John A. T. Robinson – Honest to God… is faith in God necessary?

When all else fails, the integrity of the Christian can be salvaged by suffering in resistance to the demonic religiosity of modern tyranny. Against the Third Reich, it makes sense to be a Christian; what makes faith possible in that context is the possibility ‘to relive Christ's passion’ in powerless vulnerability before others and in service to others.  This at least defines what it is to be Christian … but how does this perfectly genuine intensity, of tragedy and witness, relate to the actual world of disenchanted postwar Europe – to Bonhoeffer’s church with its chaplaincies to the German armed forces, or Robinson’s church, calculating its profits in the Stock Exchange? [105]
Thus the cultural situation of which Honest to God is a symptom is that … there is no obviously plausible language for needs or goals that have to do with more than practical problem solving. But in the problem-solving world, there is an uncomfortable feeling that something has been left out; and this means that religious language is still invoked to dignify a sense of contingency, of the overruling of fate, of fear and fascination in the presence of what isn’t under​stood, the feeling that surely the story of my life has more substance and mystery and meaning than routine language can capture. Once we know that this is what religious language is there for, we can do something with it as adults. But if we indefinitely defer that recognition, we condemn ourselves to a cultural schism in which religious speech is the property of a self-absorbed min​ority, borrowed rather uncomfortably for social and psychological purposes somewhat at odds with what that speech is supposed to be talking about. [106]
Tillich and Robinson … battl[e] against what they see as a false and trivialising account of what theology is: it cannot be that theology is simply a set of speculations about a putative member of the class of things that there happen to be.  [107]

What Tillich and Robinson are pointing us to is a situation in which theological method has become stale, if not corrupted. If God is indeed what the patristic and scholastic tradition insists God is, that is, the pure act of being, the life beyond categorisation or definition that sustains all particular forms of determinate existence in the coherence of a universe, then theology certainly shouldn’t be reduced to a kind of science fiction, dealing with the imagined life of some individual outside the ‘normal’ boundaries of experience. [107]

What could save theology from such a charge? Only a renewed sense that theological language is a difficult, always incomplete, corruptible, but unavoidable enterprise, pressed into existence by the particular character of what God is perceived as doing, by the sense of a givenness or gratuity bearing on the human situation in such a way that a difference is made that demands new words and concepts. [108]

Now this is not, by a very long way, the idiom of Honest to God: one of the most startling absences in the book as a whole is surely its reluctance to speak of God as active in any way anal​ogous to the way the word is normally used. …The chapter on ‘Worldly Holiness’ discusses prayer in terms quite divorced from any consideration that God might act on the praying person; prayer is, once again, a level of intensity within the ordinary business of interpersonal communication (‘I am really praying for people, agonising with God for them, pre​cisely as I meet them and really give my soul to them’). [108]
But what is significant is the background poverty of thinking about both theology and prayer that provokes Robinson’s impatience with traditional form and language in either. It is as if there is no currency for any idea that theology might exist because of the surprising new availability of kinds of prayer in the Christian community; or that there is a narrative of divine action that gives shape to our own action and our praying. [108]
The immediate postwar period witnessed such an explosion of first-class Anglican doctrinal reflection, still fresh and suggestive more than fifty years later, it rather looks as though the 1950s had forgotten why any of this mattered. It is in any case significant that the actual enterprise of dogmatics, to use the normal and somewhat forbidding term, was not part of the English university Curriculum in theology for the most part. [110]
You could sum up the problem by saying that the good has become obvious in a postideological situation. In such a situation, the question of what distinguishes a believer from an unbeliever is quite hard to answer except in terms of intensity: the believer has no different concep​tion of the good, but does have a more profoundly engaged relation to it, seeing it ‘at depth’, to use Robinson’s favourite metaphor. [111]

By the beginning of the 1960s, however, the complacent sense of not having to justify oneself was under heavy challenge as the society overall moved toward a more com​prehensive consumerisation. When the marketplace increasingly dominates, providers of services need to know what they’re about. Less starkly, it is clear enough from Robinson and others that the lack of self-critical awareness in the institutional church in England was becoming an embarrassment, even a scandal. Hence the pas​sionate desire to reclothe Christian commitment with the dignity of risk, depth, or whatever. [111]
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