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  TO MELISSA LEIGH BAILEY

  Two thousand miles was far enough; 

  We found that tragedy does not discriminate

  And yet where pain pierces, there grace abounds,

  Overflows, overthrows the plans we make.

  The world before us, hand in hand we stride

  Into a future neither one controls;

  Yet hope sustains when you are by my side,

  Covenant covers, creates, and consoles.

  But to love is to limit our wand’ring

  And yet to find ourselves at liberty

  Blown by winds and yet rooted in one thing

  That in giving we find ourselves most free.

  The years they run fast, and time’s pace is swift.

  Till the end you and I; each step a gift.
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Introduction

Searching for Stronger Spells

The Apologetics of Hope
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When we are in church and I’m listening to the preaching, it’s like you are weaving a spell. I believe, and the world makes sense to me. But then I walk out the door of the church and the spell is broken.

DANIEL, AGE TWENTY-ONE







WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO COMMEND the Christian faith in a secular age? This is one of the questions that sent me back to school. I was ministering to emerging adults in the Chicago suburbs and encountering a troubling fragility in their faith. They would speak of disconnection: Sunday was full of meaning, but God seemed distant outside the walls of the church. One student, whom I will call Daniel, described it to me this way: “When we are in church and I’m listening to the preaching, it’s like you are weaving a spell. I believe, and the world makes sense to me. But then I walk out the door of the church, and it’s like the spell is broken.”1 As the one doing the preaching, I felt the fragility in my own faith too. Why did what felt so believable on Sunday not feel as believable on Monday? What had changed? Why did it seem as if everyday life existed in a different universe than the one we inhabited together on Sundays?

This experience is not unique in our contemporary context. Christian faith, which once enjoyed widespread cultural ascendancy in the Western world, is no longer taken for granted. Where it remains, belief is reckoned a lifestyle option. To the outside world, my faith may be an important identity marker but no more so than my preference for Kansas City Royals baseball rather than the St. Louis Cardinals. Students like Daniel may continue to believe, but they are in constant contact with others who seem to get along fine without formal religious faith. In place of a shared story we have a thousand micronarratives, which we are free to pick up or put down as we choose. There is the widespread sense that the only meaning to be had is the meaning that we ourselves must make. The existential burden is great: choose your own way of being human.2 This prime directive, which philosopher Charles Taylor calls an ethic of authenticity, sets the parameters for faith and mission in much of the West.3 How can we commend our faith within these new parameters? To continue with our analogy, where can we find “stronger spells”?

Answering these sorts of questions has traditionally been the province of Christian apologetics, the discipline associated with defending and commending the Christian faith. But depending on whom you ask, apologetics is either thriving or dying in the Western world. On the one hand, a perusal of bestselling Christian books reveals an ever-burgeoning market for new apologetic works, as well as the continued appeal of apologetic classics. Within conservative evangelicalism especially, apologetics enjoys popular practice and approval, whether as armor for clashes with “secular culture” or as a bulwark to bolster the belief of the faithful.

Within the broader world of Western Christianity, however, the discipline of apologetics has fallen out of favor. Courses on apologetics—still required in many conservative schools—are no longer a part of the curriculum of mainline Protestant undergraduate and seminary programs. Already prior to the turn of the new millennium, Paul Griffiths reported the decline: “In almost all mainstream institutions in which theology is taught in the USA, apologetics as an intellectual discipline does not figure prominently in the curriculum.”4 Apologetics has been jettisoned as a relic of a bygone era.

Within broader evangelicalism, apologetics appears to be at a bit of a crossroads. A few years ago, I had the opportunity to teach a course in apologetics at Fuller Seminary, where the course (as of this writing) remains an elective. Many of my students expressed deep suspicion about the subject matter, uninterested in any sort of training in triumphalism. As one student put it: “If apologetics is about making arguments and hitting unbelievers over the head with the ‘truth’ I really want nothing to do with it.” The students let me know that although they found the questions intriguing, they were put off by the aggressive posture manifested by apologetic practitioners. The students’ suspicions manifest the complaint that traditional apologetic presentations are not effective in addressing contemporary crises of faith. They often serve only to confirm participants in what they already believe. This perceived impotence has led some academics to devalue the discipline as misguided at best and coercive at worst, and to call for “the end of apologetics” in light of our postmodern situation.5 Indeed, at the end of my apologetics course, several of the students suggested that it be renamed (“Christian Witness”) or at least given a modifier (“Pastoral Apologetics”) so that other seminarians would not be scared away.

I feel the force of these concerns. It sometimes seems as if the apologetic project has simply run its course and that the word is too freighted with negative connotations to salvage. And yet the questions that apologetics has sought to address remain. Can we defend the faith without being defensive or contend for the faith without being contentious? On what grounds may we appeal to those outside the walls of the church? Is there still hope for apologetics, especially in an age where people are more likely to construe faith in terms of internal resonance (authenticity) rather than external proof (authority)?

I believe the answer to this last question—whether there is hope for apologetics—is yes. I argue that apologetics remains an essential dimension of Christian witness in a secular age but that the discipline is in need of a fresh infusion of imagination. This is necessary because the dance of faith and doubt is experienced imaginatively and not just intellectually. Doubters require more than good arguments. They require an aesthetic sense, an imaginative vision, and a poetic embodiment of Christianity. If Christian faith can only be adequately grasped from the inside (from a position of commitment), how can we help those on the outside to experience its reorienting force? What is needed is a provocation of possibilities, a vicarious vision of what it feels like to live with Christian faith, a sense of the beauty of faith that is felt before fully embraced. For this, the imagination is essential.


WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO REIMAGINE APOLOGETICS?

By reimagining apologetics, I mean simply an approach that takes the imaginative context of belief seriously. Such an approach prepares the way for Christian faith by provoking desire, exploring possibility, and casting an inhabitable Christian vision. When successful, it enables outsiders to inhabit the Christian faith as if from the inside, feeling their way in before attempting to criticize it by foreign standards. Whether a person ultimately embraces the vision that is being portrayed, imaginative engagement cultivates empathy. It enables a glimpse, even if just for a moment, of the possibilities that Christian faith facilitates for our life in the world.

By Christian faith I mean a holistic pattern of life. This includes the embodied practices that make belief intelligible (prayer, worship, hospitality, peacemaking, creation care, etc.), as well as the felt sense of what belief means for everyday life. In other words, to be a Christian is not simply to believe a list of propositions but also to experience the world through the lens of a meaningful imaginative vision. This vision is a theodrama in which a world of meaning has been gifted to our perception, and ultimate reality is personal, revealed most fully in Jesus Christ.6 Intellectual assent remains an essential part of the mix. The personal and relational nature of my faith does not exclude its propositional character. But beliefs should not be extracted from the imaginative context in which they become believable.7 Indeed, it is impossible to separate my faith (what I believe and in whom I trust) from my desire (what I love and what I wish to be the case) and my imagination (what I feel is possible), as well as from my concrete, lived reality (the way that my faith is tested and maintained in the course of everyday life).8




UPPERCASE AND LOWERCASE APOLOGETICS

I want to make it clear that in proposing an imaginative approach I am not arguing that all other apologetic models be replaced. Still less am I calling for apologetics to end. I am offering what I hope will be a supplement to other forms of apologetics, or in Holly Ordway’s words, “the return to an older, more integrated approach to apologetics.”9 Indeed, what most of the detractors are rejecting is a recent revision of the discipline. Let us call this Uppercase Apologetics (Apologetics-with-a-capital-A): an approach that seeks to ground the appeal of faith in unassailable proof. Uppercase Apologetics leverages “evidence that demands a verdict” to create epistemic obligation. In other words, it seeks to show that a person should believe on the basis of objective and universal grounds. In its harder forms, it defends not merely Christian claims but also a foundationalist theory of knowledge and a correspondence theory of truth.10 Its first move is to establish an adequate test for truth and then to show how Christian claims pass the test.

My goal is not to refute either theory but rather to point out the way that Uppercase Apologetics shifts the conversation away from theological discernment of God’s active presence toward tactical defense of Christian truths. It is for this reason that theologians like Karl Barth have alleged that apologetics betrays the faith it purports to defend.11 I find this criticism largely convincing, so long as it is clear that what is being rejected is the revised agenda of Uppercase Apologetics and not the wider apologetic tradition. Uppercase Apologetics emerged in a particular historical context; if it had merely sought to work within the parameters of that context, it may have been one more contextual variety of the discipline. But insofar as it embraced Enlightenment parameters as the paradigm for Christian belief in all times and places,12 it positioned apologists to speak to a diminished version of the human person: something like a brain on a stick. The insistence on starting with truth also prevented apologists from responding sensitively to the rising ethic of authenticity. It meant that the imagination, associated as it was with Romantic excess, became dangerous, a distraction from truth.

It is not for nothing that Uppercase Apologetics has fallen from favor.13 But even where it fails, its failure does not rule out (to use Ordway’s phrase) the “older and more integrated” way of doing apologetics, what we might call lowercase apologetics. Lowercase apologetics (apologetics-with-a-small-a) is the conversation that becomes necessary whenever Christianity meets a world outside itself. As a sort of public theology, lowercase apologetics always varies based on the challenges encountered in different contexts.14 Nevertheless, it does not seek to create a single approach that obtains for all times and places.

I feel no desire or need to defend the magisterial claims of Uppercase Apologetics. But lowercase apologetics is a ministerial necessity. It is an unavoidable part of the Christian mission: it is concerned with attending to the particular questions that are being asked in our context, with a view to the ways that those concerns allow the gospel to flower forth in new ways. We see this wider tradition throughout church history: in Justin’s Apology, Augustine’s City of God, Aquinas’ Against the Pagans, and Pascal’s Pensées, to name a few outstanding examples. Apologetics in the ministerial sense is concerned with the question of intelligibility. It responds organically to how Christian claims are understood and received by the context in which believing communities are embedded. The wider tradition begins in faith, seeks understanding in hope, and commends the gospel in love. It does not secure epistemic obligation. The possibility always remains that the gospel may be rejected. Nevertheless, the apologist seeks to grant epistemic permission, to show how a person may believe and how faith makes sense. Lowercase apologetics seeks to give outsiders a maximally hospitable space to consider the invitation of faith. It proceeds by removing whatever barriers can be removed and framing the good news with a force that can be felt.




THE APOLOGETICS OF AUTHENTICITY

The approach pursued in this book is a lowercase apologetic for the age of authenticity. Authenticity is difficult to define because it is a qualitative rather than quantitative value, like beauty. Nevertheless, by authenticity I mean the internal call to compose an original life, a life that makes sense. Rather than conforming blindly to the expectations of society, I “follow my heart” and “choose my own adventure.” If this framing of things raises a red flag, consider that there are both thick and thin versions of this. Thin versions might lead to narcissism and sociopathy. But thicker versions could result in a more examined, creative, and self-responsible life.

As an example, perhaps no company pushes authenticity as pervasively as the Walt Disney Corporation. In its many movies we find ballads of self-discovery and self-expression, counseling each viewer to “follow your heart.” But within these cinematic universes, authenticity is not self-justifying. Villains like Ursula (the sea witch) and heroes like Moana (the seafarer) both follow their hearts. But only the latter’s pursuit is meant to be exemplary. This is because authenticity requires a moral horizon, one that takes seriously the nature of the world and our place in it. Thin versions of authenticity become self-defeating, because they fail to find resonance outside our narrow pursuits. This means that the question is not whether authenticity is a worthy pursuit, but what kind of authenticity will lead us to the good ending we so desire.

My argument, following Charles Taylor, is that authenticity is a key—and often the key—factor in what makes belief believable in secular settings. Addressing authenticity means accounting for a person’s embodied, aesthetic experience of the world, their felt sense of their place in the world, and the possibilities that are available. This quest for authenticity is fundamentally an imaginative quest, and for many people it takes place without explicit reference to God. But I will argue that God may be more present in the quest for authenticity than we think.

The conviction of God’s active presence calls for an apologetic that meets people where they are, with confidence that God’s Spirit is already at work as well. It means that winsome believers are called to join our neighbors in the quest for authenticity, offering a larger horizon in which God’s active presence can be named as it is felt. For faith begins, as Marilynne Robinson reminds us, as an intuitive response to “the feeling of an overplus of meaning in reality, a sense that the world cannot at all be accounted for on its own terms.”15 It is in moments of imaginative excess, when Reality breaks through—perhaps summoning unlooked-for tears to our eyes—that we are especially open to the provocations of belief.

As a value, authenticity is not uniformly distributed. Its gravity is felt to a greater degree in metropolitan Los Angeles, for example, than in rural Iowa, to cite two very different places I have lived. But while the ethic of authenticity may vary by degrees, the need for imaginative provocation should not be underestimated in any case. To ignore the aesthetic context of belief is to miss the reasons why particular problems matter to those who doubt. This would be necessary even if we did not live in the age of authenticity.16

Thus, in arguing for a reimagined approach, I am trying to demonstrate both a missional sensitivity to authenticity in my own context as well as a theological rationale for taking the imagination seriously in all contexts. I do not seek to pit the imagination against the intellect; my model supplements rather than replaces more analytic approaches. Rather, I want to correct an imbalance and to draw attention to the way that the imagination already plays a substantial role in the way that beliefs are formed. It remains the case that contemporary apologetic method consistently discounts aesthetic concerns in favor of the rational ones. If the aesthetic dimension is taken into account, it is often in terms of making the truth claims of Christianity more attractive or of supplying an “extra push” into belief.

But if my argument is correct, this works upside down: it demonstrates faith’s rationality without making clear why someone should care about the demonstration. Rationality and truth are essential, but in our context the prior necessity is a demonstration of faith’s generativity and beauty. Indeed, in our postromantic context the aesthetic cannot be bracketed until we adjudicate the truth. The aesthetic dimension is the space in which beliefs become believable. This does not mean that questions of truth are no longer relevant but that they should be situated in terms of the larger imaginative frame. As Kant argued, the questions What can I know? and What ought I to do? are inextricably connected to the question What may I hope?17




THE APOLOGETICS OF HOPE

Indeed, imaginative apologetics is not new; it predates modern secularity. Recall Pascal’s famous prescription: “Men despise religion. They hate it and are afraid it may be true. The cure for this is first to show that religion is not contrary to reason, but worthy of reverence and respect. Next make it attractive, make good men wish it were true, and then show that it is.”18 For Pascal, the demonstration of faith’s beauty precedes the demonstration of faith’s verity, even if the demonstration of faith’s rationality precedes both. But what has changed with our current situation is that the aesthetic dimension has become “the way into” rationality.19 The two obstacles are related: part of the unattractiveness of Christianity is the (often-warranted) caricature that it is irrational and anti-intellectual. But caricatures are imaginative construals, and pictures have incredible power to hold us captive. Freedom may be found in painting a better and more beautiful picture. If a person can picture a resonant life of faith, she can begin to entertain the possibility of its rationality and its connection to reality.

Pascal’s example remains instructive. Pascal’s strategy was to make people “wish it were true” by attention to the negative space, the vacuum created by alienation from God. This has been called “the apologetics of despair.” According to Lee Hardy, it seeks to “push the assumptions of the secular worldview to the point where that worldview becomes untenable, to trace out the logic of atheism to its bitter and presumably unacceptable conclusions, thereby creating a new openness to the hope of the Gospel.”20 Despair, of course, is not the ultimate goal. The ultimate goal is to puncture human hubris, creating space for a humility that is open to divine address.

My proposal operates in a similar register as the apologetics of despair. It is sensitive to existential implications—the felt sense of a worldview—and it seeks to provoke rather than to prove. But rather than seeking to surface the weaknesses of a rival worldview, I want to move in the opposite direction. I want to explore aesthetic sensibilities and to situate desire within a broader theodramatic context. I want to water the best imaginative impulses and to provide them a more fertile, transcendent ground.

Thus, the project of reimagining apologetics is a move toward the apologetics of hope rather than despair. The two apologetic strategies are not necessarily in competition. For some skeptics, an apologetic of despair may be necessary to clear the way for hope. Despair can expose pretensions of objectivity, deflate narratives of enlightened maturity, and undermine humanistic confidence. But without corresponding engagement with hopes and desires, an apologetic of despair runs the risk of leveling in order to build, rather than attending to the ways that God is already at work. Instead of starting with our existential angst caused by our finitude and fallenness, hope moves forward on the conviction of the original goodness of creation and human creativity. It does not ignore fallenness but seeks the renewing power of the Spirit to heal creation.

When I speak of the apologetics of hope, I mean it in at least three ways. First, hope identifies the existential register of my argument. To explore a person’s hopes and imaginings is to place the conversation in the realm of desire, the aesthetic realm, where the felt experience of meaning is most important. Second, hope signifies the scope of my apologetic aims. What I have proposed in this book is an imaginatively inflected exploration of the argument from desire: that our desires are not delusions but are responsive to the provocations of God’s active presence.21 As Robinson writes, “We are a part of this ultimate reality and by nature we participate in eternal things—justice, truth, compassion, love. We have a vision of these things we have not arrived at by reason, have rarely learned from experience, have not found in history. We feel the lack. Hope leads us toward them.”22 Similarly, Avery Dulles notes that the very idea of hope compels us to inquire as to its ground: “An apologetics of hope might be expected to establish two propositions: first, that it is fitting and proper for man always to hope and never to despair, and secondly, that Christianity sustains the type of hope that it is good for man to have. Of itself this argument does not prove that Christianity is true, but it provides strong reasons for taking the Christian message seriously.”23 My aim is not to prove Christianity’s truth but to provide a provocation for its ground of hope seriously, appealing to the gospel’s resonance, beauty, and generativity.

Finally, hope identifies the orienting posture of the Christian apologist: full of hope that God is present and active in the world, that God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, and that the Holy Spirit is bringing creation to consummation. Apologetics, after all, has to do with speaking about hope (1 Peter 3:15). In our contemporary situation it means doing so in response to the particular questions that are being asked.

A well-known example of an apologetic of hope can be seen in J. R. R. Tolkien’s poem Mythopoeia, which addressed then-atheist C. S. Lewis’s contention that “myths were lies and therefore worthless, even though ‘breathed through silver.’” Tolkien responded that although the desires of the human heart may be disordered, and the creative impulse misused, the power to dream, desire, and create is itself good. As part of our created structure, the right of subcreation “has not decayed. We make still by the law in which we’re made.”24  It is the goodness of creation and human creativity that God seeks to renew through Son and Spirit. We should expect human desire, drawn out by the imagination, as well as the products and practices that desire produces to be sites of God’s active presence. The apologetics of hope seeks to explore the experience of presence in creation and creativity, inviting seekers to consider whether the presence might have a transcendent source and a personal name. It seeks the source of our imaginative longings as well as a larger context in which these musings can be explored, deepened, negotiated, and fulfilled.

A map of my argument. I will make my argument in two parts. Part one (chapters one through three) deals directly with the relationship of apologetics and the imagination. Chapter one draws from Charles Taylor to sketch the missiological context for my argument. In this chapter I seek to demonstrate that secularity is an imaginative crisis. In other words, the apologetic challenge is not just that particular beliefs have been contested, raising new questions that require new answers. Rather it is that the underlying conditions of belief have changed, and with them the felt experience of faith and doubt. Beyond well-reasoned arguments, finding faith requires an invigorated imagination, in which we “feel our way in.” That is to say, in an age of authenticity, faith and doubt are first navigated imaginatively and affectively, and the felt dimension of faith is most decisive in belief. Apologists can either resist the framework of authenticity—seeking to turn back the clock—or accept authenticity as a fact on the ground, seeking to cultivate a deeper authenticity with the resources of Christian faith. Those who are most interested in the historical conditions that led to the ascendancy of authenticity may benefit from this chapter.

Chapter two is concerned with testing apologetic methodologies in light of our diagnosis. I orient the discussion around Friedrich Schleiermacher’s attempt at an apologetic of feeling, drawing attention to Schleiermacher’s followers as well as to his critics. These critics allege that Schleiermacher’s apologetic loses its connection to the truth and its embeddedness in the church. The goal is to carry forward Schleiermacher’s basic impulse to account for “deeply felt personal insight,” but to do so with broader theological horizons, which can sustain a more substantial, or “thick” version of authenticity. This chapter will interact most fully with the other apologetic schools and those whose primary interest is the relationship of imaginative apologetics to these other approaches may wish to start with chapter two.

Chapter three seeks to reflect on the faculty of the imagination itself. This chapter gives a threefold account of imagination as seeing, sensing, and shaping. Here I seek to develop the interplay between imagination, embodied experience, desire, meaning making, and faith. In conversation with other philosophical and theological thinkers, I offer an account of how God engages, how sin impairs, and how grace renews the human imagination. Those seeking a concrete description of something so slippery as “imagination” may enjoy my wholehearted attempt to provide a constructive account.

Whereas part one seeks to lay a historical, methodological, and theological foundation for reimagining apologetics, part two (chapters four through six) offers generative models: George MacDonald (chapter four) and Marilynne Robinson (chapter five). Although separated by nearly a century, the similarity between these two writers is compelling. Both emerge from similar theological contexts.25 Both have produced imaginative as well as didactic literary works that tackle contemporary issues. Both write fiction forged in the fire of well-publicized challenges to Christian faith: for MacDonald the “Victorian crisis of belief,” for Robinson the “new atheism.” Both are widely read across the spectrum of faith and doubt.

Yet beyond these biographical similarities is a far deeper similarity of apologetic method. Neither MacDonald nor Robinson are apologists in the contemporary sense of “public defender of the faith.” Yet both bodies of work have an implicitly apologetic thrust, especially in novels that utilize ministers as their main characters. Writing with the pastoral voice and persona of churchmen, a strain emerges that is sensitive to expressions of doubt in their respective eras. MacDonald and Robinson rarely make direct arguments. Rather, they thrust the reader into the midst of stories that breathe with the Spirit, embodying the Christian vision. They offer a more robust conception of faith’s appeal to the human person, exploring the dynamics of faith and doubt, fraught with the messiness of human loves, longings, and laments. They demonstrate that in such matters, it is the imagination that is engaged first, as desire is drawn out through aesthetic experience.

MacDonald’s work is instructive for several reasons.26 First, he lived and wrote amid the burgeoning secularity of the Victorian “crisis of faith.” MacDonald’s personal and literary engagement with the Victorian fragilization of belief is an instructive example of apologetics within Taylor’s immanent frame.27 As an early postromantic, MacDonald was deeply influenced by Romanticism, yet his Calvinist sensibilities allowed him to resist its more subjective tendencies. Second, MacDonald developed and displayed a theological account of the imagination that worked itself out consistently in his fiction. Finally, insofar as MacDonald’s writing has a pastoral thrust, it serves as an ideal model of a reimagined apologetic. My ultimate goal is to show that MacDonald’s aim in all his writing is to wake his reader’s imagination, to start a vital process of wrestling with reality in which virtue opens the way to vision. In particular, virtues like humility prepare the heart to inhabit an ever-expanding view of God and the world. Chapter four situates MacDonald within the Victorian crisis in which doubters sought a more generative and generous view of the world. Here I will explore the aesthetic dimension of the crisis and show how MacDonald’s response is to sketch an imaginative approach resonant with Victorian sensibilities, especially in his Wingfold trilogy. I will show how the trilogy engages three different types of doubters, grounding MacDonald’s apologetic in terms of his friendship to the deconverted Victorian luminary John Ruskin.

Marilynne Robinson occupies a somewhat different position with respect to secularity than George MacDonald. When MacDonald worked, the new option of unbelief was just beginning to gain social respectability. Victorian thinkers were navigating between empiricism and expressivism, and space for the new aesthetic faith of Carlyle and Arnold was still being cleared. By contrast, Robinson is writing on this side of the emergence of the masters of suspicion (Nietzsche, Marx, and Freud) as well as the triumph of authenticity. On the surface, Robinson seems far more interested in offering an alternative to suspicion than in engaging authenticity; indeed, all four of her fictional works are set prior to the upheavals of the 1960s. Yet I want to show how the defense of human consciousness in her nonfiction work, as well as the celebration of the same in her fiction, offers a promising resource for the thick version of the apologetics of authenticity sought in chapter three. Chapter five will explore Robinson’s imaginative art by highlighting the apologetic logic of her fiction. Robinson’s novels invite her readers to experience a capacious Christian imagination, to see the world through the eyes of faith, and perhaps to feel “the shock of revelatory perception,” all of which may open the door for faith, and thus for understanding.

Chapter six brings MacDonald and Robinson into conversation. Two common threads will become clear: a posture of blessing toward the world as a place drenched with divine presence and a Calvinist epistemology that fuels this posture. I will also raise the questions of the limits of the imagination with respect to apologetics, in search of both theological and aesthetic integrity. Rather than shrinking the literary to fit a narrow vision of apologetics, assigning an apologetic label to literary art means rethinking what we mean by apologetics. As Alison Milbank argues, an apologetics of the imagination has two primary aims: “The first is to awaken what one might call the religious sense, that homesickness for the absolute. . . . And it is to help those with whom we come in contact to recognize their own assumption of a religious depth to experience. . . . We want non-believers to understand that Christianity is not narrow but a vision that includes everything, restoring the lost beauty of the world.”28

Here are the two aims: to awaken the religious sense and to reveal the religious depth of experience. MacDonald excels at the first of these aims, Robinson at the second. Both unite to demonstrate that the Christian faith offers a wider vision and a beautiful God. Looking to these writers as our teachers in what it might mean to give a reason for our hope invites a renewed conversation for what an imaginative approach could look like in the age of authenticity. The contribution of these authors to apologetics comes not primarily in terms of a particular literary style (their styles are very different) but in terms of a shared theological vision.29 For both thinkers, a theology of divine address works itself out in novels that look for God amid the mundane, especially in the most ordinary experiences of life. Part of the burden of this section is to demonstrate how imaginative apologetics taps into an entirely other dimension of revelation than its intellectual counterparts. My goal is to discern MacDonald’s and Robinson’s apologetic method not primarily as a rhetorical strategy but as the organic outworking of their theology.

I should say that I have endeavored to write part two so that it could stand on its own. Those readers who begin with part one will see my working categories more clearly, but I have restricted most of the explicit connections to the first three chapters to the footnotes. Readers who are most interested in MacDonald and Robinson, or who simply want to see imaginative apologetics at work, may desire to begin with part two.

In the concluding chapter I draw together the strands of the argument to sketch the contours of a reimagined approach.30 Here I will offer a working model and three essential elements of reimagining apologetics. Although I have not endeavored to write a handbook on apologetics (“if they say that, you say this”), I will also offer a few examples of imaginative apologetics in action.

This brings me back to the beginning: the existential impulse for this book. The struggle to experience God in the midst of a secular age is one I resonate with both on a personal and a pastoral level. I have been deeply affected by the disenchantment that I have encountered in the churches where I have ministered, in the college students I now teach, and in my own experience of faith and doubt. I find myself increasingly dissatisfied with traditional apologetic strategies and have long been convinced that the imagination is in some way the missing piece. My professional work in general, and this book in particular, is guided by this conviction of the centrality of the imagination, even as I seek to establish with greater clarity what that might mean. In some ways, this book is my attempt to work out my own sense of hope in Christ, for the church, and for the world.

As long as there is faith, traditional apologetic argumentation will continue. But what is really needed in secular settings is the willingness to engage imaginations and not just intellects. The possibilities are exciting: what might it mean—for theologians, for pastors, and for the people in the pews—to reimagine apologetics?
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Eclipsing Enchantment

Charles Taylor and Our Imaginative Crisis
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There is a certain way of being human that is my way. I am called upon to live my life in this way, and not in imitation of anyone else’s. But this gives a new importance to being true to myself. If I am not, I miss the point of my life, I miss what being human is for me.

CHARLES TAYLOR, THE ETHICS OF AUTHENTICITY








“WHY DOES THIS MATTER?”

It was my first solo flight as a seminary instructor. I had just finished a lecture comparing Plato and Aristotle and asked the class if there were any questions. After a pause, a student raised his hand and asked the question dreaded by humanities professors everywhere: “Why does any of this matter?” It was a fine question, and I was relatively prepared to answer it, even if I was annoyed by the pragmatic overtones. “I am telling a story,” I said. “And this part of the story matters because it has shaped so much of the way that we think in the Western world. If we want to understand how we got to where we are, we have to understand what has changed in the way we imagine the world.” That answer seemed to satisfy the student, but I’m not sure he was convinced. I knew I needed a fuller explanation.

I feel something of a similar impulse as I situate my argument historically. Some of my readers may wonder why such a deep dive into the work of Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor (my primary conversation partner in this chapter) is necessary. So, by way of introduction, I will begin with the longer answer that I gave to the class the next time we met.

There is a passage in John 12 that places Jesus in Jerusalem just days before the crucifixion. As Jesus stands before the crowd, something happens—a noise from heaven—and it immediately generates three different descriptions. For one group, the phenomenon is an entirely natural one: “It’s just thunder,” they say. Another group believes that something mystical has occurred: “An angel spoke to him.” But Jesus and the gospel author identify the sound as nothing less than the voice of God (John 12:27-33).

Thunder, an angel, and the voice of God. These are not just three different interpretations but three fundamentally different experiences.1 This is because the act of interpretation is never detached from life; it is a continual, lived reality. Our experiences are composed of countless simultaneous interpretations, suspended in webs of significance within which the world takes shape.2 Every person’s power of perception has been cultivated in a particular imaginative field, and in different sorts of soil, different sorts of ideas more readily take root, grow and flourish. Randolph Richards tells a story from his time working as a missionary in Indonesia. He was praying with some Indonesian believers who were deciding whether they should proceed on a serious matter. On an otherwise clear day there came a sudden boom of thunder. “I scarcely noticed and continued praying,” he writes. “My friends all stood up to leave. Clearly God had spoken (Psalm 18:13).”3

We have all been trained to perceive the world in a particular way, and it can be very difficult to get outside that way of seeing. Our life experiences are located inside conversation circles that can become echo chambers if we are not careful. Personal growth often means deliberately engaging unfamiliar perspectives and listening to voices that you might not normally choose, if for no other reason than to call our default understanding of the world into question. When it comes to faith formation, we need to discern the unconscious currents that have shaped our ability to hear the thunder or the voice of God.4 Why do different people at different times and in different places experience the world in such different ways? Why have some people experienced the world as bursting with God’s presence, while others perceive nothing more than noise?

This riddle of perception is one of the central preoccupations of Taylor’s monumental work A Secular Age. Early in the book Taylor raises this question: “Why was it virtually impossible not to believe in God in, say, 1500 in our Western society, while in 2000 many of us find this not only easy, but even inescapable?”5 When it comes to belief, what society takes for granted has changed. Explicit faith commitments are now considered private preferences rather than fundamental frameworks. But how did such a dramatic shift occur, and what does it mean for faith after the shift has occurred? This is the story that Taylor helps us tell, and this is why he is such an important conversation partner for our project of reimagining apologetics.

This chapter is an exercise in imaginative soil science, and Taylor is our lead researcher. As we follow behind him, we will see that the modern condition of secularity is an imaginative crisis, calling for a reimagined apologetic. It is a crisis of the imagination because the imagination is being tasked with the burden of finding meaning in a flattened world. One of the great achievements of the secular age has been the ability of culture makers (those who provide us with the stories we live by) to forge “subtler languages” of meaning to stand in for traditional religious commitment. This means that the crisis is also an opportunity for the imagination because the aesthetic dimension is a primary realm in which faith and doubt are negotiated. This aesthetic dimension, I argue, is integral in making belief believable. This is because the ethic of authenticity—the internal call to compose an original life—has become the very air we breathe.

My contention is that apologetic engagement in a secular age means making sense of the ethic of authenticity. Although there are certainly shallow versions of authenticity that tend toward narcissism, the solution is not to reject authenticity but to seek better expressions of it.6 Such expressions of authenticity are possible—a faith that is deeply “resonant,” for example—and I believe that the good news of Jesus Christ can be communicated in the logic of authenticity without compromising its integrity. Expressive individualism requires a critique, but we must feel its inadequacy from the inside. The thinness of narcissism pushes us to look for something more, even as the sheer gratuity of being—what Marilynne Robinson calls the “givenness of things”—pulls us from fascination with ourselves.7 It is in this space, caught between these cross pressures, that apologetic witness must be reimagined.




TAYLOR’S STORY OF THE SECULAR SHIFT

Disenchantment or enchantment? Against subtraction stories. What, then, is the story that Taylor is trying to tell? Taylor is seeking an account of how life without God became not just imaginable but often inescapable, in his words: how we moved “from a condition in which belief was the default option . . . to a condition in which for more and more people unbelieving construals seem at first blush the only plausible ones.”8 Taylor’s story is significant because he is not primarily interested in the content of belief but in its conditions, the imaginative soil in which belief withers or flourishes.9 How did God’s presence, once as unavoidable as the sun, suffer an eclipse?

Here we might outline two different possibilities. The first option is what Taylor calls a subtraction story. Such an account assumes that the world was never really enchanted in the first place. What we call enchantment was actually superstition, and now that superstition has been scraped away by science, we have begun to live in the real world. We have, as it were, emerged from the cave of artificial light into the real sun of scientific certainty. This story pictures human persons as buffered individuals who use reason to control and manage the world rather than persons embedded in an intrinsically meaning-filled cosmos, beholden to a transcendent reality not of their making. Subtraction stories take a disenchanted world as the default setting and the diminishing of religious belief as the restoration of factory settings.10

Reports of faith’s demise, of course, have been greatly exaggerated. In stubborn defiance, religion has demonstrated remarkable staying power.11 And yet it is also clear that a shift has occurred. Religious faith has not been abolished in the Western world. But for increasing numbers of people (and this is especially the case with younger generations), it has been rendered optional and customizable. The emergence of the self-described “spiritual but not religious,” and the rise of the “nones” (those who do not identify with any faith tradition), are both signs of a profound change in the conditions of belief.12

All of this encourages us to consider another possibility: not subtraction, but addition. Taylor wants to show that our secular age is not the result of triumphant elimination but rather a long process of construction.13 Rather than the result of myth busting, Taylor wants to consider secularity as an imaginative accomplishment, a creative composition forged from diverse cultural processes, products, and practices. While many in the majority world still inhabit an enchanted world, in the West we have enclosed our experience in an insulating “immanent frame.” This frame shuts out the transcendent, making possible life in a world “no longer under heaven.”14 If the construction story is correct, the journey from enchantment to disenchantment is less like emerging from a cave and more like building an immense stone castle and then forgetting that there is anything outside the castle.

Such an account calls to mind C. S. Lewis’s classic story The Silver Chair. Two children, Jill Pole and Eustace Scrubb, are sent to an underground realm. The realm is ruled by a sorceress, and she bewitches them to believe that the above-ground world does not exist. What they believe to be their memories of the surface are no more than imaginative projections. They look at a lamp and imagine a much bigger lamp, which they call the sun. They look at a cat and imagine a much bigger cat, which they call the lion Aslan. These daydreams are lovely, the witch grants them. But it is time to wake up and acclimate to life in the real world—her world. Here’s how the conversation goes:


[Jill:] “I suppose that other world must be all a dream.”

 

“Yes. It is all a dream,” said the Witch.

 

“Yes, all a dream,” said Jill.

 

“There never was such a world,” said the Witch.

 

“No,” said Jill and Scrubb, “never was such a world.”

 

“There never was any world but mine,” said the Witch.

 

“There never was any world but yours,” said they.15



The Witch’s disenchanting spell—which aims to strip away the children’s superstition—is actually an active enchantment. When the spell works, the heroes are in danger of denying a reality that has been rendered remote. Cut off from the above-the-surface world of sun, sky, and Aslan, all that remains is the immanent underground.

Once again, we are in search of stronger spells! Lewis would explicitly use this language in his famous sermon The Weight of Glory:


Do you think I am trying to weave a spell? Perhaps I am; but remember your fairy tales. Spells are used for breaking enchantments as well as for inducing them. And you and I have need of the strongest spell that can be found to wake us from the evil enchantment of worldliness which has been laid upon us for nearly a hundred years. Almost our whole education has been directed to silencing this shy, persistent, inner voice; almost all our modern philosophies have been devised to convince us that the good of man is to be found on this earth.16



Like Lewis, Taylor wants us to consider that our immanent experience of the world—in which we seek no goals beyond ordinary human flourishing—is a stunning enchantment, a remarkable feat of human imagination. Re-enchanting the immanent frame will not be simple and may not even be entirely possible.17

Taylor’s project is significant not simply because of his diagnosis but also because of his bedside manner. His method of narrating the secular shift shows his Romantic sensibilities; he is disenchanting us! For its force to be felt the story must be sketched; the narrative mode enables us to inhabit it aesthetically. Accordingly, I will follow Taylor’s story in four movements (the alliteration is my own): enchanted traces, Reformation trajectories, Enlightenment transitions, and Romantic transformations. After sketching the story, I will finish with a discussion of the new ethic of authenticity, and what it means for apologetic witness in a secular age.

Enchanted traces: A threefold cord. Our story begins near the end of the Middle Ages, when the world was still enchanted. By “enchanted” I mean that individuals understood themselves to be vitally embedded in a world full of good and evil powers. These powers could interfere with life at any time: acting on, inspiring, and even possessing. Particular objects and places were similarly “charged” with good or evil magic, instantiated in holy relics and holy sites. Life in such a world is inherently less manageable: I am either at the mercy of these elements or in the mercy of God. But an enchanted world is also more meaningful, because I participate in a world which impresses itself upon me rather than bearing the burden of making meaning by expressing myself. Owen Barfield, one of the Oxford Inklings, called this rich experience of connection “original participation.”18 The term refers to the way that pre-modern people felt a conceptual unity between nature and their inner feelings. The possibility that outside forces—stars, spirits, and spells—can exert their gravity on me, impress meaning upon me, implies that the boundary between my mind and the world is quite porous.19

In an enchanted world, atheism is nearly unimaginable, and certainly unlivable. This is because in an enchanted world God is the only thing that guarantees that the good powers will triumph over the evil ones. To turn away from God is to face the “frightening field of forces” alone.20 Furthermore, inasmuch as society’s stability depends on divine favor, to turn away from God is to undermine its very foundations. This is why heretics had to be put to death. Just as the “atheism” of the earliest Christians was seen as endangering the Roman order, so too under enchanted Christendom heretics tore the social fabric. As Taylor writes, “As long as the common weal was bound up in collective rites, devotions, allegiances, it couldn’t be seen just as an individual’s own business that he breaks ranks, even less that he blaspheme or try to desecrate the rite. . . . The deviancy of some would call down punishment on all. At a certain point, God even owes it to himself, as it were, to his honor, we might say, to strike.”21

This sense of corporate solidarity is foreign to contemporary sensibilities, but it is critical to grasp in the pre-modern world. A person living in the fifteenth century would not have seen herself as an autonomous individual. Rather, human agents exercised faith as those deeply embedded in society, incorporated in the cosmos, and impinged upon by the divine.22

Society, cosmos, the divine: this was a threefold cord not easily broken. One could no more escape this sense of embeddedness than modern people can escape electricity or the internet. And yet, the miracle of modernity is precisely the short-circuiting of this threefold connection so that the disenchantment, disengagement, and disbelief became thinkable.23 Once again, it is not just a matter of discarded beliefs but a “change in sensibility; one is open to different things.”24 A large part of the imaginative crisis that constitutes secularity is that this embeddedness has been lost, and something is needed to fill the vacuum. It has resulted in a situation that gives tremendous power to and places incredible pressure on the imagination to supply new connections.

Reformation trajectories: A shift in gravity. How then did the conditions begin to change? Taylor demonstrates that secular space opened up not from movements outside of Christianity but from reform movements within. These reform movements anticipated and coalesced into the Protestant Reformation. Dissatisfied with the dichotomy between the “natural” and “supernatural” in medieval life, the Reformers sought to disciple the whole of society, giving new dignity to ordinary life.25  Quite inadvertently, this emphasis on remaking the world began to carve out the possibility of a humanist alternative to the Christian faith.

Indeed, the iconoclasm of the Reformers demonstrated a new strategy for dealing with the magic of the pagan world. The medieval church had provided protection from evil magic through good magic, instantiated in saints and relics and centered in the Mass. By contrast, the Reformers emphasized the need to “leap out of the field of magic altogether, and throw yourself on the power of God alone.”26 In order to purify the demands of individual devotion, collective rituals were abolished as “superstitious.” The mediatory ministry of the saints was similarly rejected, with veneration reframed as the imitation of saintly virtue. The theocentric shift had a disenchanting edge toward the world at large: magic was illegitimate because God alone was to be adored and feared. With grace bestowed through faith alone, the sacred could no longer be located in people, places, or things of intrinsic power. To do so would undermine divine freedom, suggesting that “there is something of saving efficacy out there in the world at the mercy of human action.”27 Instead of insisting on medieval distinctions, all people were reimagined as equidistant from grace. All places could be holy places. All honest vocations could advance God’s kingdom. Ordinary life took on a new significance.

This meant a profound shift in the center of gravity. If medieval worship was centripetal, drawing worshipers toward the liturgical event of the Mass, Protestant worship was centrifugal, directing its energy outward into the lives of believers and the wider world. Calvin famously locked the door of the Genevan church during the week. This was both to avoid superstition and to remind his congregation that the wider world—the theater of God’s glory—was the site of the real action, as believers sought to live out their vocations before the face of God.28

With the negative energy of iconoclasm came the positive energy of reform. Freed from fear of hostile powers—because they have been defeated by Christ—the gospel included a call to reorder all of life.29 The inward orientation of Protestant worship (in which we hear and internalize the Word) was designed to generate an outward thrust in terms of moral transformation and mission, in order to remake the whole of society in accordance with Christian standards. Comprehensive devotion was not just for monks but for everyone.30

Perhaps we can begin to see some of the emerging tensions in this profound gravitational shift. Let us call this the Syndrome Paradox, named after the villain of the 2004 film The Incredibles. Syndrome’s scheme is to eliminate superheroes by giving ordinary people the ability to be “super.” Why? Because when everyone is super, no one will be. Similarly, if all places can be holy, are any places holy? Have all vocations been elevated by the priesthood of all believers, or have the distinctions simply been leveled? If all spheres of life matter, then what truly matters? Clearly the Reformers—who still moved in a God-entranced world—intended to broaden the scope of the sacred, to signal that God was sanctifying God’s people everywhere. But the shift also made it possible for the scope of sanctification to be stretched thin and for superficial versions—like civil religion—to emerge. Thus, one of the great paradoxes of history is that the possibility of disenchantment came about through heightened attention to God’s presence in ordinary life.

This all-too-brief account scarcely does justice to the complexities of Reformation movements.31 I want to make it clear that disenchantment is not the necessary destination of Reformed theology. As I will argue throughout the rest of this book, a Protestant imagination retains profound resources for recovering a God-entranced world, even if those resources have not been taken up so readily. I am retelling Taylor’s story to indicate that the Reformed corrective to late medieval Christianity privileged certain currents without determining them in the direction of a disenchanted world.

What currents do I have in mind? The first is inwardness: the impulse to turn inward before moving outward. There is of course a long tradition of inwardness—particularly as it relates to Christian piety—that predates the Reformation. But whereas in the past the inner journey was taken by a select few, the Reformers made it an expectation for all of society. The fruit of this move is that when we look for meaning, depth, or God, we start by looking within (e.g., we “ask Jesus into our hearts”). A second and related trajectory is the celebration of ordinary life.32 The inward turn—internalizing the Word to orient the inner life—was meant to produce a corresponding outward organization of everyday life. Spheres of ordinary life—especially work and the family—became sites in which the world would be reordered, remade, and restored, as it were, “to its edenic purity.”33 Yet both of these currents would take unexpected new directions during the transitional age of Enlightenment.

Enlightenment transitions: The shrinking of scope. The Reformation mission to reorder society, Taylor argues, was successful beyond “what its originators could have hoped for.”34 This prompted even greater dreams of a colonizing Christian civilization, one so self-contained that it could take on a life of its own outside of the theological soil in which it had grown. Confidence in human ability to achieve this order became the driving engine of humanism. All that was required, as the project of reorganization took on ever greater aspirations, was that the goal be narrowed to ordinary flourishing, and the power to pursue it rendered an innate human capacity rather than a divine gift.35 These transitional moves would take place during the Enlightenment period.36

Once again, the motivations of Reform were theocentric, but in the centuries that followed, the secondary goal of understanding and reforming the world in accordance with the primary goal of conforming to God’s Word began to become an end in itself. Interest in this world (the immanent) grew large enough to eclipse concerns about the next (the transcendent). An immanent frame was constructed to enclose the world in a space that entertains no ends beyond ordinary human flourishing.37

Taylor makes plain that the construction of the immanent frame could not have occurred without theological revisions. An important example is the construal of the doctrine of divine providence. For the Reformers providence designated God’s active guidance and governance of creation toward consummation; it meant God’s moment-by-moment presence and action. In the eighteenth century, however, providence was revised to emphasize the order itself rather than the ordering. The singular goal of this ordering was clear: the realization of human happiness.38 With a truncated target, divine involvement became less important and less expected. Indeed, for many thinkers the idea of interventions in the divine order seemed irresponsible if not downright offensive. Providence was thus affirmed but flattened and emptied of mystery; “particular providences” (miracles) were unforeseeable, and thus were disallowed.39

Here we begin to see signs of a significant shift in the discipline of apologetics: from a discernment of divine presence to a defense of disembodied truth. Taylor himself highlights the changing shape of apologetics within these new parameters. Sheer unbelief was rare, understood as an achievement of rationality rather than an element of popular consciousness. Yet it was during this time that apologists like Joseph Butler—responding to a decline in zeal rather than disbelief—began to narrow the scope of apologetic defense to the origin and orderliness of creation. Butler’s apologetics, Taylor notes, “barely invoked the saving action of Christ, nor did it dwell on the life of devotion and prayer, although the seventeenth century was rich in this.”40 Neither popular apologists nor Christianity’s enlightened despisers made much space for divine intervention, with “no place at all for communion with God as a transforming relation.”41 It was as if the order apparent in the natural world was sufficient to compel people to order their lives in accordance with the expectations of Christian civilization.

Furthermore, apologists sought to show how the evidences of Christianity were clear to human reason without appeal to special revelation, church tradition, or denominational distinctive. Apologists adopted the Enlightenment stance of the disengaged scientist, taking a step back to see the whole of reality. Here the inwardness of the Reformation has been intensified, taking on a new “buffered identity,” calling all things outside itself into question.42 Luther’s question, “How can I find a gracious God?” was contracted to Descartes’s inability to find solid ground outside his own act of searching.

Correspondingly, the scope of theology was readjusted to what was intelligible to the human intellect, God’s gift for discerning the order of the world. This meant an allergy to the miraculous and the mysterious. To leave spaces unexplored, after all, would be a failure to realize God’s plan for humanity. Thus, the other apologetic preoccupation became theodicy, the attempt to solve the problem of evil. But the endeavor to unravel evil assumes that they are in a position to see all the evidence, that “we have all the elements we need to carry out a trial of God (and triumphantly acquit him by our apologetic).” Taylor’s discussion of the divine trial recalls a similar framing by Lewis:


The ancient man approached God (or even the gods) as the accused person approaches his judge. For the modern man, the roles are quite reversed. He is the judge: God is in the dock. He is quite a kindly judge; if God should have a reasonable defense for being the god who permits war, poverty, and disease, he is ready to listen to it. The trial may even end in God’s acquittal. But the important thing is that man is on the bench and God is in the dock.43



Believers have always wrestled with faith in the face of suffering—Scripture is full of examples—but only during this period of growing confidence in human reason did the expectation arise that the problem could be resolved to our satisfaction. As we will see below, the apologetic picture that emerged during this period still continues to exert imaginative force today.

We should note that piety remains within the parameters of Enlightenment deism: “God remains our Creator, and hence our benefactor, to whom we owe gratitude beyond all measure.” We are also “grateful for his Providence, which has designed our good.” We can anticipate “an afterlife, with rewards and punishments” that direct human virtue. But insofar as our orderly, ordinary lives are now absent of divine address, and are no longer dependent on grace to restore nature, our faith is no longer thick enough “to block exclusive humanism.”44 In the space created by these shifts, exclusive humanism began to gain plausibility.

The redirection of the Reformation revisions corresponded to political shifts as well. The splintering of the church in the sixteenth century, the religious wars of the seventeenth century, and the intraconfessional divisions of the eighteenth century would necessitate new political options.45 A more uniform basis for toleration and dissent was sought, and the result was the formation of “polite society, in which civil religion plays an important role in giving legitimacy to the order, but it is no longer able radically to call the status quo into question.”46 This led to three possible options, which are still with us today. We can identify Christianity with the civil religion of law and order (where Christian faith props up the social order); we can reject the civil religion in favor of an intensified piety (where Christian faith leads us to critique the status quo but also to circle the wagons); and, most significant, we can come to reject Christianity altogether as an enemy of the civil religion (where Christian faith is seen as morally deficient, backwards, and even barbaric).47 In this way, Christianity supplies the moral force and framework for its own rejection.

The flattened faith of deism, along with the politics of polite society, became essential pieces for constructing the immanent frame. It was a tremendous imaginative achievement. The enchanted cosmos was evacuated, first of hostile powers, then of divine intervention. It was reimagined as a “universe ruled by causal laws . . . unresponsive, or indifferent, like a machine, even if we held that it was designed as a machine for our benefit.”48 Modern society was also reimagined, from a web of relationships rooted in God to a confederation of voluntary associations (groups I choose to join).49 Finally, human consciousness was buffered—radically disengaged—and given the right to call everything into question apart from its own disengagement. Taylor’s summary is powerful:


Fed by the powerful presence of impersonal orders, cosmic, social, and moral; drawn by the power of the disengaged stance, and its ethical prestige, and ratified by a sense of what the alternative was, based on an elite’s derogatory and somewhat fearful portrait of popular religion, an unshakeable sense could arise of our inhabiting an immanent, impersonal order, which screened out, for those who inhabited it, all phenomena which failed to fit this framework.50



This is the immanent frame: a society constructed with a ceiling to block out the transcendent. But such a building would still need to provide its own lights. Indeed, without the transformations of Romanticism, it would be unlivable for most people. Yet unbelief—with its own system of morality drawn from Christian sources—had begun to be a live option. It was finally in the nineteenth century that a society emerged which “managed to experience its world entirely as immanent.”51 This option would become an expansive and colonizing force in the Western world. But once again the story of its ascendancy is not so simple.

Romantic transformations: The making of meaning. The story is not straightforward because the loss of widely shared meaning created a major imaginative crisis. Against common readings that understand Romanticism as a nostalgic stopgap against Enlightenment rationalism, Taylor tells a more careful story.52 The Romantic impulse, Taylor argues, is a response to an encroaching feeling of emptiness: the sense that in an immanent world, “our actions, goals, achievements . . . have a lack of weight, gravity, thickness, substance.”53 This existential anxiety is the crisis to which Romanticism seeks to respond. Radically aware that the world has changed, a self-conscious search for new ways of finding fullness must begin.

The malaise of modernity can be characterized in terms of three interconnected crises, which relate to individualism, instrumentalism, and institutionalism.54 The first crisis results from the individual’s disembeddedness from her place in any higher order and the responsibility to make sense of the world within a wholly immanent frame. The second crisis is the triumph of instrumentality: reason’s goal is no longer to know the world but to control, dominate, and manage it through economic calculations and technological solutions. This results in innovation and progress, but it also carries the sense that we are ourselves no more than cogs in a machine, constrained by powers (especially the market and the state) that pull the strings. This leads to a third crisis, one of institutional participation. Knowing that our decisions are situated by sociopolitical powers, it is difficult to feel any real sense of agency (e.g. “My vote doesn’t matter!”). Institutional affiliation declines as people consistently prefer the distractions of private life to public activism.55 When public participation occurs, it often has more to do with personal meaning than meaningful change: activism merges with brand management.

Religious faith is also affected. As it is reduced from transformative communion to transactional affiliation, faith becomes one more battle of the brands. What happens in a world where the former anchors of personal and institutional identity have been called into question, where “publicly available orders of meaning” are no longer available, and reason itself has been instrumentalized? The answer is that “subtler languages” must be developed; new ways to find fullness must be forged.

This was the call the Romantics sought to answer. Whereas Enlightenment thinkers privileged reason, Romantic thinkers delegated the responsibility to remake the world to the imagination.56 Here we find a parallel between Enlightenment instrumentalism and Romantic imagination; both assume the loss of absolute purpose and place the burden of making wholly into human hands. As Taylor writes, “We are alone in the universe, and this is frightening; but it can also be exhilarating.”57 Taylor sees Romantic poets as attempting to articulate an “original vision of the cosmos” developing subtler languages that “enabled people to explore these meanings with their ontological commitments as it were in suspense.”58 On this account, it is not just the push of rationalism but also the pull of these subtler languages that made the middle space between belief and unbelief livable.

The Romantics believed that poets and artists would midwife a faith for the new world through literature and the arts. Beauty is truth, wrote Keats; truth, beauty. And beauty will save the world.59 As literary historian Philip Davis notes, “Writers were to be the world’s new priests, a literary faith replacing a dogmatic one. In an age of mechanical materialism, it was writers who insisted on the world’s spiritual reality, with or without the formal support of religion as such.”60 The aesthetic visionaries were instrumental in forging artistic orders of meaning and a “free and neutral space, between religious commitment and materialism . . . neither explicitly believing, but not atheistic either, a kind of undefined spirituality.”61 The sense that existential depth can be found, and fullness forged—transcending materialism without a transcendent referent—this is the Romantic legacy.

Here we arrive at another significant point. The Romantic achievement that made the immanent frame habitable was the opening of an aesthetic realm “in which people can wander between and around all these options without having to land clearly and definitively in any one.”62 This province would remain sparsely occupied for at least another century, but already in the early nineteenth century a space was being cleared where doubt and disbelief could approximate religious feeling without necessarily returning to religion. For Taylor, the key feature of Romanticism is the privileging of the aesthetic realm, which supplemented the “felt inadequacy of moralism” with a new goal of aesthetic fullness, the experience of beauty.63

The aesthetic space carved out by the Romantics was the province of artistic elites and bohemians in the nineteenth and early twentieth century, but in the 1960s authenticity reached a tipping point.64 In the decade immediately following the Second World War, mass society had encouraged duty, obligation, and conformity. But the 1960s began to see a revolt against duty in favor of desire. The malaise of modernity struck back with a vengeance.

Taylor sees the revolts of the 1960s as quintessentially Romantic, “directed against a ‘system’ which smothered creativity, individuality and imagination.”65 It was during this period that advertisers took up the language of expressive individualism, that “the limits on the pursuit of individual happiness” were set aside, and the Romantic project was translated into the aspirations of everyday people.66  Consider a recent poll that asked respondents which aspirations were extremely important in their vision of the American Dream. Although 75% of those surveyed expressed the desire to have one’s basic needs met, this was accompanied significantly by postromantic aspirations: having personal freedom (78%), achieving one’s potential (71%), having enough free time (67%), and being in harmony with nature (54%).67 The Romantic method of forging a creative and fulfilled life became the standard mode of operation for finding meaning in an immanent frame.

Let me take a step back to press this point home. In contemporary times the aesthetic realm does not just include “high culture”: going to art galleries, reading poetry, or attending the opera.68 It also includes elements of “popular culture” where we increasingly assign aesthetic significance to our media consumption. It includes the fans rising in ritual action to celebrate their football team. It includes viewers of streaming television shows who feel that the characters of the sitcom are like family. It includes weekend warriors who find vital meaning and purpose in their participation in extreme sports.69 The aesthetic realm is no longer the province of the elite, as it was during the Romantic era. We are all aesthetes now, and we have the Romantic movement to thank for it.70 I can find meaning, beauty, and fullness in a flattened world by investing my everyday actions and associations with religious significance and depth. This was the final piece that completed construction of the immanent frame: the call to a quest! The aesthetic ideal—the search for the experience of depth and resonance—took on ethical force. It is the conviction that everyone ought to seek resonance and depth, composing an original life. This is called the ethic of authenticity, and it is important to discuss it at length.




THE AGE OF AUTHENTICITY

When I was in high school considering future possibilities, someone gave me this counsel: Don’t ask yourself what the world needs. Ask yourself what makes you come alive. Go and do that, because what the world needs is people who have come alive.71 This maxim, which I have since seen in books and greeting cards, illustrates the ethic of authenticity. Feeling alive is not just a means to fullness but a mandate, an aesthetic call to action: find something that makes you feel alive. Felt experience now becomes central; composing an original life that is deeply resonant with my embodied, emotive experience of the world is a moral imperative.72

Taylor defines authenticity as “the understanding of life which emerges with the Romantic expressivism of the late-eighteenth century, that each one of us has his/her own way of realizing our humanity, and that it is important to find and live out one’s own, as against surrendering to conformity with a model imposed on us from the outside.”73 Taylor elaborates:


There is a certain way of being human that is my way. I am called upon to live my life in this way, and not in imitation of anyone else’s. But this gives a new importance to being true to myself. If I am not, I miss the point of my life, I miss what being human is for me. . . . Being true to myself means being true to my own originality, and that is something only I can articulate and discover. In articulating it, I am also defining myself. I am realizing a potentiality that is properly my own.74



In other words, we must forge our own way of being human, one that resonates with our sense of our place in the world.

The problem is that with the loss of widely shared orders of meaning there has been a dizzying proliferation of possibilities for being human.75 This means a lingering identity crisis precisely because there are so many options, and each additional option weakens whatever identity we have forged. The realization that my orders of meaning are not shared by others makes my sense of the world seem much less stable. Imagine a student who has been educated in Christian schools all her life and who now finds herself at a public university in a secular setting. Perhaps she has always been aware that there are others who do not believe as she does. But now these others live in close proximity, and she finds that they are very different from her. If they seem to get on fine without faith, her faith will seem more fragile. Unbelief becomes imaginable, a visceral possibility.

But fragilization moves in both directions: neither belief nor unbelief is inevitable, and there is an ever-widening space in between. Taylor argues that it is because such an expansive neutral zone exists that the battles between belief and unbelief keep “running out of steam.”76 These skirmishes lose their gravity because they take place on the common ground of immanence. The nature of reality is never really felt to be at stake. Rather, what is actually at stake is sociological acceptance, institutional affiliation, and personal identification. Of course, these things do not necessarily exclude the recognition of divine action, but by themselves they fall short of faith in the transcendent.77

Here is the key point: in the age of authenticity, acts of faith—whether defined immanently as the commitment to one identity over another or transcendently as the response to revelation—are not the result of an impartial weighing of the evidence. Rather, they are the result of a much more Romantic method, what the early Romantic philosopher J. G. Herder called Einfühlung: feeling the way in.78 Whatever we make of the world must resonate deeply with our embodied, emotive experience. As Taylor writes, “Artistic creation becomes the paradigm mode in which people can come to self-definition. . . . Self-discovery requires poiesis, making.”79 In other words, achieving authenticity is less an analytic judgment and more an aesthetic project. Magic, in fact, has not disappeared: I may still be deeply affected by my life in this world. But the force of the magic is felt from within as I invest things with gravity and significance. Enchantment has been relocated from the realm of factual reality to the realm of subjective imagination.80

Thus we arrive at our hypermodern, expressivist moment in which we are so often commissioned to follow our hearts, where “individuals and groups are encouraged to define and express their own particular identities,”81 and where the only abiding sin seems to be intolerance of someone else’s unique way of being human. We live and move in an immanent space, consuming and creating culture that fits the narrative identity of who we want to become rather than living into an identity that has been bestowed. And it is in this space that the most decisive considerations of faith are made by paying greater attention to imaginative intimations (“What would it feel like to believe?”) than epistemic obligations (“Here is why you ought to believe”). In a certain sense, resonance—a sense of existential “fit” with a particular vision of the world—becomes the most important criterion of believability.82

After the ascendancy of authenticity, there is no longer any necessary embedding in a larger framework. We have been evicted from the Eden of embedded meaning, and the crisis is that it is now up to our imaginative sensibilities to forage for the depth of meaning that was once given. Taylor notes that religious practice itself is framed in terms of what it means to me: “The religious life or practice that I become part of must not only be my choice, but it must speak to me, it must make sense in terms of my spiritual development as I understand this . . . in the subtler languages that I find meaningful.”83 The question is whether the subtler languages of authenticity will ultimately be satisfying, whether they can reproduce in an immanent frame the depth that was a given in an enchanted world.

This raises another important question: Should apologists concede the game to authenticity? Should the expressivist imagination really be afforded such decisive power? Might it not be argued that the overemphasis on individual authenticity is among the faultiest features of modernity? There is certainly a dark side to individualism, and Taylor cites complaints that the focus on individual happiness has led to a culture of self-absorption and narcissism: “The dark side of individualism is a centering on the self, which both flattens and narrows our lives, makes them poorer in meaning, and less concerned with others or society.”84 The force of this critique is strong, and we can feel it, not least because of our own narrowness. Many discussions of authenticity major on this critique, demonstrating the ways that contemporary culture and Christian faith have been co-opted by the idol of expressive authenticity.85

Narcissism certainly merits a trenchant critique. And yet, narcissism is not the necessary destination of the ethic of authenticity. We should note that our age is not unique in its narcissistic trajectories: selfishness is as old as sin. What is unique to our age, however, is the “moral force” attached to personal fulfillment. Imagine a woman who abandons her family because she “owes it to herself to be happy.” Taylor highlights this: “It’s not just that people sacrifice their love relationships, and the care of their children, to pursue their careers. Something like this has perhaps always existed. The point is that today many people feel called to do this, feel their lives would be somehow wasted or unfulfilled if they didn’t do it.”86 This moral imperative can create versions of authenticity that are tremendously destructive, that seek fullness at any cost.

But the impulse of authenticity can also lead in the other direction. The thinness of individualistic narcissism produces a malaise that thicker versions of authenticity must seek to transcend. Insofar as authenticity involves ingenuity, it is not difficult to see how it could be set against convention and even morality itself, despite its original moral foundation.87 The seeds of relativism are clear, but first we need to recognize the validity of the ideal apart from its flattened forms. What Taylor hopes to do, against those who advocate a return to some untroubled preromantic period, is to take authenticity seriously as a worthwhile moral ideal. This means showing that the ideal has both “flat” and “full” versions, the former being “debased and deviant forms.”88 If the ideal of authenticity is, as Taylor believes, “unrepudiable” to modern people, the missiological imperative is clear. We are already swimming in the water of authenticity, and so we must learn to paddle, aware that the undertow of narcissism is real.

So how might the ethic of authenticity be redirected toward thicker, even transcendent possibilities? At its best, Taylor argues, authenticity “points us towards a more self-responsible form of life. It allows us to live (potentially) a fuller and more differentiated life, because [it is] more fully appropriated as our own.”89 A thicker form of authenticity would lead to a life in which our embodied, emotive encounter with reality is deeply meaningful because it resonates with the life we have chosen to own. Notwithstanding the dangers of narcissism, this is an ideal worth defending. Indeed, this impulse to take responsibility for our lives and to make something of our situation derives from the call of creaturely agency, our answer to the question, “What will you do now?”90 The question for believers is whether we are able to connect the impulse to look within and listen to the inner voice of authenticity with the possibility that Another voice is speaking, breaking through the immanent frame despite our best efforts to insulate ourselves.

Indeed, the fact that the project of authenticity—in its thick and thin forms—is pursued in the aesthetic realm presents us with an opening. Our projects of self-discovery are irrevocably shaped by our relationships, and the lives we curate are in a certain sense addressed to an audience. Resonance goes both directions. The making of identity—like the making of art and the making of meaning—requires a background of significance against which our projects can be set.91 In other words, identity is not something that can be achieved in isolation; it must be forged against the background of relationship with significant others. As individual as my quest for authenticity might seem, I can never achieve it alone.

This means that the narcissistic modes of authenticity actually defeat themselves. They self-destruct because they exalt self-choice while denying any larger horizon against which those choices matter. If the pursuit of fullness can come at any cost, then I have no grounds for denying someone else’s method of pursuit. As Taylor writes, “It may be important that my life be chosen . . . but unless some options are more significant than others, the very idea of self-choice falls into triviality and hence incoherence. . . . Which issues are significant, I do not determine. If I did, no issue would be significant. But then the very idea of self-choosing as a moral ideal would not be possible.”92 For our choices to be significant they must be set against a defined background of important questions, a horizon of what really matters, which requires taking things like tradition, culture, history, society, ethics, and religion into account.
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