacrificing
love which has long been affirmed
in the Christian tradition and
symbolised as the way of the cross ...
what is important are the supreme
values we come to associate with
such time-honoured words as God,
and the responsibilities to which
those values call us.”
Geering even pro-
poses some neces-
sary constraints on
our creation of
values:
In consciously
enunciating the
values to be identi-
fied with the God-
symbol, we are not
free to make an
arbitrary choice. The way we
understand the nature of the global
world, along with the conditions it
sets if human existence is to
continue and prosper, will largely
guide us in our choice of values and
goals. Thus the complex nature of
reality, as we see it through the lens
of the global world, is supplying us
with the materials with which we
must create a meaningful future.®
While I applaud Geering’s noble
intentions, his emphasis on the
quest for meaning and his proposal
to care for the earth, I have serious
reservations about his views just
cited. He quotes Nietzsche to the
effect that we can invent the con-
cept “purpose” despite the fact that
in reality purpose is lacking. His
position towards “meaning” is the
same. But does this really make
sense? We know how to invent a
machine but what does it mean to
talk about “inventing a purpose”
and “creating a meaning”? The pro-
blem here is that when we search
for the purpose and meaning of our
life, we want to find a normative
answer which can guide our life
and unify all our efforts. If  am a




naturalist who originally sees the
world as devoid of meaning, can I
force myself to believe the world
will be filled with meaning just
because I make a choice or invent a
purpose? If we were doing this un-
consciously, this might be possible.
But how can I create a meaning
which has normative implications
while all along very conscious of
the fact that it is only my creation?

Secondly, it is arguable that
Geering’s position in fact has
nihilistic implications that may not
be intended by Geering. If “each of
us is now responsible for creating
our own personal meaning system”,
then there is no reason why a sadist
or criminal cannot construct a
meaning system which glorifies
sexual perversion or crime. If
meaning is essentially a human
creation, then everyone is free to make
his own arbitrary choice. Why not?
Thirdly, Geering may deny the
charge of relativism and assert that
there are constraints on our choice of
meaning system. Sometimes Geering
does talk about our meaning of life
as if it admits of an objective answer
—if not an unique choice, at least
some choices are better than others.
But then it creates an inner tension
within Geering’s position. If there
are built-in constraints in our search
for meaning, in what sense it is
really our creation? Critics may
charge that those constraints are
suggested only to avoid the problem
of nihilism, or that Geering is still
influenced by some of his “object-
ivist” moral intuitions inherited
from his Christian past.

So Geering seems to be caught in
adilemma.’ If he really believes that
itis “vain to search in general for the
meaning of life”, then he cannot
legislate how other people should
create their meaning. He should
make it clear that his own preference
for an earth-centred meaning system
is just his “bias”, which is no better
and no worse than other preferences
for the man-centred meaning system,
money-centred meaning system,
power-centred meaning system, sex-
centred meaning system, self-centred
meaning system and so on. Even if
he thinks some of these systems will
lead to “bad” consequences, e.g. the

ecological crisis, he should bear in
mind that what is deemed good or
bad is also a subjective construction.
There are in fact some people who
think the destruction of humankind
isa “good” thing, e.g. the Una-
bomber. Who are we to say that the
Una-bomber is wrong? So to be
consistent, Geering should avoid
phrases like “the greater good,”
“supreme values,” “responsibil-
ities,” etc., or at least not use them
in a way that suggests these moral
judgments are in any sense object-
ive. Moreovet, he should stop
issuing categorical commands like
the “imperative to care must take
precedence over lesser loyalties”
Whence these imperatives? There is
no reason why people cannot con-
struct their own imperatives which
put higher priorities on their “les-
ser” loyalties. Why are they not free
to do so? Within the framework of
Geering’s naturalism and global an-
ti-realism, I cannot see he can pro-
vide any answer to this question.
Fourthly, Geering not only leg-
islates on how others should create
their meaning, he also declares that
“the quest for meaning ... is the key
to human existence.” This is again
contradictory to his constructivism
which entails there is no such thing
as the key to human existence. Each
person will construct his own key.
Full-stop. Geering even appeals to
“the cosmic drift towards meaning”
to justify the claim that “we humans
find ourselves to be creatures whose
very raison d’etre is to be creators.” 1
find this claim surprising. Of
course, in the naturalistic world-
view, the process of evolution oc-
curred only by chance, and Jacque
Monod is closer to the mark when
he treats the human being as a
number coming up in a roulette
wheel in the cosmic Monte Carlo.
Anyway, creatures who can think
about meaning are destined to be
extinct sooner or later in the process
of cosmic evolution. To talk as if the
cosmic process or human creatures
really have a raison d’etre is again
forbidden by Geering’s own world-
view. I think the above discussions
suffice to show that the idea of
“creation of meaning” faces enor-
mous difficulties. In contrast, the
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traditional Christian answer to the
quest for meaning does not have
these problems. Even Geering once
says, “An even greater strength of
Christian dualism is that the other-
world provided the meaning for
this-world”.*
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Kwan Kai Man provides a

Conclusion:

theism cannot be dismissed so easily

n this series of essays, I argue that

Geering’s dismissal of theism is
ungrounded, and that his analysis
of the options is faulty. Geering’s
positive proposal is flawed, and he
has greatly underestimated theism’s
intellectual strength and its staying
power. I conclude that orthodox
Christianity — especially when
exhibited as a self-reflective and
critical faith - is still viable in our
global world.

The misuse of the Christian faith
has led to grave errors in the past,
especially in the West. In part,
Geering's radical theology is a
reaction to this history. However,
in the global world which Geering
likes to talk about, we should note
the emergence of a truly global
Christianity.! The number of
Christians in the non-western world
has already exceeded that in the
West. The future of Christianity
should not be equated with the
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