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				Introduction: Learning from the Giants

				Instructions for living a life:

				Pay attention.

				Be astonished

				Tell about it.

				(Mary Oliver, Red Bird)

				I have no idea how many hours of my life have been devoted to books. Reading was a major part of my village childhood, in the years before television. What began with Enid Blyton ended up with Balthasar, with years of Bronte, Beckett and Bellow in between. After the village and secondary school came universities and studies of literature. That in turn led to some twenty years as a lecturer in literature in University College, Dublin. Because I was also a Jesuit priest that long period of contact with students brought me towards theology. Listening to them was like living in the future: I learned that the securities of traditional faith were in deep trouble, not because of intellectual difficulties but because of a new culture, involving a whole cluster of changed assumptions about life. I developed a passion for making sense of faith for this new world.

				Life then took me away from Ireland. The plan was to go to Paraguay but I ended up in Rome, where after five years in the Vatican’s Council for Culture, I became professor of theology in the Gregorian University. In spite of having a doctorate in theology, my background was different from most of my colleagues. I realised that my horizon had been shaped, slowly but permanently, by all those years in literature and in a state university. At first it seemed a handicap. I simply did not have the expertise in theology that was typical of my fellow professors. But after a time I realised that what life had given me could help me, and my students, to face questions of faith in a more imaginative way. With a sensibility shaped by literature and by years of exposure to an emerging culture, I read theology with different eyes. I plunged into the great thinkers of the twentieth century, seeking to make them understandable for people I have known. And that, quite simply, is the origin of this book.

				Harvesting for others

				What have I learned in all these years of reading about religion, of studying or teaching theology, and, perhaps more importantly, of trying to pray each day of my life? What have I discovered that could be communicated to others, to those who have not had my chances to enquire and reflect? These pages are an attempt to harvest my reading and thinking and to make it available for people in search of God, even for those many honest friends who tell me that God is not so much incredible, as unreal - simply off their map. I first wanted to call this book ‘Translating the Giants’ but the publishers advised me to find a less obscure title. My idea was (and is) to translate the great tradition of theology for those who have not been able to visit these fields at any length. My life, as I said, has pushed me into this field, where I have spent those countless hours learning from the giants, and I now hope to serve others by gathering the fruits of those explorations for them.

				So the purpose of this book is quite straightforward. I hope to offer others the fruits of my reflecting on faith, a personal adventure that has lasted half a century. More specifically I want to gather from the wisdom of ten major writers, and to let their wisdom reach people who cannot devote so much time to reading. The aim is to capture what these ‘giants’ say in today’s language and in a non-academic way. I am convinced that many people, whether they think of themselves as religious believers or not, are looking for nourishment of this kind - a mixture of intelligent and spiritual wavelengths. Each of the ten authors has explored questions of meaning and of faith, with depth and creativity, but most of them can, at least at first, seem unreadable for a non-specialist public. My objective is to make their riches accessible for more people.

				The focus is not simply the existence of God. That is important, but it is a narrower topic. Faith is something else. It involves the whole of me, not just the level that can argue about the possibility of God. It involves the whole story of God, as revealed in Jesus Christ, not just some explanation of the universe. I recall a remark by an Irish journalist to the effect that in pubs you can sometimes hear arguments about God or the Church, but hardly ever about Jesus Christ. Pub discourse on religion tends to stay on the surface. But what I want to explore here takes us into another logic and on to another wavelength. External arguments about some kind of supernatural force (sometimes wrongly called ‘God’) will never do justice to real faith. It is only from within our hearts, our minds, and our humble searching, that we can find a worthy road. (All the rest is Richard Dawkins’ territory.)

				The book is entitled ‘Faith Maps’ in the sense that each chapter takes a major religious thinker and asks how he or she would point us in the direction of Christian faith. The focus will be more on how we can move towards the possibility of religious belief, and less on the content of what we believe. I realise, as I said, that many of my unbelieving friends can experience this God-talk as a language for which they have no dictionary, no grammar. I would ask them simply to get in touch with their own deeper questions, and then, through browsing in these pages, they might begin to appreciate the long tradition of pondering the strangeness and the surprise called God. How can we do justice to that perennial drama of desire and of discovery in a way that makes sense for today? In the first section of each chapter, a major explorer will be introduced in his or her own words. After summarising how they tried to understand the path towards faith, in most of the chapters I attempt a more experimental wavelength, trying to answer the question: what would this thinker say to us today? In eight of the chapters I dare to create an imaginary monologue, as if spoken by one of the ‘giants’ now. Indeed, readers less accustomed to theology could find it easier to read these sections first (they occur in every chapter except those dealing with Dorothee Soelle and Joseph Ratzinger, where a different second half seemed more suitable).

				The context of today

				What is this ‘today’? How can we describe it? Let me evoke a few memories of a world that no longer exists. At least in our Western world, who now grows up playing on a small village street, or without television and internet? And who grows up today with religion as a seemingly natural part of life, from family prayer to more solemn moments in the parish church, such as Benediction, or missions, or high Mass? ‘We were as Danes in Denmark all day long’: a line from Wallace Stevens sums it all up. I am thinking of my childhood in Ireland, but it applies to the whole world. Sixty or more years ago, most people lived with a village-style mentality, even in the middle of cities like New York. This was true of Catholics in their parishes, but surely also of other religious believers, Christian or not. Believing and belonging went hand in hand.

				Today it is rare for a child to experience such a smooth and untroubled religious inheritance. Everywhere in the Western world the Church has suffered a massive loss of ground. It is seldom at the centre of people’s lives. In today’s complexity it is just one of many potential sources of meaning, and perhaps not a very attractive one at that. For huge numbers of the younger generation what the Church offers - in terms of teaching, or worship, or spiritual image - rings strange, and sometimes even hollow and dishonest. Perhaps they had some contact in childhood, with memorable moments such as first communion (an event easily hijacked into a consumerist orgy), but once adolescence comes the language of Church can seem utterly alien. Where will they find roads that lead towards Christian faith? Probably not through sacraments or liturgy, at least as a first step. These are high expressions, rich when they are real, but empty when they have no personal basis in the ‘religious imagination’ (a key expression from Newman). If the Church puts all its pastoral eggs in the sacramental basket, then (to mix metaphors) it puts the cart before the horse. People need to discover their souls first, to retrieve the desires that a dominant lifestyle can smother. Then they might be able to awaken to the surprise of the Gospel. This is what the ‘new evangelisation’ (so encouraged by Pope John Paul II) might mean: it can no longer be achieved through the ‘old sacramentalisation’ approach which fitted perfectly with my village culture. 

				This book assumes the death of a stable tradition and the arrival of a complex culture. If ‘context conditions consciousness’, as Marxists used to say, it is obvious that this radically changed world has a huge impact on the possibility of religious faith. In this new situation very few people simply inherit the faith of their parents. Even the ordinary expression ‘transmission of faith’ seems too self-confident, too automatic and out of date. We need a different agenda of spiritual nourishment and reflection, and the authors explored in these chapters have tried to provide some of its essential ingredients. In spite of their many differences, they share a common goal to re-think and re-present faith in ways that can reach people of today.

				How far can a book help people in their searching? Reading can be a lonely activity, but readers of these pages are invited to do so meditatively. A merely heady approach will never discover the core of faith - as love offered and accepted. It is a ‘yes’ to a ‘yes’, where God’s eternal ‘yes’ to us comes first and our unsteady ‘yes’ of recognition comes later. So I will try to write in a spirit of reverence, hoping to be read in a spirit of openness to the imagination of God. Yes, that is what we are talking about: how God invites us to imagine our lives as grounded in a Love beyond all imagining.

				Nearly half-a-century ago, the Second Vatican Council produced the first serious treatment of atheism in church history. After intense debate the Council opted for an approach rooted in dialogue and self-questioning. It abandoned the previous tendency to treat atheism just as a dangerous philosophical error or else as an unjust political system. Even today the opening words of the sections dealing with unbelief are remarkable: they speak three times of love and then introduce the phenomenon of atheism as an incapacity to recognise the biblical revelation of love. Thus atheism is viewed not as a theoretical rejection of a distant God but as an existential issue involving a missed relationship, an unrecognised invitation.

				Here is a simplified paraphrase of that opening paragraph (Gaudium et Spes, 19).

				Our highest human goal is to encounter God. We are born from love, kept alive by love, and fullness of life comes when we recognise this love and freely embrace it. But many people today, sadly, cannot glimpse or perceive this intimate calling. And therefore atheism has become one of the most serious issues of our time.

				In an eloquent speech to close the Council, Pope Paul VI singled out this new tone concerning faith and unbelief:

				‘Secular humanism showed itself in all its stature and challenged the Council ... What happened? A conflict, a struggle, a condemnation? That could have been possible but it did not happen. The ancient story of the Samaritan became the model of the spirituality of the Council. A huge sympathy took over ... So you modern humanists, even though you reject transcendence, we ask you to recognise our new humanism, because we too, we more than anyone, are cultivators of humanity.’

				The ten authors visited in these pages explore the issue of faith in this spirit of dialogue and sympathy (even those who lived before the Council). They are intensely aware that doctrinal or abstract approaches can fail to meet people where they are today. They realise that many people, including themselves at times, experience painful confusion over ultimate meaning, over church life, and over the possibility of God. The challenge of a fragmented culture spurs them to try to make sense of faith for new situations. It also underlies my attempt to translate these giants, in the hope of helping people to discover or rediscover the treasure trail towards a faith that can transform everything.

			

		

	
		
			
				1: John Henry Newman: the journey of the self

				Even in his own day Cardinal Newman was seen as one of the giants of his time. When he died at nearly ninety years of age, hundreds of tributes were published in British newspapers and journals, including those who seldom paid attention to Church affairs. Many of those obituaries praised his prose style (just as James Joyce was later to admit to feeling jealous of Newman’s “silver-veined” language). But the accolades of 1890 also recognised that a great spiritual figure had died, someone who had brought new wisdom to the question of religious commitment. For instance this surprisingly generous comment appeared in the Freethinker, a periodical for atheists:

				Newman is the purest stylist and the greatest theologian in our language. His perfect eloquence charmed his worst opponents ... a confirmed Atheist might almost regret the necessity of differing from him ... “Here,” we said to ourselves, “is one who is more than a Catholic, more than a theologian; one who has lived an intense inner life, who understands the human heart as few have understood it, who follows the subtlest workings of the human mind, who helps the reader to understand himself.”

				All these qualities so admired in Newman were in fact dedicated towards one central goal. The guiding passion of his long life was to make sense of the Christian vision for an age when belief in God seemed in deep trouble. Always alert to the currents of the culture around him, Newman devoted much energy to how we arrive at faith, and he did this in many forms, ranging from sermons to philosophical reflections, and from autobiography to poetry and novels. The originality of his approach has influenced reflection on religious belief ever since and he remains the precursor of what is best in theology of faith during the last century or so. He liked to say that the best evidence for God lies within us, and so he moved the agenda away from external arguments to personal and pre-rational areas of moral and spiritual readiness. Without ever falling into subjectivism, he explored the inner movements of the self towards truth. Indeed the then Cardinal Ratzinger commented (in 1991) that no theologian since Augustine had paid so much attention to the human subject.

				Three cultural challenges

				The young Newman found himself facing three major challenges to faith. First of all, there was the narrow rationalism associated with scientific verification. If faith was to be defended, in Newman’s view, reason would need to retrieve its full existential range, not simply as a ‘paper logic’ but as a movement of the whole person. Faith is never, he insisted, merely a conclusion of the mind: it involves a Word of revelation that encounters us in the depths of our humanity, and thus initiates an adventure of change that lasts a lifetime.

				Secondly, there was what he called ‘liberalism’. He became a great proponent of ‘liberal education’, but what he opposed as liberalism in religion was the widespread idea that ‘there is no positive truth in religion’ (words he used when accepting his nomination as Cardinal at the age of 78). He was vehemently opposed to the tendency of his time to reduce faith to a matter of private opinion, rather like taste in music. One of his early poems is entitled ‘Liberalism’ and expresses the danger in these words:

				Ye cannot halve the Gospel of God’s grace; 

				Men of presumptuous heart!

				The liberals, according to these verses of 1833, interpreted religion in a merely humanistic way as a source of peace or good-will, and so they avoided the ‘dread depths of grace’. Such fashionable vagueness, masquerading as tolerance, was attractive for the comfortable middle-class culture of Victorian England. Human criteria became the touchstone of truth. When woolly thinking and selfish attitudes went together, it produced a soft version of the Gospel which he called ‘the religion of the day’. But faith, in his view, can never be made to measure for the ego; on the contrary, it will entail the erosion of all our complacencies.

				The third challenge came from within the religious world itself. Perhaps under the influence of the Romantic movement in poetry and art, revival movements gave great emphasis to religious feeling and to emotional experiences of conversion. Newman, as will be seen, came to value the role of ‘heart’, ‘imagination’ and ‘affections’ in the life of faith, but he remained suspicious of an exaggerated focus on religious sentiment. It risked forgetting the rich history of the Church, the long tradition of theological reflection, as well as the centrality of sacramental life. Faith, therefore, should not be reduced to subjective intensity; the Gospel is very different - a definite and gradual revelation of the mystery of Jesus.

				Faced with these challenges, Newman sought to deepen the agenda of thinking about faith and to do justice to the full range of Christian experience. He wanted to help people to recognise the simplicity and yet the complexity of belief. On the one hand, to trust what others tell us is a most normal and everyday necessity. On the other, to arrive at Christian belief in God involves more than what he called ‘notional assent’: it goes beyond any intellectual or theoretical acceptance of the existence of God. Instead it needs to be profoundly personal and therefore requires ‘real assent’ in the sense of an existential recognition of God that changes us. Newman insisted on the ordinariness of how we believe and on the extraordinariness of what we believe: ‘we are acting on trust every hour of our lives ... it is the things believed, not the act of believing them, which is peculiar to religion’ (PPS, I, 191).

				Focus on disposition and conscience

				Newman preached those words as a young Anglican minister of 28. Ten years later he began a series of five sermons at Oxford University on the general theme of faith and reason. They were preached at various times between 1839 and 1841 and became famous at that time. Some of his hearers, such as the poet Matthew Arnold, recalled in later years the sheer music of his voice and the hypnotic quality of attentiveness induced by his reflections. These five texts, more lectures than sermons by today’s standards, offer us Newman’s anthropology of faith. His main focus is on crucial personal attitudes that leave us open or else closed to the possibility of Christian believing. Again and again he distanced himself from the dominant Oxford school of ‘evidences’, an approach that tried to prove the existence of God through the order of the natural universe. He thought that they were, so to speak, barking up the wrong tree. Instead Newman chose a much more psychological route, with an emphasis on human interiority. He was by temperament highly introspective and he saw our lived dispositions as much more relevant for faith than the more externalist arguments of his fellow academics. He was not interested in proofs for the existence of God but in certain personal attitudes that an individual will need to have in order to arrive at faith.

				This emphasis may have originated during his years as a student at Oxford, when he had a series of fruitless debates with his younger brother Charles, who had become an atheist. We know something of these exchanges from a series of eight letters that have survived, and which stress certain inner qualities needed for any growth from unbelief towards faith. He told his brother bluntly, ‘you are not in a state of mind to listen to argument of any kind’. Since ‘internal evidence depends a great deal on moral feeling’, rejection of faith often arises ‘from a fault of the heart, not of the intellect’. He saw his brother as blocked by a prejudice against faith: when it comes to ‘religious subjects’ we tend to see everything ‘through the glass of previous habits’ (LD, I, 212-226). As Newman was to repeat in later years, a typical source of refusal to believe in God lies in excessive self-trust, in a cold and proud rejection of any dependence and in an avoidance of one’s own conscience. That unsuccessful attempt to persuade his brother of the truth of Christianity probably confirmed Newman in his misgivings about external approaches. More positively, it gave him confidence in his natural tendency to give special attention to the spiritual dispositions of individuals or indeed of a whole culture.

				This focus on the inner or moral attitudes necessary for faith put Newman at odds with the dominant apologetics of his time - both as an Anglican and as a Catholic. In his Apologia pro Vita Sua, written a decade after his conversion, he was quite outspoken about his unease with traditional proofs of the existence of God. In a remarkable passage he points to the grounds of his religious security as lying within his experience of conscience:

				Starting then with the being of a God, (which, as I have said, is as certain to me as the certainty of my own existence ...) I look out of myself into the world of men, and there I see a sight which fills me with unspeakable distress. The world seems simply to give the lie to that great truth, of which my whole being is so full ... If I looked into a mirror, and did not see my face, I should have the sort of feeling which actually comes upon me, when I look into this living busy world, and see no reflexion of its Creator ... Were it not for this voice, speaking so clearly in my conscience and my heart, I should be an atheist ... I am far from denying the real force of the arguments in proof of a God, drawn from the general facts of human society and the course of history, but these do not warm me or enlighten me; they do not take away the winter of my desolation, or make the buds unfold and the leaves grow within me, and my moral being rejoice. (A, 241).

				The University Sermons and ‘antecedent probability’

				That final sentence is revealing. After expressing his rather tragic vision of the world, he suggests that genuine faith is best known by its fruits, including a steady enlargement of inner life and some sense of joy. He had elaborated this approach more than a decade earlier in his university sermons. Interestingly, after Newman’s conversion to Catholicism, he worried that the Roman authorities might not appreciate these Oxford texts. During his stay in Rome in 1846 he found that the dominant thinking on faith there was conceptual and impersonal - rather like the school of external evidence that he had resisted among his fellow Anglicans. In a letter written from Rome in 1847 he commented that his most original insight involved his focus on ‘antecedent probability’. That had been a frequent expression in his university sermons and, although it can at first seem complicated, in reality it is quite simple: ‘antecedent probability’ draws attention to what precedes all explicit expression. We speak today of the pre-conceptual area of reflection. Prior to our stated beliefs or formulated reasoning about faith there is the whole area of our fundamental attitudes. In this hidden field of our previous dispositions Newman located the ‘probability’ (or not) of our readiness for faith.

				As he put it in a university sermon, the ‘fatal error’ of secular thinking is to judge ‘religious truth without preparation of heart’ (US, X, 43). And he added his critique of a cold intellectualism in apologetics: ‘in the schools of the world the ways towards Truth are considered high roads open to all men, however disposed, at all times. Truth is to be approached without homage’ (US, X, 42). This is Newman in a nutshell: any fruitful path towards faith will always need a certain spiritual receptivity as opposed to arrogant distance; in his view the religious horizon becomes real, not though clever argumentation, but only when ‘the heart is alive’ (US, X, 44). Without this quality of honest searching we cannot arrive at the ‘active recognition’ that is faith and that brings its own special certitude (GA, 345). In other words Newman had the courage to underline what the intellectual culture then and now tended to neglect: that in matters of faith what can be formally thought out is less important than dispositions, desires and states of mind. To repeat: openness for faith, in his view, entailed certain moral attitudes within the person, and if these are not present all our efforts at making faith intellectually credible can fall on stony ground.

				Two years after his conversion to Catholicism, Newman prepared an introduction for a possible French edition of his university sermons, except that he wrote it in Latin. There we find the following sentence: ‘Praeambula fidei in individuis non cadunt sub scientiam’: the preambles of faith in individuals do not fall into the sphere of science. A freer translation could be: the roads that prepare people for faith cannot be reduced to empirical analysis. Perhaps Newman saw himself as an intellectual version of John the Baptist: he wanted to prepare the way for faith by focusing on a person’s inner stance, a dimension that cannot easily be expressed: ‘all men have a reason, but not all men can give a reason’ (US, XII, 9).

				Existential interiority and the movement of the mind

				When most of his contemporaries were trying to find ways to defend the existence of God using the language of empirical observation, Newman shifted the focus to what we might call existential interiority. As already indicated, his own temperament was highly introspective, perhaps even introverted. But he used this personal characteristic to draw attention to deeper horizons than those explored in the clever apologetics of his colleagues. He insisted again and again that ‘faith does not originate in the evidence’ people produce, but in something more spontaneous and active, ‘more personal and living’ (US, XI, 5-6). In his view, as he discovered in his brother, the decision for or against faith can often be influenced by unconscious options or assumptions rather than by clear ideas. Each person is swayed by powerful and not always explicit principles and habits, and especially so in matters of religious commitment. Unless we pay attention to the more tacit zones of our reflections, we will be in danger of mistaking our surface explanations for the real operations of our minds.

				In a magnificent metaphor Newman evoked the movement of our thinking as similar to an expert mountain climber, who intuitively scales difficult slopes but who cannot explain every step of his adventure to others:

				The mind ranges to and fro, and spreads out, and advances forward with a quickness which has become a proverb, and a subtlety and versatility which baffle investigation. It passes on from point to point ... it makes progress not unlike a clamberer on a steep cliff, who, by quick eye, prompt hand, and firm foot, ascends how he knows not himself; by personal endowments and by practice, rather than by rule, leaving no track behind him, and unable to teach another ... And such mainly is the way in which all men, gifted or not gifted, commonly reason, - not by rule, but by an inward faculty (US, XIII, 7).

				Newman’s trait of self-reflection was not a matter of lonely subjectivity. Certainly, his approach was psychological and moral (two words he used about his work), but its goal was to arrive at commitment and action. He wanted to do justice to the dynamism of our searching and finding. In this light the much admired cadences of his prose were more than an aesthetic exercise: they seek to embody the subtlety and spontaneous energy of the inquiring mind. One Newman saying, famous enough to be used in the wrapping of the Italian chocolates called Baci, is the following: ‘to live is to change, and to be perfect is to have changed often’. It comes from his study of the development of doctrine, a book that coincided with his conversion to Catholicism in 1845. But in fact it was a life-long anchor and characteristic of his thought. At the age of 15 he was captivated by the phrase ‘Growth the only evidence of life’. Much later Darwin’s theories did not disturb him as they did many of his contemporaries: in a letter of 1874 he commented that there is ‘nothing in the theory of evolution inconsistent with an Almighty God.’

				Both his celebrated elegance of style and his focus on the drama of development echo Newman’s sense of faith as a continuing discovery. For Newman certitude was never static but rather an adventure of deepening. One of his favourite terms was ‘enlargement’, and he applied it both to education and to the life of the believer. Therefore it is quite unfaithful to his vision to depict him as supporting a mainly doctrinal or immobile theology of faith (as unfortunately is a tendency in certain quarters today). Just as he underlined the involvement of the whole person in arriving at faith, so too he evoked the spiritual ‘venture’ (another favourite word) of living out one’s faith.

				The ‘realising’ role of imagination

				Newman’s personalism inaugurates a new school of thinking about faith that has many followers in more recent times. As we have seen he seeks to build bridges between the search for religious truth and a person’s spiritual and moral qualities, his or her lived dispositions. The focus is not on pure thinking or some separated version of rationality, but on the process of discovering truth and acting on it. This is what is implied by Newman’s favourite term ‘real’. The opposite of the real is the notional, indicating an intellectualism remote from the drama of decision and commitment. Here Newman was being courageously counter-cultural. He wanted to unmask the illusion of neutrality that had come to captivate his contemporaries (and ours) as the only credible way to truth. In its place, and somewhat in the spirit of St Augustine, he explored the more personal drama of our seeking and finding. His aim was to defend what Lonergan would later call ‘authentic subjectivity’.

				If Newman had lived a century later, he might well have used the term ‘existential’ in place of ‘real’. It is fascinating that in the drafts of his Grammar of Assent he had first written about ‘imaginative assent’ and only later decided to replace ‘imaginative’ with ‘real’. (In fact he missed a few examples and so the earlier expression is still found in the text). In all probability the reason for the change was an understandable fear of being misunderstood: even today people can easily confuse ‘imaginative’ with ‘imaginary’, and therefore faith is seen as a form of fantasy. For Newman, however, the positive role of imagination in faith became a major concern, especially in the years when he was working on his Grammar of Assent. For him the function of imagination was literally to ‘realise’ faith, in the sense of making God real in a person’s life.

				One of his most forceful statements on imagination comes from 1841 in a series of letters to the newspaper in which he attacked Sir Robert Peel. Opening a new public library at Tamworth, this leading politician had suggested that the fruits of religion could now be acquired through education in literature and science. The idea horrified Newman because it was so contrary not only to his sense of the uniqueness of religious truth, but to his whole anthropology. In reply he expressed his philosophy of the human person as more than a ‘reasoning animal’, as made for action and moved by feeling. In this context he claimed that ‘the heart is commonly reached, not through the reason, but through the imagination’ (GA, 92). The importance of this insight is underlined by the fact that nearly thirty years later Newman quoted some pages of his diatribe against Peel in the Grammar of Assent, and went on to argue that faith needs to be ‘discerned, rested in, and appropriated as a reality, by the religious imagination’. (GA 98). He added that ‘the theology of a religious imagination’ gives ‘a living hold on truths’ and therefore opens the door towards ‘habits of personal religion’ (GA, 117). There is an important pastoral insight here: unless religious truth touches our imagination in some way, it will fail to become personally alive.

				Newman also saw imagination as a key battleground for faith. It was a zone of fragility, where surface or distorted images of religion could make unbelief seem plausible or natural. In his notebook he once wrote that ‘imagination, not reason, is the great enemy to faith’. But for the most part he saw it as a zone of promise where faith could become spiritually ‘real’. He would certainly approve of methods of prayer that visualise scenes of the Gospel in order to make them come alive, but imagination for him is larger than the visual: it points to human sensibility, rather than intellect on its own, as the place where we can best ‘discern’ and ‘appropriate’ the realities of faith. In his view we can affirm the statement ‘there is a God’ on two completely different levels. It can remain a ‘cold and ineffective acceptance’ when ‘imaginations are not at all kindled’ and therefore hearts are not inflamed. But that same sentence can work ‘a revolution in the mind’ whenever it becomes ‘held in the imagination’ and ‘embraced with real assent’ (GA, 126-127). When imagination awakens, faith escapes from the impersonal and become fruitfully existential. This is an important element in Newman’s faith map. Through imagination, rather than through intellectual reflection, we arrive at religious certitude and we open the door to concrete religious commitments. For him imagination is a zone of intuitive logic and as such a key mediator of faith.

				From the point of view of more contemporary theologies of faith, Newman’s intuitions about imagination seem especially prophetic. Today we speak of healing the divorce between theology and spirituality, or of rethinking the role of the affective and the aesthetic dimensions in faith. When Newman insists that imagination reaches hearts, and makes faith ‘real’, he is in harmony with these developments. More recent thinkers, ranging from Einstein to Ricoeur, have explored imagination as an essential form of cognition. Newman in his less systematic way had already pointed in this direction. Other writers such as William Lynch or David Tracy have explored the Christian incarnational imagination. For Newman, too, imagination was a vehicle of definiteness, worthy both of the Incarnation and of the drama of religious conversion. In this way imagination is a bridge between the historical definiteness of Incarnation and the more subjective and interior roads that lead us to the yes of faith.

				In the voice of Newman (an imaginary monologue)

				Most people have heard about my conversion to Catholicism in 1845, and of course that was a pivotal moment in my life. But it was more concerned with church than with faith. I would put my conversion to faith much earlier, in the autumn of 1816 when a period of crisis and breakthrough gave me a new sense of God that lasted for the rest of my life. With my passion for reading I had been flirting with the ideas of some radical atheists, such as Hume, and I found their arguments impressive and plausible. From their external perspective God seemed incredible. For me, with my conventional Christian upbringing, it shook my foundations. I was just fifteen, with all the usual fragilities of adolescence, magnified by a financial crisis in the family that caused me to stay on alone at my boarding school through the summer holidays. In fact I fell sick but, a little like St Ignatius of Loyola, that illness proved a major turning point for me.

				It was providential that a young teacher at the school, Rev Walter Mayers, took me under his wing. He was a kindly Evangelical Calvinist and offered me alternative reading, to help me to see the limitations of those empirical thinkers. More importantly, he guided me towards a more personal discovery of God. I experienced, prayerfully and powerfully, that God spoke to me in my conscience and that this God was both real and greater than my individual existence. It was a moment of revelation and of grace that never again left me. It was not simply an emotional or even a sudden conversion: gradually, over a number of months, I arrived at a firm belief in God’s mercy and providence, and a definite sense of being called into a lasting relationship with Christ. It was a change of heart, certainly, but also an enlargement of my mind. From reading a book by Thomas Scott, called The Force of Truth, I realised that life could be a long love affair with truth, an adventure that demanded total fidelity, and that being faithful to God’s truth would mean a constant battle against the more superficial world in me and around me.

				Earnestness of attitude

				All my life since then I tried to be ‘earnest in seeking the truth’. I used those words in my very first university sermon at the tender age of 25, and they sum up what I had discovered in that autumn nearly ten years earlier. It was an insight that I came back to again and again: it is futile and ultimately frustrating to discuss religious questions in a detached or disinterested tone. They can only be approached with a certain personal involvement, recognising the importance of being earnest! As I liked to say, who would listen to a lecture on colour by a blind person?

				There was another early experience that shaped my approach to faith, that has to do with a certain quality of honesty in how we approach faith. Perhaps earnestness was what I found missing in my younger brother Charles, when I made the mistake of trying to argue him out of his unbelief. We debated this in conversations and letters over two years starting in 1823. I came painfully to understand that if a person’s disposition is not open, we lack an essential starting point for communicating about God. Without a personal desire to seek the truth and without some element of prayerfulness, the intellect on its own can become arrogant. Those two youthful experiences of mine set a seal on my approach to faith.

				What seemed missing in my troubled brother (who later became a militant socialist) I came also to see as lacking in the culture around me. Later I compared it to someone who sits complacently at home, as if waiting for God to show up, but unwilling to make any move towards faith. Having devoted so much of my life to study and writing, I can hardly be called anti-intellectual, but I certainly became suspicious of the intellect when isolated with other dimensions of our humanity. Thus, in my own way, I discovered the truth expressed in the Magnificat, with its evocation of blockages and openings to faith: proud princes will find themselves scattered in the imagination of their hearts, but those who hunger humbly will be filled with good things. Something of the same battle of dispositions is found in the words of Christ about revelation being hidden from the learned and clever but available to children (Matt. 11.25).

				Starting from within

				So, what would I suggest to faith searchers of today? First of all, there is a choice of wavelength to be made: you can approach the question of God ‘notionally’ or with your full humanity. If you are not in touch with the movements of your inner self, it will be hard to reach any sense of God being ‘real’. Because it is a relational truth, not one discovered through a merely objective stance. The quality of your presence to the question is crucial. Whatever answer you arrive at will transform how you see everything. And you need to be involved in the search because, if it is a genuine search, you will be changed by the answer.

				If your disposition is not open, honest and receptive, you are already blocking the path, perhaps without knowing it. When I ask you to listen to your heart or conscience, it is not an invitation to sentimental escapism. What you need to escape from is a narrow or impersonal rationalism. Perhaps our universities have been kidnapped, for a century of more now, by an idol of verifiable objectivity that can never do justice to the full stretch of our wonder. It throws in the sponge over being able to answer our larger questions. None of the great existential issues of life can be faced in this impersonal way. Whenever knowledge is more than factual, your freedom is involved. It is like the human adventure of falling in love, or of being-in-love. To say ‘yes’ to someone involves a certain risk. It is a decision to trust that goes beyond the external evidence. So our important experiences are never just external. We experience every day the strange inner adventure of our attitudes and feelings, of our sensibility and our hopes, even if outer realities seem to monopolise and even kidnap our attention.

				It is not easy to do justice to the delicate convergence of elements needed for religious belief. Faith is not born from reasoning in the narrow sense, and yet it is profoundly reasonable. It does not reject the intellect but it needs a certain quality of inquiry that broadens out to embrace dimensions of yourself that do not lend themselves to easy explanation or expression. Faith, I so often said, appeals to the heart, and yet that does not mean it is merely a question of feeling. Faith is rooted in your experience of conscience, and yet it is not simply a matter of morality. Faith, we insist, is free. It is a truth to be embraced as a decision, and yet it is more than a leap into the dark, an impulsive surrender.

				Conscience as presence

				In various moments of my life I stressed different dimensions of our faith adventure. From youth to old age, a central strand of my faith lay in the experience of conscience and this was always more important for me than outer avenues of verification. Perhaps I captured this best in my novel, Callista, published in 1855, which tells the story of a sophisticated Greek girl living in North Africa in the third century and of her gradual discovery of Christian faith. At one stage when Callista has become aware of her ‘inner Guide’ but has not yet encountered the Word of the Gospel, she has a conversation with a pagan philosopher who believes only in an ‘eternal self-existing something’. This is too vague for Callista, who tells him that she experiences a more concrete sense of God in her conscience.

				I feel myself in His presence. He says to me, ‘Do this; don’t do that’ ... it is the echo of a person speaking to me ... I believe in what is more than a mere ‘something.’ I believe in what is more real to me than sun, moon, stars, and the fair earth, and the voice of friends. You will say, Who is He? Has He ever told you anything about Himself? Alas! no! - the more’s the pity. But I will not give up what I have, because I have not more. An echo implies a voice; a voice a speaker. That speaker I love and I fear. (C, 314-315)

				I repeated that image of an imperative ‘echo of a voice’ in other writings of mine. It points to a threshold between natural and revealed religion. I always had deep respect for conscience as the core and climax of natural religion and as preparing people for the Word of revelation. In fact this inner presence, even when not fully recognised, is the way most people in history have encountered God. It is where God is present to people without their knowing it clearly, and where their desire is kept alive for a more explicit revelation. In the twenty-first century not many people resonate with my acute sense of conscience. Believers today rarely share my experience of a commanding, and even fearful, inner voice. Perhaps there was sometimes too much guilt in my religion, but something precious is lost when we forget how to listen to our conscience. If sin loses its seriousness then, in my view, religion has become too human and too soft.

				Even today I would want to invite you to become aware of the movements of that inner voice, and to allow it to guide you towards God. Think about it this way. In your actual living you try to be faithful to certain values or absolutes even though you may not like that word. Without necessarily naming them, you live from certain fundamental options. These are the nonnegotiable anchors and goals of your life. There are certain things that you would not do for ‘love or money’, because they would contradict or even destroy your very identity. If so, that is ‘conscience’ or fidelity to a light that you follow - like those ancient Magi. It is here that you grow, in ways that you cannot measure, towards ‘living no longer for yourself’ as St Paul says (2 Cor. 5.15).

				Grasping the real

				In later life, as I worked for years on my book The Grammar of Assent, I came to highlight two other dimensions of our road to faith: imagination and what I called the ‘illative sense’. Just as in my early days, I was put off by impersonal and complicated arguments about the existence of God, now I realised that without my imagination being awakened, God can never become ‘real’ to the heart. Religion can easily remain ‘notional’, like those people described by Jesus as praying ‘Lord, Lord’ but never arriving at a change in their actions. This is the distinction between what I called nominal and ‘vital’ Christianity. I think that most people who try to pray have experienced the huge difference between drifting around in ideas and being really touched by the Spirit.

				The word ‘illative’ points in the same direction of becoming-real. It comes from Latin, implying grasping an issue. It is an important capacity that we use every day to recognise truth. It is our ability to say ‘yes’ and to feel sure about it. We make judgements all the time, instinctively understanding when a convergence of evidence allows us to affirm something as true. We know that we know, even though we cannot explain all the steps. We grasp things intuitively and arrive at security in our knowing. And on that basis in daily life we take a stance. We are able to commit ourselves and act. Yes, ‘we need something higher than a mere balance of arguments’. We need ‘a real hold and habitual intuition of the objects of Revelation’ (GA, 238).

				In brief, what am I saying? Look inward rather than outward. Pay attention to your conscience. Nourish your imagination. Trust your living mind and its capacity to reach truth. In short, the roads that lead us to faith are more ordinary than we think, but our ideas and our life-styles may have robbed us of essential anchors. We lack inner quiet. Our wonder suffers from malnutrition. Our picture of truth can be restricted to the externally provable. Our image of our searching can be that of the lone cowboy riding into the desert. But our humanity calls out for other kinds of food. It has deeper hungers and questions, which can be suppressed or neglected in the dominant model of life. There is another kind of knowledge, equally certain but more strange in its wavelength. It involves the mind, the heart, the spirit, the whole self. It needs another starting point within us, a different quality of seeking. We also have to journey out of ourselves, humbly wondering, and then perhaps we can encounter and be surprised by a different Word.

				Much of this is about being ready. ‘The readiness is all’, said Shakespeare in the mouth of Hamlet. The process of our knowing about God is not really different from the processes we use every day to arrive at certainties that we live (without argument, analysis, or working it all out logically). What is different in religious faith is not the road towards it, but the vision of life revealed in God’s self-giving. But how we arrive there is through ordinary fidelity to who we are - when we are fully ourselves. What we learn from God is extraordinary - a surprise that can slowly transform our lives. And that is another story.
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