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Preface


This book is for the ordinary thoughtful person and not for the specialist in theology. The author is a Christian who has spent fifty years in the study of Islam, and this has led to the use of more illustrations from Islam than from other religions. The underlying view on which the book is based is that there is much truth in all the great religions, and that this is proved by their fruits – the quality of life seen in their adherents.


How truth is expressed in the religions is affected by the inadequacies in human language and thought, and these are studied in the first two chapters, which show the difficulty, sometimes impossibility, of making an intellectual comparison of the assertions of the different religions. What is important in each religion is its total view of the realities with which human life has to deal from day to day.


Further, the truth in the various religions is seen as coming to them from God. This assertion, however, has to be understood in a way that allows for development in religion. In connection with the Old Testament it will be insisted that the commands God gives to a people are appropriate to the stage of civilization they have reached, and are not necessarily for all time. The same principle will apply to the other religions. Since the religions originated in different social cultures, allowance must be made for the possibility that each has a task assigned to it in God’s purposes, though this differs from the task assigned to the Jews and Christians.


My thanks for helpful comments to Fergus Kerr O.P., Novin Doostdar of Oneworld Publications and Martin Forward, but I alone am responsible for the views expressed.




CHAPTER 1


The Inadequacies of Human Thought and Language


Any attempt to justify belief in religious truth must first look at the difficulties faced by the human mind in understanding the world in which it lives and in presenting its religious beliefs in language. These difficulties will be looked at briefly in this first chapter.


The Limitations of Human Language


A distinction is often made between the primary and secondary uses of language, the secondary uses also being described as metaphorical, symbolic or analogical. Sometimes there is a suggestion that what is merely metaphorical is unreal. The language used to express religious truth is largely of a secondary character, and so it becomes important to show that, despite the use of language in this way, religious statements are dealing with reality.


The primary uses of language are to be seen in basic root-words and these doubtless reflect the fundamental experiences of primitive humanity. Nouns represent common objects: tree, dog, leg, shoe, mother, son, sky. Verbs represent actions: run, eat, sit, buy, marry. Adjectives show qualities of objects: sweet, loud, bright, hard. Prepositions show relationships: of, on, through; and adverbs can show relationships and also qualities of actions: down, fast. Some of these simple words have a degree of complexity, which can be described as a pattern. A shoe and a chair are not just objects of a particular shape: a shoe is for wearing on the foot, and a chair is for sitting on.


When we want to speak about something for which there is no primary word we may use a primary word in a secondary sense, as when we say a chair has legs, these legs being something like human or animal legs, or we may combine two primary words: put on, come down. In Latin and Greek, instead of combining two words, prefixes were added to primary words, as in the anglicized forms concur (running together) or sympathy (suffering with). In English we speak of a river running, because this is ‘something like’ a person or an animal running. We also use the Latin word current, and further apply this (in a tertiary sense?) to an electric current. The use of words from Latin and Greek tends to make us unaware that they are secondary uses of simple words.


Language may also be applied in a secondary way to things not perceived by the senses. Scientists talk about atoms, but this is only the Greek word for ‘uncut’ or ‘uncuttable’: Light is said to consist sometimes of waves, sometimes of particles; but this amounts to saying that in certain respects light is something like waves (of the sea) and in other respects something like particles (small material objects). Such secondary uses of language are particularly common in religion, though often masked in English by the use of Latin and Greek derivatives. Thus transcendent is merely something which climbs across or beyond the ordinary, and immanent is something which flows in other things. From these considerations two important points emerge in respect of religious truth.


First, these secondary uses of words do not give us precise ideas. They only show us that what they denote is something like what is meant by the primary sense of the word. Just as the leg of a chair is only something like a human or animal leg, so God is only something like a father. I have elsewhere suggested that this use of language might be called ‘iconic’,1 an icon being a two-dimensional representation of a three- dimensional object, that is, something known to be inadequate, yet accepted as a representation of a reality. Some Islamic theologians held that such terms were to be accepted ‘without asking how’, that is, without asking whether they were to be understood literally, metaphorically or in some other way; and which might be expressed by the English word amodally. This was possibly to oppose a popular view that what was not understood literally was unreal. Because some such view is also found today, the description of language as iconic or amodal refutes the suggestion that what is referred to (in non-literal language) is unreal: there is nothing unreal about waves of light. Similarly in religion, though the terms used are iconic, what they refer to is something real. There may be exceptions, but if so, the unreality of what is referred to has to be determined by criteria other than the iconic character of the language.


Second, when language is used in this secondary way, what would be a contradiction with primary language is not necessarily so. God’s being something like a father does not prevent his also being something like a mother; and his being something like beyond the world and humanity (transcendent) does not prevent his being also something like flowing in them (immanent). This possible absence of contradiction is particularly important when comparing different religions. It means that a statement of belief in one religion, apparently contrary to a statement in another, is not necessarily so: the two statements may be compatible when each is understood in its own context. It follows that it is very difficult to compare religions in respect of their formal statements of belief, and may sometimes be impossible. This point might be illustrated from Christianity and Buddhism, since many strands of Buddhist thought seem to deny the existence of God. Thomas Merton, whom I regard as one of the profoundest Christian thinkers of this century, found when talking with Buddhist monks about matters of spirituality that they were very much on the same wavelength.


More important than intellectual comparison is the assessment of religions by their fruits – that is, by the quality of life seen in their adherents individually and as a community. The principle of assessing a religious proclamation by its fruits is found in the New Testament (Matthew 7:15–20). Jesus pointed out that one does not get grapes from thorns or figs from thistles; good fruit comes only from a sound tree, and he was speaking about false prophets or religious leaders. A modern objection might be that it is possible for a theory to work’ in practice although the theory is not true; but if this happens, it could only be in the case of a single isolated theory, whereas the religions give a comprehensive view of the world in which human beings live.


When the criterion of fruits is applied, it may be claimed that all the great religions have shown good fruits in the lives of their adherents. They have enabled millions of people to live lives that, at least up to a point, were satisfactory and meaningful. There can, of course, be disputes about what precisely constitutes good fruits, but there is probably a wide measure of agreement on this matter and I do not propose to discuss it further.


In conclusion I note that, because of the limitations of language and of the way in which all religions use it, the picture of the world given by the religions is not as complete as a scientist might wish. What is to be emphasized, however, is that the religions give human beings adequate knowledge of the world in which they live and of the higher powers to which they are subject, and that this knowledge is sufficient to form the basis of a satisfactory and meaningful life. There are, of course, other points that could be discussed. It is conceivable that people might base their lives on their religion and yet not find satisfaction; but this would presumably depend on personal matters. It could also be asked what makes individual and social life satisfactory and meaningful, and perhaps it should be allowed that sometimes satisfaction is not realized in this life but only in the light of eternity.


The Social Character of World-Views


All human beings have various deep drives. The most important are to stay alive by getting food, shelter, etc.; to continue the race; and to seek to make life meaningful or significant. There is also a strong tendency to live in communities, but this is perhaps not so much a separate drive as something required to fulfil the other drives. In general, human communities have a continuing life. Sometimes they fade away or are destroyed, and sometimes they are absorbed by other communities; but human beings cannot exist without a community of some kind. There is also an overall tendency for communities to grow larger.


In each community or society a world-view develops, and by this I mean a picture or conception of the world, and especially of the realities with which people have to deal in their lives. This will include a basic cosmology, together with a belief about the nature of the forces controlling human life and the values which people should try to attain in their lives. The pre-Islamic Arabs had a deep-seated belief that most of the events in a person’s life, and especially the date of his or her death, were determined by an impersonal force they called Time or Fate. In early societies the world-view and the religion were more or less identical, and had been worked out gradually as a basis for living. People with specially deep religious awareness would make important contributions and so develop the religious aspect. The process of forming a world-view has been called ‘the social construction of reality’ by Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann in a book of that title.2 There is also a close connection between world-view and language: the Arabic word for the Time or Fate determining the date of one’s death is difficult to translate into languages associated with world-views without this concept of predetermination.


In most early religious world-views the highest place has been given to one or more gods, and the word god seems to be a primary word in many languages, meaning an entity or being with some degree of control over human life. There is also the suggestion that this is a form of being that transcends human life, and it may be spoken of as the sacred, the holy or the numinous. It would appear that some human beings, perhaps many or most, have direct experience of the sacred.


In contrast to most world-views of past times, that of Western Europe has changed considerably in recent centuries. This has been due at many points to the advances of science, an obvious example being the abandonment of the belief that the earth is flat. Scientific advances also led to the European Enlightenment of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. This was in part an anti-religious movement, for its proponents regarded most religion, and indeed most traditional metaphysics, as superstition. They believed in the omnicompetence of reason and saw it as the agent bringing about progress towards a better state of human society – something they fully expected to come about. Apart from explicit denial of some Christian doctrines by sections of the Enlightenment, the disciplines of historical and literary criticism also developed, and these brought about extensive revision of Christian ideas about the Bible and historical matters. This may also be said to have led to a partial separation of the religious and non-religious aspects of the world-view. Most Westerners accept the non-religious aspects, but retain most of their religious beliefs in so far as they are believers in Christianity or one of the other religions. There are also, of course, humanists, agnostics and atheists. Thus the complete Western world-view is far from being monolithic. Its non- religious aspects, however, are now being more deeply implanted in the Western mind by the power of the media, and also to a great extent in the mind of the rest of the world.


In these non-religious aspects are also to be included many of the values of human life. One of the ideas of the Enlightenment was the autonomy of the moral consciousness, and because of this Christians also came to see conscience as the source of moral truth. Yet it should be clear that conscience itself is largely formed by the world-view of the community and may sometimes be in error. In the nineteenth century, for example, it was widely held by British Christians of most denominations that it was incestuous for a man whose wife had died to marry her sister. This was because wife’s sister’ appeared among the ‘forbidden degrees’ in the 1662 Church of England Book of Common Prayer. This, however, was based on a misunderstanding of a rule in the book of Leviticus (18:18), which in a polygamous society forbade the marrying of two sisters at the same time. Marriage to a deceased wife’s sister was made legal by Parliament about the middle of the nineteenth century, but was only gradually accepted by many Christians.


Since the early nineteenth century Christians have been trying to come to terms with this new non-religious worldview which has developed in the West. Some have managed to go a long way in the process of reconciliation. Others have tended to retreat into the past and keep the nonreligious world-view and their religion in separate compartments, as it were. Perhaps the chief point to emphasize after the discussions here is that the individual’s world-view is usually restricted to that of his or her society with its imperfections. Yet, despite these imperfections, the believer should usually be able to lead a tolerable and meaningful life.




CHAPTER 2


Truth and Factuality


Before considering particular questions about truth in the religions it is important to look at the general nature of truth, especially its relationship to facts.


The Place of Patterns in Human Perception


In the earlier part of this century philosophers spoke much about sense-data, that is, the individual elements of experience given to us by the senses. The term encouraged the assumption that, for example, when one looked at a landscape, one saw a vast number of little blobs of colour which one fitted together to form objects. More recently it has been realized that in actual human perception the order is different. First of all one sees the general features of the landscape, or some of them, and then one may look at some part of it in greater detail. It is only by a process of conscious analysis that one reaches the individual elements. I once tried an experiment with a friend: we were out walking, and I told him to look closely at the shape of a hill on the other side of a stretch of water. After a minute I asked him if he had seen the sheep, and he had to answer ‘no’. Yet there were sheep appearing as tiny white dots scattered over the hill, and once his attention was called to them he could not help seeing them.
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