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I T is often supposed that the chief threat to religion
and religious culture is simply the body of knowledge
accumulated by the natural sciences, that scientific

knowledge contradicts the knowledge claims of religion
or the religious tradition. Accordingly, there is an
opinion prevailing among us that the major academic
hazard to a person’s religious faith is the study of the
natural sciences and that, therefore, to run this course
unscathed merits high moral approbation for the victor.

Now it should be entirely obvious on a little reflection
that there is no justification for this view, even though
the knowledge claims of science and religion often
conflict. For while the natural sciences tell us a great deal
about the planetary motions, the structure of atoms, the
nature of protoplasm, or the function of glands, they tell
us nothing about God or the ultimate meaning of life,
and very little of religious importance about human
beings. There is a serious question, therefore, of what if
anything they have to do with religion. Those who
devote themselves quite exclusively to the scientific
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disciplines are not, by these studies at least, brought to
the most exciting or crucial discussions of religion; and
although they sometimes regard themselves as the
center of the dispute, they are often quite unaware of
the great issues that seriously challenge religious faith.
This may well account for the apparently high incidence
of orthodoxy among natural scientists, rather than, as is
sometimes supposed, the possession by that species of a
special endowment of piety or some peculiar immunity
to intellectual perversion.

It is quite true, of course, that the natural sciences
have produced major disturbances in religion, as in the
Copernican discovery that man may not be situated in
the spatial center of the universe, or the Darwinian
intimation of strong arboreal proclivities among some of
our more remote relatives. But insofar as matters such
as these relate importantly to religion, they do not
belong simply to science but rather are the common
property of all literate persons. Besides, the relation of
religion to science is a philosophic issue rather than a
scientific or religious one, and philosophy, as everyone
knows, belongs to all of us, especially where religion is at
issue.

At any rate, there seem to be obvious grounds for the
view that it is the study of human beings, their ideas, and
their behavior that really brings us face-to-face with the
crucial problems of religion, and therefore the humane
disciplines and arts rather than the natural sciences are
religion’s chief intellectual challenge. But more than
that, and this is the crux of the matter, it is the study of
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religion itself that occasions the most difficult and
discomposing questions. It is when religion is studied
and discussed seriously by rational and informed
persons with open minds and honest intentions that it
encounters its most severe testing.

To say that religion is its own persistent antagonist is
not to regard it as something that can be considered in
isolation, abstracted from its concrete involvement in
the total life of the individual and society. When religion
looks seriously at itself it can never be as an appraisal of
something ideal though nonexistent. It is pleasant to
talk about ideal religion and ideal science, which
combined possess all truth and lie down together like the
lion and the lamb. But the only real science is the
groping, unfinished science produced by live scientists,
and the only real religion, the imperfect religion that we
encounter about us and in which we ourselves are
participants. Unlike science, religion is not a set of ideas
to be treated abstractly; it is a living faith, a sentiment of
commitment, a personal and even social experience that
is intricately woven into the whole fabric of value. But it
is inextricably tied to a massive clutter of beliefs,
symbols, myths--and to its own history.

It is because it is a dynamic, living affair fully
implicated in the social milieu that to be understood and
appraised, religion must be apprehended not only in its
historical setting but also as a central factor in the
historical process. Those who have not taken a close look’
at religion as a historical and history-making pheno-
menon must be pitied for having missed an exciting
intellectual experience and censured for being to an
appreciable degree culturally illiterate.

But there is something even more important about
this matter. It is the liberalizing power of the study of
history. There is no intellectual pursuit more calculated
to make a free person of an ordinary person, to free him
from his own cultural bondage, and no history is more
liberating than the history of religion. It is the study of
history profoundly, in its depth and breadth, which
provides insight into the predicaments that we are in and
how we came to be in them. The most genuine and
humane sophistication attaches to a person who is aware
of history, for he has had his vision freed from the
blinders imposed by his own place and time and
therefore knows more of himself and his own world by
knowing more of others and their worlds.

Now this sort of thing can produce a severe problem
for religion, because one who is truly conversant with
the history of religion has had more than a glimpse of the
development of something that a large segment of the
faithful suppose to be basically free from historical
change. He knows that many of the things which
religious leaders typically induce their followers to
believe are probably not true, that all too often the
religious tradition is not faithful to the facts, and that
religion can be and often is the motive for the intentional
distortion of history, especially of its own history ....

Most occidental religion is, in one way or another,
heavily involved in a concern for history, a concern for

its own cultural and institutional history, and its place in
world history--and in many ways its character is
determined in part by its treatment of history, especially
its own history, and by its own theories about its own
history. When we consider, therefore, that to look quite
seriously at religion means to look at its history, and
where we realize that in general the study of history is
the most liberating and enlightening of all intellectual
disciplines, the question is raised: What impact does the
competent study of the history of religion from reliable
sources have on the typical religious believer?

The answer to this question is that for the most part
the history of religion gives the believer a rather rough
time. In fact, it divides the believers into two kinds, those
who can honestly face religious history and those who
cannot. There is, of course, the third category of those
who abandon their religious beliefs because of the
intellectual or moral disillusionment experienced as a
consequence of their encountering historical facts which
they cannot accommodate to their faith. Of course, that
a person may dissolve his attachment to a particular
body of religious ideas or attitudes does not at all mean
that he has abandoned religion. The experience of
coming face-to-face with the past of his religion may
radically change his religious views and commitments,
but in the process his faith in God may become even
stronger and his religious ideas more profound and more
meaningful.

History can plague religion with avarietyof
difficulties. In the first place, there is the common
embarrassment that all must be prepared to face
whenever they take even a cursory glance at their
antecedents. In religion this embarrassment is prompted
by a scripture that may be fraudulent, or the discovery of
honored believers who were really irresponsible
fanatics, the pious who murdered their fellowmen at the
stake, the prophet who turns out to be a charlatan, the
saint a sinner, or the priest who, by the time he is
discovered in his heresy or transgressions, has left
behind an accumulation of sacramental ministrations...

A second order of difficulties that cannot be so easily
disposed of as those that reside simply in the moral
infirmities of men stem from the fact that cultured
religion without exception has had rude and uncultured
beginnings. The acceptance or rejection of the fact of
primitive origins sometimes determines whether a
person abandons religion, and quite surely it isa
common and decisive factor in separating the orthodox
from the unorthodox, for it is a crucial index to the
interpretation of both the nature and the value of
religion.

It is not a comforting thing for religionists reared in
the framework of the traditional faith to discover, for
instance, that among such ancient worthies as Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob, whose historicity is itself not beyond
doubt, are to be found the typicalprimitivisms that
define the childhood of religion and morals: polytheism
magic, polygamy, wife purchase, human sacrifice,
casuistry, and the making of religion a profitable
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bargaining with God.
Or it is disappointing to those accustomed to the

simple, naive narrative on the history of their church to
discover the compromising complexities of religious
origins--that Christianity, for instance, arose in a world
familiar with dying and rising savior gods, or that much
of its precious liturgy is taken from the unwashed
heathen and some of its basic philosophy and theology
from unchurched pagan philosophers.

To discover the overwhelming multitude of such
things, the complications of what seemed so simple, the
meanness of what seemed so high, the gradual
development of what had been believed to be already
complete: this is rather rough on the orthodox. And
because it is rough, the orthodox usually fail to make the
discovery, and failing to make it, never really come to
grips with the simple problem that plagues religion
when it genuinely examines itself and how it came to be
what it is.

Here I am referring to the general masses of believers
in the churches, those who read their scriptures
devoutly but too often unknowingly. There is a class of
churchmen who do know about these things, the better
informed rationalizing theologians and apologetic
scholars, a class who have never wanted for worldly
sophistication or for the means to accomplish their own
ends. What they know is that the faith will never be the
same if they admit that religion has genuinely had a
history, that not only has it had a past, but that things
really happened during that past. They are entirely right
in supposing that to admit history would produce a
different kind of religion, a kind which they do not like,
that often makes people less amenable to authoritarian-
ism and churchly control. So as protectors of the faith,
wherever possible such theologians seize control of the
writing of history and its interpretation. They disguise
themselves as historians, make history an appendage to
theology, and write theology which the trusting reader
believes is hist.ory. They celebrate the past and enjoy
every ounce of support they can wring from it. But they
are deniers of history, because they hold that in some
strange way that which is with us today was always with
us in the past and that nothing genuinely important for
religion or morals has really happened in time. Mankind,
they insist, has enjoyed only an occasional glimpse of
what was already laid up in eternity.

There is a kind of contradiction involved in all of this.
The non-historical orthodox are often outraged at the
suggestion that Jesus, for instance, may have taught
nothing essentially new. But they are equally unhappy
with the idea that the whole history of biblical religion is
generally a coming to something that is new, and not
only new, but often better. They roll the names of the
prophets resoundingly from both their pens and pulpits,
but they never admit the true greatness of those whom
they honor--Moses, Amos, Isaiah, Jeremiah, or Jesus--
because their greatness lies in their genius as creators of
religion who moved it upward, slowly but surely, from
its crude beginnings toward its present high moral and

spiritual estate. For the history-denying orthodox,
religion does not have human beginnings or a
development in human culture. It simply always was
what it now is. In religion, the prophets make history ¯
and the theologians destroy it.

Consider as a single instance only the fate of the
higher biblical criticism at the hands of many
fundamentalists. More than anything else, the "higher
criticism" is a serious, persistent effort to look with
scientific intelligence at the Bible, to read it neither for
devotional nor apologetic purposes, but rather in an
effort to determine what it means by what it says. But
this has resulted in seeing those meanings in their
historical context, and in the unfortunate discovery that
some of the writers of the book did not say what some
users of it twenty-five hundred years later want them to
have said. So the Bible scholars, who wear out their lives
in a devoted search for truth, are not only condemned as
wrong, but sometimes as vicious purveyors of falsehood
set on destroying truth, morals, and religious faith.

The real crux of the problem lies in the fact that since
by its very nature orthodox religion in its traditional
occidental form considers itself the revelation of the
mind and will of God, it treats its current beliefs and
moral values and sometimes its institutional behavior as
absolutes. Now, there are absolute truths, and it is at
least conceivable that there are absolute moral values,
but just how one goes about determining that he has
apprehended absolutes is something of a problem,
whether he be a prophet, seer, or scientist. It is common
for scientists to regard their knowledge, apart from
mathematics and logic, as probable rather than certain,
but the traditional religion thrives only on
certainties. It often confuses psychological certitude, the
feeling of being certain, with logical certainty. This
involves numerous and interesting questions which
cannot be discussed here, but this much can be said, that
the purveyors of absolutes cannot afford to be caught
taking history seriously. For whatever is involved in the
context of history is conditioned by the circumstances of
its involvement, and whatever is conditioned is not
absolute. So the traditional religionists who are
appointed to protect the absolutes and are committed to
their task at any cost do well to practice the denial of
history~to censor when it becomes necessary, mutilate
the documents, and control the writing of history by
carefully selecting if not distorting the facts, reading the
present into the past and interpreting the past under the
domination of theories that rule out a priori the
possibility of religious and moral development that, in
reality, deny the possibility of genuine religious history.

Not the least effective technique employed by those
whose theology and religious commitments make it
impossible for them to face history honestly is to
discredit the historians as questionable characters who
desire to celebrate the secular and destroy the sacred,
and/or to insist on theoretical as well as practical
grounds that reliable historical knowledge is impossible.
This is supposed to put an end to the entire discussion.
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But those who are conversant with the canons of
evidence and the methods of knowledge, or are simply
sincere and honest in a common-sense search for truth,
are not likely to be impressed by such attempts to avoid
facing the facts. They may resent, moreover, the
emasculation of living religion by the denial of historical
knowledge, especially if their own religious convictions
are partially grounded in historic events.

A PERSON WHO IS AWARE OF

HISTORY HAS HAD HIS VISION FREED

FROM THE BLINDERS IMPOSED BY HIS

OWN PLA CE AND TIME

Of course, not all history-denying is motivated by
institutional interests, or prompted by the
ultraconservatism and reaction of orthodoxy, or
implicated in intellectual skulduggery. Its occasion is
sometimes more prbfound and far less reprehensible.
The escape from time is an escape from human
contingency and finitude. The illusion of
nontemporality ministers to the anxiety that arises from
the human predicament, the predicament of
contingency and temporariness, of the constant threat
of non-being. And insofar as religion is essentially
identified with the numinous in experience, as I believe it
should be, it is in a sense non-historical and nontemporal
in character, although even religious experience cannot
escape the cultural and psychological conditioning of
history.

Nor is the denial of history to be found only among
theologians and mystics. It appears in many places: in
pantheists, monistic metaphysicians, and sometimes
even in mathematicians and politicians. But our concern
here is with the common religious variety that is
occasioned not by a yearning for union with God but
more often by commitment to the status quo, the
defense of which so frequently entails the support of the
otherwise outmoded hypotheses of our remote
ancestors. Here success depends in part on how well
history is both used and abused. Today we are faced with
a new abuser. The old orthodoxy often unintentionally
and naively confused history with legend and myth. But
for several decades past there has been a new orthodoxy
that does not scruple at confusing them intentionally,
and it compounds its crime by dressing up the entire
result in ambiguous language to guarantee that no one
will discover what has been done. This new orthodoxy
shows up in strange and unexpected places, not only in
the churches but sometimes even in the universities. It is
a subtle handler of history, equipped with sophisticated
theories of symbol and myth, ready to substitute
philology for philosophy, intoxicated slightly by the new

psychology, sensitive to the failures of the present, and
erudite in the affairs of the past. It bids religion to come
to terms once again with eschatology and rides the crest
of popular reaction against the doctrine of progress. It
betrays history because it must betray history to
discredit the liberal thought against which it has so
vigorously set itself.

Finally, the most important consideration of allmthe
orthodox denial of history is ultimately guaranteed by
the absolutistic theology that lifts God out of time and
the historical process and describes him as an eternal or
timeless being for whom every event in the temporal
plane of ongoing history is contained in a single
simultaneous present. God is eternal. He is not in time,
and for him there can be no history. So history cannot be
really real. It is a kind of deception imposed by human
finitude.

This dogma of the timeless nature of God, established
in Christian theology largely on foundations of Greek
metaphysics--a product of the quest for an absolutely
changeless realitymdominates the whole structure of
traditional Christian religion, both Catholic and
Protestant, and its subtle implications affect every facet
of religious doctrine. Even some of those who had
returned to the biblical temporalistic conception of God,
like Israel in the wilderness longing for the dubious
security of Egypt, find it easy to forsake their prophets
and yield to the temptations of the time-denying
absolute. The minds of men are often enslaved by the
attraction of emotive words. It takes a rugged
churchman to resist the pulpit resonance of words like
"infinite," "eternal," "changeless," "timeless," and the
multitude of "omni’s." But the failure to resist is an
invitation to determinism, divine election,
predestination, and the implicit doctrine that human
moral effort does not really count because our future,
whether good or bad, is already established in God’s
eternal present, a doctrine that dulls the edge of moral
discrimination and may even encourage moral
indifference and despair.

So religion faces its most persistent and difficult test
when human intelligence is focused not so much upon
such things as molecules and the stars as upon religion
itself. To understand religion means to see it in its
historical character and to recognize that it is in
countless ways involved in the processes of history. But
here lies the great difficulty, because to take religion
seriously as a historical phenomenon is to implicate it
genuinely in the relativities of human circumstance.
This compromises religion by denying its precious
absoluteness, thereby threatening the commitments of
orthodoxy. As a consequence, the defenders of
traditional religion frequently distort or deny history as
a means of avoiding its implications, and on
metaphysical grounds they may even deny the ultimate
reality of time itself to insure that process and change
are in some strange way illusory ....
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