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Reason Without Hybris:
A Christian Critique to the “Dogma” of the Religious Autonomy of Theoretical Thought

England L’Abri Lecture, 11th July 2007

Guilherme V. R. de Carvalho

I. Introduction: The Reason of a Critique of Reason

Basic Definitions

What do we want to say with the expression "Dogma of the Religious Autonomy of Theoretical Thought" (therefore, the “Dogma”)? We can start examining this sentence by specifying the sense of each one of its terms.

(1) Firstly, we referred to a "Dogma". Popularly, the term indicates a belief that is supported as an absolutely certain truth, one beyond any questioning. In philosophy, the term is occasionally used meaning a form of thought that ceases the critical reflection before examining all their presuppositions and conditions of possibility; one that lacks self-criticism.

(2) Secondly, we target the "theoretical thought". For theoretical thought, we want to express a particular form of thought, distinctly from the ordinary or common thought.

(3) Thirdly, our focus is on the notion of "religious autonomy". The term autonomy (self rule) has being used since nineteenth century philosophy, together with three other words – heteronomy (the other’s rule), antinomy (contradiction of rules) and theonomy (God’s rule). By autonomy, then, we mean the defense of an essential independence of the theoretical thought from religion. Such essential independence would make possible a complete purification of thought from religious influences.

Before continuing, it is important to clarify two concepts that we are going to use:

By the term "arché", we mean the absolute origin or basic reality, from which all the remaining reality receives existence and meaning. We also can call this reality ground, or the unconditional.

By the expression "archimedean point", we mean the lean point or supporting point to a lever, to move something. When attributed to theoretical rationality, it has the meaning of being the power to disclose the basic structure of reality and its principle, bringing freedom to human beings. In this sense, the Dogma deals with rationality as the archimedean point of the knowledge of the Real.

Is it Relevant?

Many Christian thinkers presuppose tacitly that thinking is relative to the religious conditions of the thinker, applying clear Christian presuppositions to their own thinking. But is this idea a valid one?

The current crisis of modernity is pointed sometimes as evidence that the problem of the dogma of the religious autonomy of reason isn’t an issue anymore. However, the truth in one side is that we can still see a strong scientificistic drive in the academic world which is committed to the “purification” of culture from any religious control (as in Richard Dawkins); and, on the other side, a blame on reason in the more radical anti-realist side, or against intellectuality in general (the postmoderns).

Therefore, in our perspective, a critical assessing of the Dogma doesn’t have only a defensive function, as to refute the Dawkinian kind of scientificism, or the methodological naturalism in general, but also the constructive function of rediscovering and protecting the place of sound rationality in human life.

II. The Critique

It seems to us that the Dogma can be characterized in terms of three non-explicitly visible trends.

The first one is the atheological thesis, which proposes the rejection of the intellectual meaning of the belief in God and, further, the rejection of the very belief in God. So, according to this thesis, by creating a neutral space without any dogmatic authorities, would be made possible the raising of a rational thought free from constraints and interested only in a truth accessible to all (universality).

The second trend is the search for rational control of life and cognitive processes. Despite many disagreements the moderns were unanimous in affirming that only the reason had the right of determining such control and limits, and to guide human life towards the good, tolerance, peace, etc. 

The third trend, related to the second, is the abstract reconstruction of human identity on the basis of scientific and philosophical theories about man. The wide influence of the Dogma over western culture raised those reconstructions to an important place in the general social and individual conscience.

Our critique runs in parallel with these three trends, arguing that they are linked to each other and that, in spite of its good intentions, the Dogma fails in each one of them.

1. Doxastic Demarcation and Divine Displacement

Suspicions

Our first thesis is about the nature of religious belief. It is clear that religion involves a series of elements beyond beliefs; it involves rites, religious experience, ethics, existential commitment, etc. Our inquiry aims, however, the connection between religious beliefs and scientific theories at the conceptual level. To employ the technical term: we want to understand the doxastic level of this connection.

Speaking, therefore, about this level of the experience, we could say that the modern strategy has been the doxastic demarcation: the description of religious beliefs, understood as beliefs in personal deities, as occupying a distinct space (valid or illusory) without any necessary contact point with the presuppositions of a sound theoretical thought.

Of course, one suspicion emerges, however, regarding the demarcation strategy. Would it really be possible that two activities so existentially important to human beings – the theoretical thought and the religious belief – be completely independent, even when both involve the mind and claim cognitive value (veracity)?

A concrete fact confirms ours suspicions: the picture displayed by contemporary studies around the historical interaction between science and religion, exemplified in some groundbreaking works in the twentieth century (as Robert Hooykaas’s Religion and the Rise of Modern Science, John Hedley Brooke’s Science and Religion: Some Historical Perspectives, and Thomas Torrance’s Space, Time and Incarnation, to give the outstanding examples). These scholars report to us an ample exchange of "favors" between modern science and religion in the very doxastic level, with religious beliefs playing a strategic role in scientific thinking.

What is Religious Belief?

To verify if such sharing of beliefs is real, we need to reach better clarity regarding the nature of religious belief itself. This means to consider the object of religious beliefs. But, instead of comparing particular characteristics of different deities, we can consider them in functional terms: what kind of object is intentioned by religious belief, from the point of view of its function?

The object is, always, a kind or divine reality. But divine realities, independently of its particular characteristics, have as basic and defining function the Origination. In other words, divine realities are all conditioning realities, or non-dependent realities, which explain the origin of remaining reality; they are arches.

Following this line of thought, Roy Clouser defined religious belief as any belief that affirms or implies some reality as the divine per se. That includes beliefs about the relation of all that is non-divine with the divine, and of man’s relation with it.

Clouser’s perspective is not something totally original; many theologians and religion scholars (as Paul Tillich, Nathan Rotenstreich, Mircea Eliade, and others) had evidenced before him the belief in non-dependent realities as a defining characteristic of religious beliefs. The importance of this definition dwells in showing why religious beliefs are so covering and pervasive: it is because they establish the most important qualitative distinction in a worldview; to divide between non-dependent and dependent realities is just to build a kosmos; it is the genesis of the world in the human conscience, the birth of all the names.

Of course, the religious interest for arches, typically, is pretty practical: the believer looks for the best way to relate to some arché, as a form to guarantee his happiness; metaphysical concerns aren’t his focus, at all. But even if religious beliefs are not the same as metaphysical speculation on the structure of the world, it’s evident that the central and defining characteristic of religious belief is, nevertheless, a metaphysical affirmation of primary and grounding character.

From the perception that religious beliefs are primary metaphysical affirmations, what follows is an uncomfortable but simply logical conclusion: there’s no qualitative difference between religious beliefs and "non-religious" metaphysical beliefs about non-dependent realities (that is, primary metaphysical beliefs in non-religious contexts).

What this result demonstrates? That what is basic for religious belief is equally basic for any world conception, be it philosophical or not. In fact, metaphysical thought appeared in the cradle of religion, getting itself completely loose of it only in modernity. In this way, we don’t have enough reasons to treat primary metaphysical beliefs as "secular" or non-religious beliefs.

What about the person who, supporting primary metaphysical beliefs is an atheist, for example? Clouser points out in a very enlightening way that this says something about the religious beliefs that he rejects, but nothing about what he accepts. The statement "I am vegetarian" informs about what somebody doesn’t eat, but doesn’t show accurately what he eats; after all, there are many types of vegetables. Atheism is a position about personal deities and about theism specifically; but this name does not communicate any information on the effective religious beliefs of somebody. Atheism merely means that some individual supports a different or non-theistic belief in non-dependent realities. In fact, an atheist necessarily will reject theism on the basis of a distinct metaphysical hypothesis (as the materialism) and, therefore, from his particular religious belief.

How did this illusion develop?

Modernity is the era which has displaced God as the focus for the unity and meaning of being. What do I mean by that? Chiefly, that the functions attributed to God have not been abolished, but shifted – relocated, as they say today. […]. God was no longer needed to account for the coherence and meaning of the world, so that the seat of rationality and meaning became not the world, but the human reason and will (Gunton, 1993:28).

In the beginnings of the western tradition, the idea of divinity didn’t imply cult nor the existence of some personal deities. The first phase of the Greek philosophy, before the sophist anthropological turn (at the time of Socrates) was characterized by the search of substances, or the basic substance of reality. These philosophers identified the divine principle with the self-existent and originating reality, searching for it in the elements of the visible world (Ionic school) or in an abstract idea of being (Eleatic school). The vision of deity as the unconditioned and non-dependent reality was a common point in the Greek thought until the times of Christianity. Thus, for example, Aristotle says:

Therefore about that which can exist independently and is changeless, there is a science... And if there is such a kind of thing in the world, here surely must be the divine, and this must be the first and most dominant principle (Aristotle, Metaphysics). 

This was the dominant perspective in the first centuries of Christianity. But after the victory of theism in the west, at the closing of antiquity, we see the identification of the belief in divinity or deity as arche with the belief in a personal God. God and deity had then become almost synonymous.

With the advent of modernity and the historical cultural “defeat” of theism, the identity of deity with non-dependent reality shipwrecks together with the theistic belief, creating the impression that the abandonment of the belief in God would automatically imply the abandonment of religious beliefs itself. A smoke curtain was generated, hiding the intrinsically religious nature of the modern beliefs in non-dependent realities.

This process was the doxastic side of what was described by the English theologian Colin Gunton with the expression God's Displacement: the shifting and relocation of the deity function. The God of theism disappeared for a time; but “somebody”, nevertheless, finally assumed its functions. The forgetting of the religious character of beliefs in non-dependent realities was the main source of the illusion of the Dogma’s neutrality. Demarcation policies toward religious and non-religious beliefs are ideological skills, creating a sort of Hadrian wall, making the displacement a plausible thing.

2. Rational Control Ideology and Reductionism

Another important trend was the emergency of an ideology of technical progress and rational control as the way to guarantee human happiness. The affirmation of human freedom from God brought, as a final expression, the soteriology of human progress on the basis of technical advance and wealth increase.

Abstracted from a clear connection with human ends, the very rationality becomes a sophisticated instrument to reach ends that are never clearly submitted to a critical assessing. That fact was pointed by Max Horkheimer in 1937 through his concept of instrumental reason. Reason, which should serve the autonomy of human being, hypertrophies itself in a domination instrument, receiving heteronomical contents. Horkheimer’s concept is interesting because it shows the detachment and following conflict between reason and human life.

Other happening in the interpretation of modern mind was the identification of internalism (in opposition to externalism prevailing until the middle ages) as the dominant epistemological theory in modernity. In its core, this proposes that knowledge is not a naturally given structure, as part of the man, but an act of freedom and independence facing nature; knowledge is a workmanship of the independent man who carries, alone, the capacity and the responsibility to bring it to light.

The critique which we are going to present appeared in the beginning of the 20th century through the work of the Dutch philosopher Herman Dooyeweerd. Following his insights, we can point two sides (one immanent, and other transcendent) in rational control ideology:

(a) the reduction of cognitive experience to theoretical thought; and

(b) the search for the ground, or arché, inside theoretical thought itself

But in order to understand with more precision how these two movements occur, we need a pause to get a better grasp of the nature of the theoretical thought.

What is the theoretical thought?

Without trying to present an exhaustive description, we propose that three main characteristics distinguish theoretical thought from ordinary pre-theoretical thought: it is a technique; it is a perfect abstraction; it is distasis of meaning;

(1) In the first place, theoretical thought is a technique; a way of thinking that is not only conscious about the things themselves, but also of their conceptual image, artificially constructed. I can think of one or another tree, for example. But if I try to compare various trees in order to get a general concept of tree, I need to exercise a higher degree of observation and intellectual grasp; I need to learn or develop a technique to carry out such kind of activity, since it doesn’t happens automatically.

(2) Secondly, it is a perfect abstraction. In the low abstraction, the properties still are perceived as part of the thing or phenomenon. In the high abstraction, however, by an act of imagination, the connection of the properties with the phenomenon is breached, and its properties are thought independently of the particular phenomenon. In that case, the abstraction was intensified until the limit, becoming “perfect”. The perfect abstraction allows applying the imagination to properties, functions and relations, independently of objects.

EXAMPLE: we can think of the colors, the weight, price, and beauty of a certain object, as a chair, for example, all being properties of this object. But we can isolate certain properties, as mass, density and volume, and reflect independently on its relation to the chair. In that case, we made a perfect act of abstraction.

(3) Thirdly, theoretical thought creates a distasis of meaning. That is a difficult concept, which demands attention (please!)
. The reflection wants to form a theoretical image of a supra-theoretical reality. So, we start with a total phenomenon, given to our experience, and only after we try to explain its structure and dynamics in logical terms. To accomplish this, we make a clipping of this phenomenon, in terms of a set of properties, and try "to say" these properties in logical-analytical language. To make the clipping of the phenomenon is to differentiate one aspect from the others and from the logical function, recognizing its difference of meaning, its semantic otherness – that is logical antithesis. The antithesis breaks the unity of meaning that we find in ordinary experience (the sy-stasis) creating a di-stasis. Only after this antithesis we can follow to the next step: synthesis. To describe some clipping logically is to reveal its coherence with the logical function.

EXAMPLE: We can abstract certain properties, as density, volume and mass, and study its relation under diverse conditions, in search for a general law. We have, thus, the physical equation:

Density = Mass/Volume

The formula has a logical aspect. It affirms the logical equality between the two terms of the equation. D property always will be equal to the reason between properties M and V, and any alteration in the value of one of these properties will imply the alteration of the value of the others. The signal = reflects the logical character of the formula. Moreover, the formula points to a specific proportionality, under certain conditions, of different properties.

The formula also contains particular mathematical relations. We are saying that a thing D is equal to another thing; but this other thing is a mathematical reason. If, for example, we have an equal mass 6Kg, and an equal volume 2L, we will have a density of 3Kg/L.

The main point of the equation, however, is not in informing on logic or mathematics to them; it is in instructing them regarding a law that isn’t logical neither mathematical. The non-contradiction law establishes a relation of necessary equality between the terms of the equation; the properties of the numbers establish the possibility of the division of amounts; but we cannot logically deduce of these fields (logic and mathematics) the Real relation between these three properties. The set of properties in question belongs to the physical sphere or field of experience, and the patterns of relationship between these properties belong to this sphere. It is a natural law, a form of necessity that doesn’t have logical foundation.

At the same time, although these laws or necessities are distinct between them, they are not incoherent. If the logical aspect was identical to the physical aspect, we could deduce the physical laws by means of a pure metaphysical thought, without appealing to experience. Conversely, if these laws were completely independent, would be impossible to join both in only unified explanation: we could not use the logical identity/difference to describe a phenomenon.

We are led to understand, then, that there is an internal relation between the diverse forms of law or cosmic necessity, being the task of the theoretical thought to make explicit this relation in conceptual terms. That is, the theoretical thought shows the difference and the coherence between the diverse aspects of reality in rational terms. Below we present an open list of aspects of total (dependent) Reality.

Fiduciary

Ethical

Justitial

Aesthetical

Economical

Societal

Linguistical

Historical

Logical

Sensorial

Biotical

Physical

Kinetic

Spatial

Quantitative

Another helpful term to understand the distatical character of theoretical thought is the term "analysis". The theoretical thought necessarily breaks up reality. Therefore, before carrying through the synthesis of the logical with the non-logical, the theoretical thought must "pull out", as to say, a certain set of properties from its total coherence. This act raises the penetration power of thinking, but cuts, at the same time, the amplitude of vision of pre-theoretical experience. There is no way to catch all the circle of reality inside theoretical thought.

EXAMPLE: The more powerful a telescopes is, smaller the band of the sky that it can examine at once and, consequently, greater the inquiry task. The same happens with microscopes: to see very small things, we need give up seeing the big ones.

Which is the Modern Attitude Towards Theoretical Thought? The Hybris
 of Reason

In view of the picture given above related to the functioning of theoretical thought, we can return to our two trends (a,b). What could we say regarding the modern attitude towards it?

(a’) In the first place, as we considered before, the ideology of rational control established the necessity to get rational domain over the cognitive process. This means that knowledge passes to be seen as dependent of internal justification. Or better posed: we only really know some thing if we are capable to demonstrate this knowledge rationally, with logical warrant. The result of this trend was a severe narrowing in the number and quality of beliefs that could count as knowledge.

(b’) Second, the ideology of rational control establishes that, whatsoever the basic reality or substance of the world able to explain the world’s phenomena, such reality must be accessible to the theoretical thought. It is as if the ground was hidden of the ordinary vision, demanding theoretical penetration. This means that theoretical thought must possess in itself the critical principle to judge all the experience.

Together, these two attitudes mean, simply: I want to control everything; so, I must to know everything! I can reach, by and act of abstraction, the absolute ground of reality, and after I can judge all my experience through that scientific achievement! Together they compose the intellectual hybris, the pride or arrogance of reason, which is fatally punished with a chronic tendency of a qualitative reduction of the experience.

As we saw before, theoretical thought is characterized by a qualitative reduction of the vision field, through the abstraction of types of properties, and its synthesis (logical + non-logical). A theory is, by nature, a clipping, a narrowing, that raises the precision degree of our analyses of the "fabric", but that doesn’t pierce the “curtain” of experience.

When identifying one of these clippings of experience with the very non-dependent reality, the thinker is taken to explain the other aspects of experience in terms of that particular aspect. Therefore (as a rational outcome), if the different types of properties that the phenomena display are strongly dependent on this specific aspect, they cannot mean a thing completely different. In other words, they could be exhaustingly described in terms of this aspect.

Here we find the origin of the "isms": materialism, vitalism, psychologism, logicism, historicism, sociologism, etc. In each one of these intellectual movements, which really happened in history, we have an effort to dissolve the totality of or a parcel of human experience in the acid of a particular scientific theory. These schools had never been able to be reconciled for the obvious reason of that each one makes imperialistic claims toward the others. A good part of the conflicts and fragmentation inside the academic world comes from theoretical reductionisms. This is a kind of blindness to the semantic otherness which is inscribed in the fabric of the Real.

From the point of view of the Dogma, anything outside rational control is silly, dogmatic, or irrational. This generates also a conflict against the universe of pre-theoretical thought, the world of ordinary experience.

The origin of this drives is much older than modernity, however; its roots are in the Greek thinking, and had one of its highest examples in Plato’s allegory of the cave: the ordinary experience is darkness, is a simulacra. The Real is something hidden, accessible only through philosophical speculation. Reason only can contemplate the light of truth.

3. Antinomy and “Dispsychia”

The consequence of the rational hybris is what I called dispsychia, to give a new use to the Greek term dispsychos (double mind), which appears in the letter of James. The fight for the establishment of a total rational control of life produces asceticism and a systematic suppression of the experience of humanness, or mannishness.

Theoretical Narcissism: Diving in the Mirror

The ordinary conscience, involving the senses, the self-conscience, and the low abstraction, could be described as the A conscience. By means of the high abstraction, we are able to constitute a B conscience, of purely theoretical character; a “world of concepts”. This B conscience is, as we saw, seated upon the A conscience.

The theoretical conscience is a sort of bidimensional double (or copy) of the real conscience; a representation of conceptual character, that exists abstractly inside the ordinary conscience, as a space of controlled imagination. This double can, as to say, to be "off" or "on" at any time; it is an emulation of the conscience.

A dysfunction occurs, however, when I form the belief that B conscience is more rational or Real than the A conscience. In this moment, the ego loses itself inside its artificial double (as if we feel in doubt if the real is my self-understanding or my mirror’s image) dissolving the real conscience in the theoretical conscience. In this moment, the A conscience passes to be considered an inferior form of theory, it processing a rupture within reality. The A conscience loses it anteriority, and jumps inside the cavern, from where Plato is still trying to get out. That absolutization constitutes an inversion of our natural condition, generating an unnatural suspicion of ordinary experience.

Cognitive Asceticism and Self-repression

The effect of this confusion is the development of a mental asceticism. Each experience and belief is judged by a reductionistic critical filter, to test its cognitive validity. And the modern individual imposes to himself the rejection of incompatible beliefs, even if such beliefs emerge from apparently real experiences.

If, for example, an individual has a materialistic vision of the reality, he will be forced to reject the experience of unconditional ethical norms, trying to convince himself that it has a naturalistic explanation for "love", for example. If he is an idealist or a sensorialist, he will convince himself that there isn’t a material reality, but only psychic impressions or ideas. If he is a sociologist, he will try to show that the scientific discoveries are merely social constructions.

And, of course, such individual will explain all and any religious experience in non-religious terms, reducing it to its biological, or psychological, or sociological base, or to ethics, or to aesthetics, etc.

Speaking hypothetically: if, in fact, the human nature dwells in one of these isms, so when trying to live from some theoretical principle, man would find his true identity and personal integration. If not, it will cause a rupture, as an existential schizophrenia. And that is exactly what we find in the intellectual history of the west.

Therefore, the Dogma is the basis for the forgetfulness of that reality of what I am; a self-forgetting; a forgetting of my mannishness. On an inferior and suppressed level, I know that I cannot be reduced to one of these clippings, but this conscience of me is distorted by means of the substitution of conscience A for B conscience, in such way that I un-know myself while still trying to find myself within my thoughts.

Truly, the mere attempt to solve theoretically, or abstractly, the problem of my personal identity represent, simultaneously, an act of self-forgetting and ascetic self-narrowing, which outcome is the rupture of the self-identity conscience and an existential incoherence.

Antinomy

The complaint of modernity against religion is that it represents a heteronomy, a external control that narrow the personal and, specially, the intellectual freedom. The presupposition is that when man follows the laws of reason, which has a universal value, he can find the good by himself.

However, when identifying as mine only the norms of rationality, or the norms conceptualized by a theoretical synthesis, I will be taken to see only heteronomies in the norms pertaining to other spheres. But we have many other spheres! Each one is important. Each law habilitates a different kind of behaviour.
The bird, for example, cannot see the physical resistance of air as a limitation. Yes, it is. But first of all, is the very condition of possibility to fly. It is a limitation only when you tries to be what you isn’t, that is, when the bird decides to be an airplane. He can feel angry against God because he doesn’t have turbines. When he finally gets it, his feathers will burn!

If a pile of molecules wants to be a cell, they need to “accept” biological laws; if they want to be an animal, the sensorial laws. If the animal wants to think or to talk, he must to accept logical and linguistical norms; if he wants to relate, social norms, and ethical norms. Finally, if he wants be human, he must to accept the totality of laws that habilitate humanness.

When imposing the rule of a particular sphere of the experience over the others, the theoretical thought institutes a heteronomy of the scientific reason over knowledge and the remaining human experience; a contradiction of norms. Tying to turbinate thinking, the Dogma burns the mannishness of man.

What happens? Remembering Kierkegaard: the aesthetical person cannot accept ethic laws or faith laws, because she absolutizes the experience of pleasure and beauty, living only within that realm. That person can even reject reason to hold his way of life. The rationalist does the same thing with its theoretical absolutizations.

The Dogma is not capable, therefore, to guarantee the freedom of thought, much less the freedom of human being. It only exacerbates the freedom of certain forms of thought, occulting at the same time its religious base in order to “naturalize” the scientificist tyranny. Instead of real autonomy, thus, it creates an antinomy: the conflict of laws.
 But we would say: what matters, really, isn’t freedom of thinking, but freedom of humanness. 
The Classic Historical Example

To illustrate this movement, we have as a classic example the evolution of the epistemological thought since Descartes. As it is known, Descartes established the methodical and radical doubt as the strategy to destroy and reconstruct the building of human knowledge. But through grounding the knowledge of the I within abstract thought, demonstrating the existence of the thinking I (cogito ergo sum), Descartes separated the ego from the body (extensio), loosing the ability to appropriately recover the knowledge of the physical reality based in the physical senses.

Hume, later, following the same cognitive attitude, completely subverted the cognitive value of empirical experience, rejecting the rationality of the causality idea, and even suggesting that the ego would be an illusion of the experience, in a completely consummated skepticism.

Kant tried to solve the problem suggesting that knowledge was the fruit of the synthesis of chaotic impressions of sensorial experience with the categories of understanding. However, he identified the knowing ego with the rational principle (logical-transcendental I), and claimed the existence of a noumenal world (“ding an sich”) finally inaccessible to experience.

What, then, really happened to this modern tradition? We’ll try to explain it in terms of our criticism: our experience is made of a fabric, composed of distinct wires. It is not completely homogeneous. It has a diversity of aspects, of kinds of properties, and each one is irreducible to the other. Even the “logicality” is only one more aspect of our experience.

This means that, if you start your interpretation of reality cutting, or clipping one aspect and raising it as the first explanatory principle, you will not be able later to give sense to the remaining experience. It will not be possible anymore to rebuild logically the other dimensions of the experience, because they were always essentially non-logical and, moreover, essentially distinct.
 There is a qualitative discontinuity between them. The only way out would be to give a step behind and retake these experiences from the starting point: the original systasis of the Real life.

Parallel to the forgetting of the religious nature of the belief in a absolute ground of meaning, modern thought implies the forgetting of mannishness. The efforts to get the total scientific control of reality led to a diversity of attempts in order to describe human nature in terms of one or another of the special sciences.

As a consequence, a spiritual contradiction, a kind of intellectual schizophrenia raised in the modern conscience: an strong effort for affirming the freedom and dignity of human being, based on a original awareness of itself (of mannishness), in insoluble tension with the scientific objectifications of this same human being.

4. Conclusion: Is the Theoretical Thought Independent in Relation to Religion?

The obvious answer is: not at all. Therefore, when looking between its theoretical products, between its conceptual artifacts, for the knowledge of the ultimate and non-dependent reality, and when accepting a theoretical synthesis as a grasp of this reality, the individual effectively forms a religious belief. As such, these beliefs are religious, not mattering if they had been formulated in a laboratory, a chapel or a philosophy classroom. The atheological thesis is, therefore, a myth.

All that the ideology of rational control can get, then, is the hiding of its own religious starting point. In this respect, the Dogma is a particularly poor and inferior perspective of the reality in relation to the religions in general; because these, at least, are aware of its religious commitments. The Dogma is, therefore, an ideology; the opium of modern minds.

And finally, the abstract reconstructions of human identity can only broke the conscience and give raise to antinomies that promote the fragmentation of human knowledge and life.

That is exactly what the Bible points as the core of idolatry: to create an artifact, worshiping it as a god, a ground of reality, and redoing the self-identity from this artifact (Cf. Romans 1.18-24).

III. A Christian Perspective on Rationality

What would be, then, an adequate perspective on rationality, having in mind our criticisms? I would like to give some suggestions:

A Christian conception of rationality will have: (1) to find again the place of reason in mannishness, in a theo-referring humanism; (2) to give up the ideology of the rational control as a strategy to get freedom and; (3) to adore God with the mind, assuming its centrality for thought.

1. Openness to Mannishness

To understand reason, we need to comprehend the nature of the being that thinks. But what is the "human being", in his center? That is the problem of critical self-reflection: “know yourself” (Delphic Oracle). In more rigorous terms: What is the I who think, and how (from where?) it gets a reference point for its theoretical abstractions? The Greek would say that it is the rational soul; the voluntarist, that it is the will; the neodarwinist would point the biological evolutionary base; the marxist would describe him as the "homo faber", etc. Each one answers from its own theory.

But we ask: how could theoretical thought answer to such a question from its own resources? The I is that point, in us, where all the aspects of our experience are concentrated in a personal existence – the only reason why we are able, starting from there, to contemplate each one of these aspects separately. The I (or, in Biblical language, the heart) is the concentration point of all the levels of cosmic meaning. Was the reflexive I contained in one of these levels, he would not be able to exceed all by correlating them in the abstraction. This recognition shows that a complete idea of the I cannot be got from theoretical thought itself. It only can give clippings of that which we are. If we think that we are one or another of these clippings, we do not know who we are.

The heart of man is, therefore, this concentration point. It is the seat of the imago Dei. It is the heart of the man who takes decisions, relates to God and other people, and knows. Rationality is, then, one of the functions of the heart, and not an independent organ.

The suppression of the self-knowledge, of the sense of mannishness that we all bring, is the other side of the absolutization of rationality. Equally, the rediscovering of the mannishness of the man necessarily implies the relativization of rationality.

What do this mean in terms of theoretical thought? If the total human I is the starting point of theoretical thought, we need to adopt a maximalist interpretation of the experience. Instead of cutting a narrow band of experience as the “real” dimension, we need start reflection recognizing the legitimacy of the possible maximum of experiences and types of experiences; we need to take the heart, in its integral mannishness, as the archimedean point of the theoretical thought, instead of reason. In other words, we need to start with the wide circle of reality, of human reality.

Before, we argued for the internal connection between the Cartesian rationalism and the Humean skepticism. But we had not mentioned that some philosophers did present alternatives to this dualism. Two of the more important examples in modern times were the Scottish philosopher Thomas Reid and the French mathematician and philosopher Blaise Pascal.
 Thomas Reid, against David Hume, defended that the logical thought cannot operate in the emptiness, but works from beliefs that are formed in us automatically. And Pascal defended the existence of other distinct ways of knowledge beyond the logical-analytical reason, which would give us access to other principles. We will quote Pascal:

We know the truth not only by means of the reason, but also by means of the heart. It is through the heart that we know the first principles, and reason, which has no part in this knowledge vainly tries to contest them […]. We know that we are not dreaming, however powerless we are to prove it by reason. This powerlessness proves only the weakness of our reason, no the uncertainty of our entire knowledge as they claim.

For the knowledge of first principles such as space, time, movement, numbers is as certain as any that our reasoning can give us, and it is on this knowledge by means of the heart and instinct that reason has to rely, and must base all its argument. The heart feels that there are three dimensions in space a that there is an infinite series of numbers, and then reason goes on to prove that there are no two square numbers of which on is double the other. The principles are felt, and the propositions are proved, both conclusively, although by different ways, and it is as useless and stupid for the heart to demand of reason a feeling of all the propositions it proves, before accepting them (Pascal, 1995:35-36).

In Biblical language: we need to recognize that man, in his mannishness, is the temporal image of the atemporal origin of all things. Not just one or other aspect of man (reason, morality, ethics, etc), but the man in its entirety.
 The mannishness of man, therefore, in its fullness, is the imago Dei, and the heart of man is its seat. Thus, in his experience of mannishness, the man has the archimedean point of knowledge.
2. Theonomical Freedom

As the German theologian Helmut Thielicke once observed, the problem of the modern concept of auto-nomy dwells in the "autos", in the vision of the "self". Autonomy concentrated in a rationalist asceticism doesn’t make justice to the mannishness of man.

If, however, we refuse the absolutization of one or another sphere, one or another set of norms, and adopt a maximalist vision of the experience, we are free to reinterpret "autos" in terms of the integral I. This implies an integral set of norms: not just logical, but also historical, social, ethical, aesthetical, faith, linguistical, etc.

Going ahead, to follow voluntarily all the norms given by God, and not only the rational or ethical norms, we can still speak about autonomy; but in this case, the autonomy is based on the recognition of all creational norms, without establishing an artificial criteria. The only possible criterion is the full human experience, capable to open theoretical thought to the totality of the God given norms. Only this full human being will be completely free. It is not the rational control, but the spiritual control, the blow of the Holy Spirit in the core of our beings, which enables reason to operate freely, without tyrannizing (overpowering) one aspect of experience, nor being tyrannized by other one. That condition we call the theonomy of thinking.
Autonomy isn’t, thus, freedom to think, but freedom to act, to relate, to live, to be ethical, to have faith, to speak, to enjoy beauty, etc. Only this full human being will be completely free. But this freedom depends on accept the legitimacy of the norms that rule each aspect of our experience. 

Paradoxically, then, the true autonomy of thought only has a beginning when the diversity of norms is recognized – or either, when the heteronomical character of the rational thought is recognized. And the union of autonomy and heteronomy of thought depends on the guide of the Holy Spirit in the heart – the theonomy.

3. Theoretical Adoration

If non-dependent reality isn’t one of the mind’s theoretical abstractions, none of its abstract artifacts and sculptures, the modern man must repent from this explicit act of idolatry. For the idolatry not only takes the place of God, because it attributes the creative power to the creature; but takes also the place of man, because it establishes another image of God in the place of man in his full mannishness, the only legitimate image.

Where, then, dwells the truth? In the worship of God, anchored in the radical distinction between the Creator and its creatures; in the worship of Christ, who restored mannishness becoming himself the archimedean point of all the cosmos: the ultimate source of meaning of all reality. Therefore Paul says that "in it the treasures of the wisdom and the knowledge are hidden".

The cure of theoretical thought depends on the recognition of the complete relativity of reason in relation to God, as Creator and Redeemer, and on the rediscovering our humanness through a personal relationship with him. That is the context to a renewed intellectual life.

And it depends on worshiping God with the mind: recognizing the creatureness of all the phenomena, properties and experiences that we know and will come to know, breaking the conceptual idols of stone and wood, and thinking each centimeter of reality from its relation with God.

Cor et res coram Deo!
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� To a full discussion of the subject, cf. Roy Clouser, The Myth of Religious Neutrality: An Essay on the Hidden Role of Religious Belief in Theories. Notre Dame: Notre Dame University Press, 2005, part One.


� Conlin Gunton, The One, the Three and the Many: God, Creation and the Culture of Modernity. The 1992 Bampton Lectures. Cambridge: CUP, 1993.


� Apud: Clouser, 2005:21).


� By the Greek word stasis, we mean some state of affairs; systasis is the condition of integrity and coherence of something (the Greek particle syn means “together with”) and distasis mean the rupture of this coherence.


� Greek word sometimes applied to denote the capital sin of men, when he tries to exceed his own finitude and challenge the gods and the destiny (anangké), being then punished by the invincibility of Fate.


� So, my identity can be found only in the systasis of who I am.


� That conflict is the creational framework over which the dispsychia found its basis. If the norms were only human creations, any antinomy would be answered by a mere abandoning of one of its poles.


� This is presupposed by the very act of distasis that characterizes theoretical thinking. So, as Roy Clouser points out, that absolutization of theory, as an all-explanatory principle, stands in contradiction with the very act that gave birth to it. He names this error as a self-performatively incoherent thinking: that negates his own conditions of possibility.


� “We are concerned with the totality of man’s existence, not only or primarily with some of its aspects. Vast scientific efforts are devoted to the exploration of various aspects of human life – for example, anthropology, economics, linguistics, medicine, physiology, political science, psychology, sociology. Yet any specialized study of man treating each function and drive in isolation tends to look upon the totality of the person from the point of view of a particular function of drive. Such procedures have, indeed, resulted in an increasing atomization of our knowledge of man, in the fragmentation of the personality, in metonymical misunderstandings, in mistaking the part for the whole. Is it possible to comprehend on impulse separately, disregarding the interdependence of all impulses within the wholeness of the person?” (Abraham J. Heschel, Who Is Man? Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1965:4).


� It’s interesting to observe that both thinkers stand within the Augustinian tradition of thinking; and that Thomas Reid was a Calvinist (calvinism is a particular kind of Augustinianism). In fact, that intellectual tradition was the context to the emergence of that kuyperian-dooyeweerdian kind of reformation of reason which we presented here, and behind the cultural apologetics developed by Francis Schaeffer.


� So, we understand that the Idol isn’t only something that substitutes God, but that takes a place pertaining to the human which ever was God’s designed visible image of Him. Any archimedean point that is a product of mind’s craftsmanship takes both the place of the true God, as the absolute arché, and the place of mannishness, as the ultimate image of the absolute truth.





