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Godless theology 
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A
LL WHO believe and think 
about what they believe are 
theologians. The theology of all 
believers is the foundation for 

every academic theology. But does that 
mean that Christian theology can be 
nothing other than a self-related "doc
trine of faith," to echo the tide Schleier-
macher gave his modern theology? 
Does it mean that only people who are 
"believers" or "born again" can study 
and understand theology and that they 
understand it because they are already 
in agreement with it from the outset? 

Now, faith is of the essence for 
Christian theology, because theology 

Time of white ice 
Eternal ice, vast windless 
chill. Clear arctic waters' 
quiet light. All night 

the stars and lacquered 
branches burned. All leaf 
and berry of the holly white. 

Again the ancient signal 
has gone out and somewhere 
in the night star-followers embark. 

(And You, Creator, Child, 
Comforter, again I felt the beating 
of Your fetal heart.) 

Into a night of need for gifts 
in myrrh and aloes wrapped we slept 
until the ticking of some clock 

or summer dream stirred ice 
set off a rooftop avalanche. 
Clear light of morning shows 

three trees against the sky 
in whitened silence—world 
bundled in the stuff of light. 
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does not purpose to be a theory about 
the Absolute, devoid of any determin
ing subject, and the rebirth to a living 
hope is the subjective opening up of 
God s new future for the world. But that 
still does not have to mean that theology 
is only there for believers. God is not 
just a God of believers. He is the Cre
ator of heaven and earth, and so he is 
not particularist, in the way that human 
belief in him is particularist; he is as uni
versal as the sun which rises on the evil 
and the good, and the rain which falls 
upon the just and the unjust, and gives 
life to everything created (Matt. 5:45). 

A theology solely for believers would 
be the ideology of a Christian religious 
society, or an esoteric mystery doctrine 
for the initiated. It would be in utter 
contradiction to the universal God-ness 
of God, and his public revelation as the 
God of Israel and the Father of Jesus 
Christ. It is not theology that has an ab
solute claim. What does have that claim 
is the one God, about whom theology 
talks in human terms. Neither the toler
ance required of human beings, nor the 
situation of the multifaith society in 
which Christians exist today, can narrow 
down the universal offer of the gospel, 
and the eschatological invitation to the 
new creation of all things through God. 

Ever since the 17th century, Pietist 
movements have repeatedly set up the 
ideal of a theologia regenitorum, a the
ology of the regenerate—the reborn— 
in which personal conversion was made 
the precondition for theology, and the
ology was turned into a sectarian in-
group mentality. But this withdrawal 
into the devout self and the self-en
dorsing conventicle abandoned "the 
wicked world" to its godlessness, and 
was at odds with the gospels missionary 
universalism. The withdrawal of Chris
tian presence and theology from soci
ety's public institutions may—as it 
claims to do—preserve the purity of 
Christian identity, but it surrenders the 
relevance of the Christian message. 

This Christian relevance is not self-re
lated. It is related to God s kingdom 
and his righteousness and justice. 

What the church is about is some
thing more than the church. The 
church is about life in proximity to the 
kingdom of God, and about the experi
ence and praxis of the justice and righ
teousness of that kingdom. So Chris
tian theology also has to do with more 
than Christian self-presentation in 
public life. It has to do with the presen
tation of public life against the horizon 
of God s coming kingdom. Christian 
theology is theologia publica. It is pub
lic theology for the sake of the king
dom. So it must be aligned and think 
not just intratextually, but also correla-
tively too. It has to be both "in accor
dance with scripture" and contextual. 

In resisting the limitation of theology 
to believing Christians, we therefore 
ask: Is not every unbeliever who has a 
reason for his atheism and his decision 
not to believe a theologian too? Atheists 
who have something against God and 
against faith in God usually know very 
well whom and what they are rejecting, 
and have their reasons. Nietzsche's 
book The Antichrist has a lot to teach us 
about true Christianity, and the modern 
criticism of religion put forward by 
Feuerbach, Marx and Freud is still the
ological in its antitheology. 

Beyond that, moreover, there is a 
protest atheism which wresdes with 

God as Job did, and for the sake of the 
suffering of created beings which cries 
out to high heaven denies that there is a 
just God who rules the world in love. 
This atheism is profoundly theological, 
for the theodicy question—"If there is a 
good God, why all this evil?"—is also 
the fundamental question of every 
Christian theology which takes serious
ly the dying Christ s question to God: 
"My God, why have you forsaken me?" 

Dostoevsky splendidly presents the 
two sides of theology, the believing side 
and the doubting side, in two of the 
brothers Karamazov, Alyosha and Ivan. 
The one submits, the other rebels. The 
story which Ivan tells to illustrate his re
bellion against God is a horrible one. A 
Russian landowner sets his hounds on a 
little boy. They hunt him to death, tear
ing him to pieces before his mother s 
eyes. "What kind of harmony is that in 
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which there are hells like this?" accuses 
Ivan, and replies, "Is there anyone in 
the whole world who could forgive, and 
who is allowed to forgive? I don't like 
the harmony I don't like it because of 
my love for the world. I would rather 
keep the enduringly unreconciled suf
fering. . . . It isn't that I refuse to ac
knowledge God, but I am respectfully 
giving him back my ticket to a world like 
this. Understand me, I accept God, but 
I don't accept the world God has made. 
I cannot resolve to accept it." 

Here Ivan does not simply pose the 
theodicy question with its indictment 
of God—the question why God per
mits crimes like this. He asks the ques
tion about justice—about guilt and ex
piation. He asks who could forgive 
guilt like this, and in doing so he gives 
Alyosha the word he needs: "That is re
bellion. You say: is there a being in the 
whole world who could forgive and is 
allowed to forgive? There is someone, 
and he can forgive everything, all and 
everyone, and for everything, because 
he himself poured out his innocent 
blood for everyone and everything. 
You have forgotten him. It is on him 
alone that the building will be built [he 
means the "harmony" of the "divine 
world," the kingdom of God]. To him 
we can cry: 'Just art Thou, Lord, for all 
Thy ways have been revealed.'" 

Protest atheism there—the theolo
gy of the cross here. Rebellion over 
the "enduringly unexpiated suffering" 
there—universal reconciliation 
through the crucified God here. In the 
dissimilar brothers Karamazov, Dos-
toevsky portrays himself. Both can be 
found in every true Christian theolo
gy—rebellion over the God who per
mits so much meaningless suffering in 
his world, and faith in the crucified 
Christ. And conversely, the person 
who does not believe in God and his 
justice ends up by no longer rebelling 
against the "enduringly unexpiated 
suffering" in this unjust world either, 
but gets accustomed to it. 

Christian faith in God is not a naive 
basic truth. It is unfaith that has been 
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overcome: "Lord, I believe, help thou 
my unbelief." In the fellowship of the 
assailed and crucified Christ faith 
grows up in the pains of one's own suf
fering and the doubts of one's own 
heart. Here the contradictions and re
bellions do not have to be suppressed. 
They can be admitted. Those who rec
ognize God's presence in the face of 
God-forsaken Christ have protest 
atheism within themselves—but as 
something they have overcome. So 
they can well understand the atheists 
who can no more get away from their 
atheism than they can get away from 
the God whose existence they have to 
deny in order to be atheists. Christian 
theology is theology for Christ's sake, 

A
N ECUMENICAL delegation of 
U.S. church leaders concluded 
a six-day visit to Jerusalem, the 
West Bank and Gaza by calling 

for "immediate international protection 
for Palestinian people" and declaring 
that peace will be attained only if Israel 
returns to its pre-1967 borders. 

The two dozen visitors, who talked 
to Palestinian church figures and met 
with PLO leader Yasir Arafat, issued a 
statement December 12 after meeting 
with the mayor of Jerusalem and offi
cials at the Israeli Foreign Ministry in 
Jerusalem. 

Former presiding bishops of the 
Episcopal Church and the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in America, togeth
er with clergy of several other denom
inations, asked in their statement that 
"all parties heed the moral imperative 
to do justice." They said they had 
"heard the terror in the voices of Is
raeli Jews and Palestinian Christians 
and Muslims alike." Their sympathies 
were primarily with Palestinians, how
ever, and they asked other nations to 
"condemn this new apartheid that op
presses the Palestinian people." 

and in Christ it reaches out beyond the 
alternatives between simple theism 
and the atheism that corresponds to it. 

In the fellowship of Christ the justi
fication of God by way of an "unflawed 
world," and the calling God in ques
tion through the evil and suffering in 
this world which is so bitterly flawed, 
are no longer "the last word." So Chris
tian theology does not belong solely in 
the circle of people who are "insiders." 
It belongs just as much to the people 
who feel that they are "outside the 
gate" (as Wolfgang Botchert puts it). A 
Christian theologian must not just get 
to know the devout and the religious. 
He must know the godless too, for he 
belongs to them as well. • 

Episcopal Bishop Vincent Warner of 
Olympia, Washington, said that his en
counter with a nine-year-old girl in the 
area south of Gaza City where the Is
raelis had bulldozed an orchard put a 
"human face on the suffering." And that 
is why "the statement is passionate and 
urgent," Warner said, according to the 
delegation's press officer Jim Solheim. 

A grim-faced Arafat told the visiting 
delegation, "We are facing a disaster." 
He indicated that a nonmilitary solu
tion must be found. "All of our cities 
and towns are under siege," Arafat said. 
"What they are doing in Bethlehem, 
Beit Jala and Beit Sahour is unbeliev
able, a big crime." The economic issues 
are critical, he added, saying that 
340,000 laborers have lost their jobs. 

Jerusalem Mayor Ehud Olmert, in 
welcoming the delegation to the coun
cil room at City Hall, said that "not a 
single city in the world hosts more 
churches," adding that it was his re
sponsibility to protect religious free
dom. Olmert contended that Ariel 
Sharon's controversial visit to the 
Temple Mount area last September, 
an area dominated by two of Islam's 

*| A 'new apartheid' 
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