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following essay is a revised uersio7z o j  o i f . ~ t ~ t i e  dcii~.err(l or 0 2 4 '  

Springfield campus on Febrzrarj 3, 1 9 6 6 ,  h y  iiii7itntiori of t l ic  l>c- 
partmcnt of Systematic Theolog)i. 

HE SUBJECT of this lecture is t],c nea t h ~ ~ l o g l ~ a l  \ c I C ~ ~ ~  '" T Theothanatology, wherein God's lnortal illnl5\ Or denrihu srr'.'' 
as the starting point for a radically secular apl~roach t o  the 
world.' 

The llational pllblicity lately give11 to this rnfn clnlc nt 111 gcf'c-r '' 
(Time, The Nelv Yorker, T h c  N c ~ i  York '1 ltllcs, c tc -  )' 

may produce the falsc impressioll that herc Y~otcstnnt~snl : 1 P a x r 3  

spawned an unstable lunatic fringe which will tliwppenl bcforf onc 
knotvs it-or quickly be replaced, as the Eerltles c.tfgc,tl o t l t  Flx.l ';  
l'resley. A closer look, however, reveals that tlie clca t h - o f - G ~ l  ~ n ( ) \ - c -  
mcnt is 110 flash in the theological pan. Stokes. a critical c o l l c . ; l p ~ l ~  
of theothanatologist Altizcr at Emory Unil-ersitr . has r e c o ~ t l ~  
accurately mapped "the nontheistic tenlper of the m(~(li.rn 171 incf * -  ; 
the death-of-God theologies are consciously rclati ng to this t cm p e r  - ' 
Carl F. N. I-lenry, on close1 observing the present 1Iuropean t hy<) -  

i: logical climate, has noted t at, after the relatir-ely hricf Bartl1i:an 
~nterlude, the cold winds of rationalism are blonillg n ~ a i n ;  i t )  the 
death-of-God lnmm-ient America is beginning to feel tllese I ~ ~ I I ~ C I S  
turning icy cold as they are directed through an ideologic;ll morgue:. 
ChristiQ?~ Centldry's editor, while varying the tcmpcratu re, doc5 n r ,  t 
nlillin1ize the impact of the new theolog),; on Decembel- 1 he nrrotc- 
of the so-called "Christian atheismJ': "Debate now rages: it lookt. a s  
if \\" llalle a long, hot Cold or hot (hltiler lvou)c] lihe conjunction of opp~site~!) ,  he movement is indeecl to be 

Says one of its prime spokesmen, \17jlliallI Hami] - '("' : 
of this youp  are in touch with each other; p] 

for a malor llleeting of the group and there is 
'*Ine talk of a l l e ~  jw.una1 devoted to the movement.!,- 
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Protestants in the Refor~nation tradition should especially ex- 
anline this new theology with care, for it is not accidental that 
Hamilton regularly appeals to Luther and to motifs of Reformation 
theology," or that a critic of the movement has shrewdly written: 
"Soon, I predict, Luther will becomc the dominant symbol of the 
God-is-dead theology because he left thc cloister and went into the 
'world'-whatever that is."? Even more important, as we shall see, 
the God-is-dead movement takes its rise from the consistent appro- 
priation and use of a central theme in Neo-Orthodoxy-the very 
Neo-Orthodoxy that many Lutheran and Reformed theologians here 
and abroad are naively embracing today .Verhaps  this lecture will 
aid some mcm bers of the theological conlmunity to check their tickets 
Inore carefully before they board contemporary trains of thought. 

As to the lecture's posture, let it be plainly stated at the outset: 
ill Merrill Tenney's words, "We are not ready to be God's pallbearers 
yet";' nor are we going to function as pseuc~o-sophisticated embalm- 
ers of the Infinite. Rather, I find mvself a t  the presumed death of 
God in the role of a coroner. My dictionary defines a coroner as 
"a public officer whose principal duty is to inquire into any death 
which there is reason to suppose is not due to natural causes." I 
have become convinced that there is some foul play involved in this 
 articular death; and we shall discover, if I am not nlistaken, that 
the death-of-God theology represents a classic case of what mystery 
writers call "the wrong corpse." 

The Morticia~zs in the Casc 
Five names have become associated, for good or for ill, with 

the new "Christian atheism." Thev are: Gabriel Vahanian of Syra- 
cuse, a French Calvinist by origin, whose 1961  book, The Death o f  
God, gave the new movement its name; Baptist Harvey Cox of the 
Harvard Divinitv School, rocketed to fame by his paperback, The 
Secular City ( 1965),  which had sold over 135,000 copies at last 
count; Thomas J. J. Altizer, an Episcopal layinan on the faculty at 
Emory, whose next book will carry the title, The Gospcl of Christialz 
Atheism; IVilliam Hamilton of Colgate Rochester, a Baptist, best 
known for his book, The New Essence of Christiauity, which, how- 
ever, now represents an earlier, more conservative stage in his de- 
velopment; and Paul R I .  van Buren, an Episcopal priest teaching 
in the religion department at Temple University, who took his doc- 
torate under Karl Barth at Base1 and whose book, The Sccailar Mean- 
ing of the Gospel, is the most substantial production vet to arise from 
the death-of-God camp. All of these men are "younger theologians": 
Cox is 36, Vahanian and Altizer are 38, and Hamilton and Van 
Buren are 4 1 . 

Whether these five theologians actually constitute a "school" 
is still a matter of debate among them. Cox, speaking in Evanston 
several weeks ago at the seventh Annual Meeting of the American 
Society of Christian Ethics, denied the existence of a unified movc- 
ment (but then observed important common elements among the 



"Christian atheists") ; I "  Paul Van Buren has remarked : "Langdo11 
Gilkey says we belong to a 'God is dead' movement, but I think 
Altizer and Bill Hamilton and I are saying different things."" 
Hamilton, on the other hand, has argued cogently for the existence 
of a definite ideological focus shared at least by Altirer, Van Buren7 
and himself.l2 Of collrse the question of a "school" depends o n  
one's definition of the ter~n.  The fact that the above five theologians 
are already linkcd in the common mind with the God-is-dead stir 
requires that we look at  the position of each. Having done so, we 
can proceed to note the common elements in their views. 

IVe sl~sll  take up the theothanatologists in the order already 
emplopecl : Vnhsnian , Cox, Altizer, Hamilton, and Van Buren. 
This order represents, roughly, n continuum from "more conserva- 
tive" to "morc radical," with the caesura between Cox and Altizer. 
S U C ~ ~  an arrangcmcnt takcs into account a basic clarification made 
hot11 by Cox and by FIillnilt~n: Cox's distinction between the theo- 
logians (such as himsell) rvllo use the phrase death-of-God w i t h  
quotation ~narlis around either or both of its nouns, and the thee- 
loginns ( a ~ c h  :is \'an Buren)  rvho use tllc phrase with 110 qualifica- 
tions, to signilv that ~ o d  is no Ionqer alive, even if he  once existed;'" 
; ~ n d  Ilamilton's scpar;ition of the "soft" radicals ("they have God, 
but son~c~timcs i'or slratcgic reasons the? 111;ry decide not to talk about 
him") from "liard" rnclicals si~cli as himself: 

'rile 11,1rtl ri~tlicals are rcally not i~-ltc%rrsted in problems of com- 
munic;ition. It is not tliat the old forms are outmodecl or t h a t  
motlcrn nI;>n rn~l i t  bc scr~ci l  but tliat the message itself is 
problcn~nlic. *l'hc liard radicals, hou.evcr 1.aried may be the i r  
1ang~l:igc. sliarc fil-st of all n common loss. It  is not a loss of 
the idols. or oC the God of theism. It i s  n rcnl loss of real 
~ransccnclcncc. I t  ic  a locc  of Gotl. ' 

I n  t c r ~ i ~ s  of t.11c;sc ~!~~,ologic~s. \;nl1:111in11 i111tl Cox ;ire "sofr" radicals 
~ ~ s c  cjuotntio~i lnarks, 1~11ilc ;\ltizcr, 1-i;ilnilt:on, and Van Buren,  

1,); ~.schc\\ling c l~~n l i l - i c ; i o i  ( t l lo~lgll  ;~dnlit~c(Il~. not always in the 
most clean-tilt I';\<l~iorl) 1,). cnclcn(.orin:: to i~sscrt the ontological 
delnisc of t l c i t \ . .  \ \ . ' \ ~ . K i l I l t  ~'I;issifi~atio~i :IS "!inrc1" radicals. 

'l-'hc fi\,c (l(r.~tli-(if'-Got1 tlir.ologi;~~is ma\-  bc t'ul*ther distinguished 
1 r h v  \V:I, I '  t 1 1 c * i 1  ' I  cpeci;1li7;1tions m1c1 t e l ~ ~ ~ ~ e r a ~ ~ ~ e n t a l  
oricb~)t;ltions. .1'110> \'ilhi\tii;\~i IS l,rjncij,all!: colicernccl \j.ith ttle rela- 
tionc l)et\~.c>cl\ lilc.'ral~~~.c i111t1 tlicolog!., and wr.itcs as an urbanc litters- 
I I S ;  ' I I I I ~  ;\ sociolooist of i c l i ~ i ~ ~ ~ , ' "  
o I ' ~ ' ; ~ I c o I  1 ' 1 1  n.ith Karl I ' i\Jtizcr is 611n\.stical, 
~ [ l l l l ,  1 1 . . . 311 ~ i ,  I csccssive gen- 
rr3li/.i\tio1). I ) s i i ~ i l ~ ~  i l lg  \\ ith C O I ~ I S ~  i l l .  i a l  cmotiFje Ian- ., , . 
gll;lr(.' : ~ ~ ; 1 1 1 1 i ~ ~ ~ l l l  I \  l tllrOl0piarl's tl,colhginh, produced c l ~ : f ~ ) r t ~  Ilis i 1 0  ( l~ ; , t h -o f -G~d  i l l inking)  such 
f i r  \ ~ O ( I C ' I I I  I : ( ' ~ I ( I C ~ ' S  C L I ~ ~ C S  to ~ , a r i i j ~ ~ s  I)ihljca] hooks, and ~1~~ 
1 1  . i l l  \\'rstlliinstcr prczs!\ 12nyn1an's TheulogiCal ~ i -  
Ilrn~r: ;\rid 1 i l t ~ r cn  -"cirdcred. precise, & o ] ' ' l ~  is 

,I,od- 
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ern linguistic philosopher: he "has neither wept at God's funeral nor, 
like Altizer a i d  the dancers a t  a Hindu procession to the burning 
ghat, leaped in corybantic exultation. He plays the role of the 
clinical diagnostician of linguistic i~~aladies."~ V e t  us consider in 
turn the peculiar ideological orientation of each of these thinkers, 
who, ill spite of their wide divergencies, are united in focusing the 
attention of theology on contemporary secular man rather than on 
transcendental deity. 

Gabriel Vnhaninn: Morticialz-Litterate'ur. Though Rudolf Bult- 
maim regards Vahanian's Death of Cod as one of the most exciting 
books he has read in recent years, its author is now considered hope- 
lessly conservative by the advocates of Christian atheism.20 \;5'hy? 
because he unabashedly uses the expression "death of God" in a 
metaphorical-literary, not literal, way. The subtitle of his book re- 
veals his major concern: "The Culture of Our Post-Christian Era." 
"God's death" is evident in the fact that ours is a post-Christian 
world where ( 1 ) "Christianity has sunk into religiosity," ( 2 )  "mod- 
ern culture is gradually losing the marks of that Christianity which 
brought it into being and shaped it," and (3) "tolerance has become 
religious ~yncre t i sm."~~ In his latest book, Wait Without Idols, 
Vahanian explicates: "This does not mean, obviously, that God him- 
self no longer is but that, regarclIess of whether he is or not, his 
reality, as the Christian tradition has presented it, has become cul- 
turally irrelevant: God is de trop, as Sartre would say9'"-and he 
illustrates with the opening scenes of the film La Dolce Vita, where 
a huge crucifix suspended from a heliocopter hovers incongruously 
over indifferent sunbathers below. 

What is the cause of this "demise of Gocl"? Like Paul Tillich 
or Christian philosopher of history Eric V~egelin,~"ahanian finds 
the basic issue in "the leveling down of transcendental values to 
immanental ones,"24 i.e., the worship of the idolatrous gods of cul- 
tural religiosity. In a penetrating analysis of Samuel Beckett's 
1952-5 3 play, En attendant Godot (Waiting for Godot), where Go- 
dot represents Gocl, Vahanian concludes: "No wonder then that 
life is lonesomely long, when one lives it out wandering from mean- 
inglessness to n~eaninglessness, from idol to idol-and not a hope in 
sight. Modern man's place is the right place; only his religiousness 
is at the wrong place, addressing itself to the Unknown God."25 

But Vahanian has an answer for post-Christian mail: hc must, 
as his book title says, "Wait without idols." As a Calvinist ancl as a 
follower of Barth (he translated ancl wrote the introduction for 
Barth's book The Faith of the Chzirch), Vahanian believes that secu- 
lar "imnianentism can show that God dies as soon as he becomes 
a cultural accessory or a human ideal; that the finite cannot com- 
prehend the infinite (finiturn non est capax infiniti)."" What then 
does modern man wait for? The breaking44in of the Wholly Other 
-the transcendent God who can never be objectified."" 

The Christian era has bequeathed us the "death of God," but 
not without teaching us a lesson. God is not necessary; that 



is to say, he cannot be taken for granted. He  cannot be used 
merely as a hypothesis, whether epistemological, scientific7 or 
existel~tial, unless we ~ h o d c l  draw the degrading conclusion 
that "God is reasons." O n  the other hand, if we can no longer 
assume that God is, we may once again realize that he must 
be. God is not necessary, but  he is inevital~le. He is wholly 
other and wholly present. Faith in him, the conversion of our 
huinan reality, both culturally and existentially, is the demand 
he still illakes upon 

Harvey Cox: Morticiarr-Socio20gist. Bishop John A. T. Robin- 
son, of Honest to Gorl fanie, recently conlrllended Cox's secular Cit?' 
as "a major contribution by a brilliant young theologian" and pointed 
up its major thellle: that sec~llarization is "the fruit of the ~ o s p e l . : ' ~ ~  
For Cox, secularization (as opposed to secularisnl) is a positive 
phenomenon, w l ~ c r e b ~  "society and culture are delivered from tute- 
l a g  to religious control and closed nletnphysical wor ld-v iew~."~~ 
Following Eric Vocgelii~ and Gerhard von Kad, Cox interprets the 
Genesis account of Creation and t l ~ e  Exodus narratives of the deliv- 
erance fl-o~n Egypt aiicl the Sinai covenant as secularizing-liberating 
myths-myths of ~vllich the secular city becomes a modern counter- 
part. Urban life, with its anonyn~itv and mobilitv, can free modern 
111an from l~oiitl;\ge to closed, idolatrcius value systems, and open him 
to that n;liicli is t r u l y  transcendent. He quotes Amos Wilder ap- 
provi~~gly: "If' \vc are to haw any transcendence today, even Chris- 
tian, it must bc in ancl through the secular."" How wilI the liberat- 
ing transccndcncc nirlnifest itself? Cos suggests art, social change, 
and wl~ilt hi: calls the "I-YOLI partnership" (a  team-tvork relation- 
ship). 'X+l~rougl~ s~lch rncans the 11-nnsccndcut may eventually re- 
\c;11 to u s  a nu\ :  namc, For tJic word "Go(1" has ~>cl.l~aps outlived i ts  
useful~~css ()\sing to its assctciation \ ~ i  th old irlol;~trics. "This may 
mean that \vc sliall ]lave to stop talliing nbo~it 'God' for a \vI1ile, 
taltc n ~iioratoriun~ O I I  sl>cccll until the nc\v nanlc cn,crges.":T"But 
this slio~~ltl nut appcirr straligc to us, siuce "hiclcIcnness stalicls a t  t h e  
\!cry ccntcr of thc doctri~il? OF Cod."?' Even "in Jenis God cloes 
not stol) l>cj~ig I~icltlcn: rat11c.r I-Tc mcets man as the ullavailable 
'other'. ITe docs not 'i~p~>car' hut slio\vs nlan that FIe acts, ill His 
hiddcnncss. in I l L ~ l l I i ~ i l  I I I S ~ O I . \ - . " ' : ~  \ b & r l l  u ~ b ~ ~ - ~ ~ ~ ~ ] ~ ~  life, then, 
is thc vchiclt: ( 1 1 1 ~  "n~cill>c of'g~-acc"!) bl. rr.]ljcll mall in oul. can 
be free(] f r ( ) l l l  1 to  Icsscr 20~1s an(] lneet tIlc Transcelldent 
Oiic 3g;)ili. 

\\'llcn rc\.isilrtl his sccol;lr city in a conferenre scrrval 
\\,(leks a p ) .  h~ I i s  s vis-:i-\.is tile "de;ltJl of cod-  even 
~ll(.)rc ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ l i c i ~ " ' '  x(1. di(l 1101 accept the ljtcrLll rlcmise deitv; 
;Is close ilcllllirc51 01 1<;11-1 1:;1rt]l, firll1]\, bC]jel:cs in il traIlscender;t, 
'''lloll!' (lthcr ( ; ~ ) ~ l . ' ' ' ' '  ]ll(Ic~<I. it is on tliis basis t]lat ])is book 
1 1 5 s O f  f \hilt C ~ P ( U ~ P  inlnlanellt ize deity. 
\'lith J I .  1 1 ~  is ~ ~ ~ l ~ \ ~ i n ~ ~ d  illllt apart horn trans- 
centlent rv:ilit\--;111 i . ,~ t r i~~s ic  point of refcrcnce-tfle n-orlrl callnot 

' '  J I lr illustr:lfcd \rlitl1 \ lu lnk:  i f  it to go on 
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all the time, then IIIUS~C would cease to exist; an anti-environment 
is necessary for an environment, and the wholly other God is such 
an anti-environmellt for our world.) But as to the identification of 
the Absolute, Cox was no less vague than in his book. There he 
spoke of atheists and Christians as differing not in their factual ori- 
entation but in their "stance"; in his lecture, he employed an aesthe- 
tic lllodel for Christian social decisions, and when asked for the 
criteria whereby one could know that the trailscendeilt is indeed 
working in a given social change, hc optifilistically asserted that "the 
herilleneutical community, with its cyes of faith, discerns 'where 
the action is'." Whereupon the questioner shrcwdly retorted: "Carl 
R4acIntyre's church or yours?" Cox then readily admitted his 
enthusiast-anabaptist frame of reference, and noted that Lutherans 
and Calvinists (mainline Reformation Protestants) had been the 
chief critics of his Secular City. 

Thomas J. J. Altizcr: h4orticialz-Mystic. In  spite of their radi- 
cal ternlinology, Vahanian and Cox are familiar territory to those 
acquainted with the twentieth century Protestant thought world. 
Beginning with Barth's radical transcendence, they condemn the 
false gods of cultural imillanentism and see the collapse of these idols 
in our clay as the entree to a new appreciation of the Wholly Other. 
They differ from Barth chiefly in the means by which the Transcend- 
ent One will now show himself; for Earth, i t  is always through the 
(erring but revelatory) Word of Scripture; for Vahaniali and Cox, 
it is through the pulsating secular life of our time. 

With Alt i~er ,  however, we move into a more distinctively radi- 
cal radicalism, where God's death is passionately affirmed as a real 
(though dialetical) event. Alti7er's difficult world-view is best 
comprehended through the influences that have played upon him. 
(1)  Fro111 the grcat phenomenologist of religion Mircea Eliade, 
Altizer came to see that modern man has lost his sense of the sac- 

but Altizer "refuses to follow Eliade's tempting advicc to re- 
turn to sollie sort of precosmic primitivism and to recover the sacred 
in the way archaic religion did.".i8 Altizer picks up the principle of 
the "coincidence of opposites" (coincidcntia oppositorunz) so vital to 
the thinking of Eliade (ancl of Carl Gustav Jung), and endeavors 
to apply it with ruthless consistency: the only way to recover the 
sacred is to welcome fully the secularization of the modern world. 

(2)  Altizer's studies in comparative religion, particularly the 
Eastern religions, provided considerable grist for his mill.39 He came 
to identify the basic thrusts of Christianity ancl atheistic B ~ d d h i s m ; ~ "  
in his judgnient both religions seek to liberate man from all depend- 
ence on the phenomenal world (in Bucldhisin, the negation of Sam- 
Sara is the only means to Nirvana), vet at the same time there is "a 
n~ystical apprehension of the oneness of reality" (Nirvana and Sam- 
sara are inystically identified).'' Here, according to Altizer, is a 
telling parallel with the Christian I(ingdon1 of God, which is "in 
the world but not of it." 



( 3 )  From rnodern l'rotestant theology Altizer has acquired his 
basic understanding of Christianity. Soren Kierkegaard has contrib- 
uted the dialectical method: "cxistencc in faith is antitheticall>' 
related to existence in objective reality; now faith becorner wbjec- 
tive, momentar y , and paradoxical."'V~odolph Ott43 and  ad 
Barth have provided a God who is wholly transcendent-who can- 
not bc adequately represented by any lluinai~ idea. But Barth, Bult- 
mann, and even Tillich have not carried tllrough the Kierkegaardian 
dialectic to its consistent end, for they insist on retaining some ves- 
tige of affirmation; they do not see that the dialectic requires an 
unqualified coincidence of opposites. If only Tillich had applied 
his "Protestant principle" consistently, he could have become the 
father of a new theononlous age. Wrote Altizer not long before 
Tillich's death: 

The death of God (which Tillich, who refuses to be fully dia- 
lectical, denies) must lead to a repetition of the Resurrection? 
to a netv epiphany of the New Being. Moreover his own 
principles lead Tillich to the threshold of this position. If 
Cllristianity will be a bearer of the religious answer not So 
lot):: as it breaks through its own particularity, only to the de- 
gree ill which it negates itself as a religion, then obviously i t  
mu st ncgate its Western form. Until Christianity undergoes 
this n*gation, it cannot be open to the depths of the ground 
of hcing. Nor will Christianity continue to be able to embody 
the ?h\ l3eing if it remains closed both to non-\Vestern his- 
tor\ :~lld to the con temporary historical present. ~ o t e n t i a u ~  
'rilljcll co~lld become a new Luther if lie would extend his 
TJrlncil~le of justification by doubt to a tlleological affinnation 
of the tlcatl~ of G"d.44 

Altilcr no \v  clc:lrly sees ltinzself in this role. 

" I f  radical dialetical thinking was reborn in ~ i e r k e g a a r ~ ,  
it 1 ~ 3 s  c ~ ~ i s i ~ ~ l l ~ ~ l a t r d  ill Prie&ich I\lietz~ehc,7'as Says Altizer, who 
sws in Nic.t/srhc's visjon of Eternal Recurrence the ideal myth of 

coinridcncc O F  opposites, and in his passiollatc of 
Go(i's cle;+tll- t l ~ c  dcatl, of mctaI,hysical transcendence-- the essen- 
tial Lei. 10 3 ~ l f i v  ;I*:. For ''only n7hcn God is dead, can Being begin 
in  cl'rl-\ ~ o \ x ' . ' " '  'Illerefore, to t u n  the wheel of the \\Jorld \re l ~ u s t  
dare w.illl \\ ' illi;l11, Blake to " n a l l , ~  God as Satnll," i.e., to "identify 
dr ~ r ; ~ n ~ ~ l l ~ i c l l t  1,onl as the ultin~ate source of alienation and re- 
~ ~ ~ 5 i ( ) l l - " ' '  Oi~lr  tl~en can \ve af i rm .'the God llerrond the Chris- 
ti"' (;"'1* ~ ~ ~ ) ' ~ l l l ~ I  tllc Gc.al of the historic C]lurc]l, l ~ a o n ~  all ryhich 
C:l~rj~tcllllor~r 11;,, as ~ ~ ~ l . - ~ a t  

(5) 111 t l i n r o u ~ h g o i n ~  acceptance Albert sch\veitzer's 
r*-13ar~)10~ic;lf illt'rlxetatioh of Jesus in his Ouesl of the ~js tor ica l  

1 * 
1 J s the prime s.mbol of his w o r ] d - ~ i e ~ .  

1 1 historical or an obkctjve irhmomcaon is to 
live ' * Jc*rus is significant beCaure of hir sjnole-minded 

b 
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attention to the coming Kingdom and his sacrifice of himself for it; 
he thus becomes the Christ figure-the symbol of a total rejection 
of the old to achieve the new-and this "mythical symbol of Christ" 
is "the substance of the Christian faith."" So Altizer calls on radi- 
cal Christians to "rebel against the Christian churches and their tra- 
ditions" and to "defy the moral law of the churches, identifyin0 it 
as a satanic law of repression and heteronon~ous compulsio~"51 
As "spiritual or apocalyptic" Christians, they nlust "believe only in 
the Jesus of the third age of the Spirit, a Jesus who is not to be 
identified with the original historical Jesus, but who rather is known 
here in a new and more comprehensive and universal fonn, a form 
actualizing the eschatological promise of J e s u s . " " V h e  incarnate 
IVord is thus seen to be fullv kenotic-capable of a totally new ex- 
pression in the new age ushcied in when dialectically we "accept the 
death of God as a final ancl irrevocable event": 

Neither the Bible nor church history can be accepted as con- 
taining more than a provisional or tenlporary series of exprcs- 
sions of the Christian IVord. . . . Not only docs Christianity 
now have a new meaning, it has a ncw reality, a rcaIitv cre- 
ated by the ep ipha~y  of a fully kenotic \170rd. Such a reality 
cannot be ~vholly understood bv a word of the past, not even 
by the ~vorcl "ke~~osis," for the Christian IVord beco~llcs a new 
rea!ity by ceasing to bc itself: only by negating and tllus 
transcendil?g its previous expressions can the Incarnate I\70rd 
be a for~~larcl-moving p r o c c ~ s . ~ ~  

Willianz H a m i l t o ~ l :  Alorticia~l-Thcologim. Though Altizer out- 
barths Bart11 in his employment of the transcendence principle, thus 
apparently leaving the "soft" radicals far bchind, his afirn~ation of 
God's death is, after all, still a c!ialectic affirmation: From the ashcs 
of God's plyre will arise, like the Phocnis, a "God beyond God." 
N o ~ v  let us consider a theothanatologist \\rho hes come to reject the 
dialectic as well. 

In a revealing autobiographical article, I-Ianlilton statcs that he 
did not attain his present "hard" radical position until 1961, after 
he had turned forty." This is quite true, and much of the current 
interpretatioil oC Hamilton falls wide of the marl< because it is based 
or? his 196 1 book, The N c z ~  ESSL~~ZC'C of Ch~istiattity, \vhich explicitly 
disavows "the non-existence of God";"nd even affirms Jesus' resur- 
reciion "as an ordinary e\.en t" (tl~ough it is insignificant] y relegated 
to a footnote!).""~ut e1.m at that timc, the influence of Earth,5i 
Niebuhr, and John BailliciS on Ilamilton's thougllt was leading to 
a more radical position. Thus in the Spring of 1963 FIamilton 
wistfully attempted to save i\lozart's Don Giovanni through the cm- 
ployrnent of Kierkegaard's dialectic of good and evil; Don Giovanni 
seems to typify the limbo state of the contemporary thcologian- 
neither damned nor saved." Then came Harnilton's first direct at- 
tempt to "see if there is anybody out there9'"-if there nrcre others 
\yho shared his growing dissatisfaction with the state of theological 



life: his essay, "Thursday's Child," in which he depicted the the'- 
logiaxl of today and tomorrow as "a man without faith, without 
with only the present and therefore oilly love to guide him"-- "a 

waiting man and a praying man."" When interviewed in  1965 
Mehta, he said: "I am beginning to feel that the time has come for 
me to put up or shut up, for me to be an in or a n  O U ~ , ' ' ' ~  

The decision to L an "outv-a "hard" radical affirming the 
literal death of God-was made by Hamilton last year. In his 
Christiw Century article previously rcferred to, he described the 
breakdorr7n of his "good old world of middle-of-the-road, wumenica1 
neo-ortl~odory,"~:' and outlined his new position in three particulars' 
( 1 ) God is indeed dcad; the Neo-Orthodox "dialectic between *e 
prrseircc i11ld absence of God" has now "coilepsed." ( 2 )  A free 
choice is n~:lde to follonv the man Jesus in obedience-to stand where 
be stands."l (3) iZ new optimism \yill "say Yes to the world of 
rapid change, new technologies, automation a i d  the mass media* 
The last two points are clirrified sonlervllat in Hanliltoll's recent 
analysis of the tlcatll-of-God lllo\~clllcnt, lvherein he stakes o u t  his 
position as conll3ared nit11 the vie\vs of illtircr and Van Burens6' 
Christolugirally, Haillilton, like Altizerl conlmirs himself to a radi- 
cally lrid(leil. lienotic Jesus: "lesus may be collccalcd in the  wor ld7  
i n  the ncighhnr, in this stru&-rle for justice, in that struggle for 
h ~ a ~ ~ t ) . ,  clarity, orclcr. Jesus is in the n~orld as masLed." More- 
o\-cr. "Ikw~nlc u C:lil-ist: to ):our neigllbor, as Luther put it."6G 

tlic' tllcn~c of the. Christian as "both a waiting man and a 
I I t i  r ~ i s  I~O\\I  is P O ~ ~ j b l ~  i f  "tile b r e a k d o w n  
of the rcligioc~s a priori n;cans that there is no pya)., c)~ltnlogical, c u l -  
t ~ ~ ! - a l .  or ps!;cl~ological, to locate a part of the self or a part of !lunlan 
espbricncc t1i;lt nccils Cht1"--if "there is no God-s]lspec] blank with- 
in ln:ln"? to tri\\cl ;~loug tllis roacl means that 11-c trust the 
\\ro~ltl. 1 ~ ) ~  Gotl. ' to  Iw O L ~ I  nectl I!c~Ifijler alld proIjIem solver, and 
Cotl. i f  11c i h  lo bc Cor us ;)I all, n1~1st colllc ill some othcr role. 9 7 6 7  

l-i;r\.in:: rcicclctl .\11gusli11c's clniln that our llearts are restless till 
the! fincl tliri~. rrst i l l  C;otl, I~lal~iiltoii draws in another Aug.ustinian 
tl1cmt6: 111~' lli>ti~lrtion het\~ccn lrti an(] fr?~i-llet\\:cen using God 
anti c :~~io \ . in=  . . 1 l i ~ l l .  

1 f C:trtl is 110t 11cctlt~l. il' i t  is to the \yor]d not to God t h a t  
rcll;liI' f o r  o t l ~  ~iecils alltl then \t!e 

l")1)lc to see IhiIt I to f , ~  cnio\etf delighted in. . . 
(~)klr \\.:litilq f i l l  Cod, our  s ~ ~ l ~ ~ s ~ l r s s ,  is partl1, :I for a 
Ii l l l$ll ; ls~ 311(1 ;I S I \ . I C  !I\. \\.hic11 \ye might be enabled to stancl  
I)cfi)rc 1 l i 1 1 1  ()il(:c again. delidlrjllg in  ]<is l,msencc.~s 

111 I .  i l c r n  sec111ar 1lI1111 CrO,v up-from 
1 j 1 t frorll a ifamlet to a Pmsl,ero~'-l,y mov- 
ing hc\c)llll l l l ~  i~l~g~lisllcd ( I I I P S ~  for salvation from sin to a collfident, 
oljtimistic, sctr~l:w sliincc "ill thr  nc,rl(], i n  the c,t\:, \vith both the 
ncc(1~ )lriglllx)r :lntl ihc rl,clni.," Thus is o r t ) l~dox  relatioil be- 
m'ceil GOd ;11lc1 tht* nciql,\ulr " i r l \Pf tCcJ"  : d'\,,e 

0111 lleiollbor 
\S > 
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to the city and to the world out of a sense of the loss of God."'" 
Man, not God, becoines the center of focus while wc wait prayer- 
fully for the epiphany of a God of delight. 

Paul van Buren: A4orticialt-Philosopher. Officially, Hamilton 
rejects a dialectic view of God's existence; yet, remarkably (or para- 
doxically, in spite of Hamilton's formal break with neo-Protestant 
paradox!), a frui God is hoped for at  the death of a uti divinity. 
Prayer is the revealing elenlent in Hamilton's theolosy: he continues 
to pray in spite of God's death-thus forcing the conclusion that the 
dialectic of divine presence-absence that he clainls to have rejected 
has not been rejected at all in practice. Throush the contemporary 
dark night of the soul God is in some sense still there, waiting as 
we wait, the recipient of our prayers. In Paul van Buren, however, 
this inconsistencrr is overcome through the cool and rigorous applica- 
tion of linguistic philosophy. Significantly, Van Buren recently ad- 
mitted: "I don't pray. I just reflect on these tl~ings."~' 

Like the other death-of-God theologians, Van Burcn began his 
reflecting as a Barthian. We noted earlier that he took his doctorate 
under Bart11 at Basel.:Vubsequently, however, he came into con- 
tact with thc Philosnphicnl I1zvcstigations of the later ilrittgcnstein 
and the writings of the so-called linguistic analysis who have fol- 
lowed him. '"11 the process of subjecting his own Neo-Orthodox 
theology to rigorous analytic and linguistic critjcism, he wrote his 
Sccuhr A4eani1zg of the Gospel, a book which, he says, "represe~~ted 
a n  important step in a personal strug.gIe to overcomc lily own theo- 
logical p a ~ t " ~ ~ - b ~ t  "~vhat I'n1 thinlung now is a lot niorc radical 
even than ~7I1at 1 said in my book."" 

What is Van Euren's current position? I t  may be reprcscntcd 
as a five-point argument. the total importance of which can hardly 
be overemphasized since it forms the philosophical backbone of 
consistent "Christian atheisn~": ( I )  Assertions co~npatible with any- 
thing and evervthivg say nothing, and this is precisely the status of 
ATeo-Orthodoxy's afirmation concerning a transccndc.nta1, wholly- 
other God. At the beginning of The Secular hlctlnilzg of t71c Gospel, 
Van Buren approvingly quotes the well-known parable by Antony 
Flew and John l\'isdoln, demonstrating the meaninglessness of such 
God-statemen ts : 

Once upon a time two esplorcrs came upon a clcaring in thc 
jungle. In the clearing were growing many flowcrs and many 
~veeds. One explorer says, "Some gardener must tend this 
plot." The  other disagrees "There is no gardener." So they 
pitch their tents and set a watch. No gardener is ever seen. 
"Rut perhaps he is an invisible gardencr." So thcv set up a 
barbed-wire fence. They elect]-ify it. They patrol ivith bloocl- 
hounds. (For they remember how H. G. IVells' Tlze Invisible 
Man could be both smelt and touched though he could not be 
seen.) But no shrieks ever suggest that some intrudcr has re- 
ceived a shock. No movements of the wire ever betra)~ an in- 



visible climber. The bloodhounds ilrvcr give cry. Yet s t i l l  
the Believer is not convinced. "But there is a gardener, in' 
visible, intangible, insensible to electric shocks, a gardener who 
has no scent and makes no sound, a gardener who comes se- 
cretly to look after the garden which he loves." At last the 
Sceptic despairs, "But what relllains of your original assertion? 
Just how does what you call an invisible, intangible, eternally 
elusive gardener differ from an imaginary gardener or e v e n  
fro111 no gardener at aU?":6 

An important section of Van Buren's book is devoted to showing 
that Bultliiann's existential assertions about God do not escape t h i s  
"death by a thousand qualifications," and that the same holds true 
of Scliubcrt Ogdeii's attempts ( G d  is "experienced non-objective 
reali ty," etc. ) to stitfcn existential affirmations with whitehead's  
process-philosophy. God, then, is literally and unqualifiedly dead* 
and future divine epil>l~anies have no more meaning than present- 
day cvprcssions of God's existence. 

( 2 )  Rloclcrn life is irrevocably ancl relativistic, a 
market-place where a nrultitude of "language are played, 
not n Gothic cathedral where a sillgle co~liprehensive world-view 
is possil~lc. The non-~ogniti\~c language game of theo1og)i has to be 
playctl rclati\~istically in this 111ilieu.iT 

( 3) If mctal~hysical, transcendental Cod-statements are literal- 
]?I I I ~ c ; ~ I ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ I c s s ,  ivhilt js their "cash ~ :~ ]ue ' ' ?  The  actual worth of 
d~csc affirmations of faith can ix. obtained only bv translating. then1 
jllto I1~11n:lli tcrms, an o],cration to ~vhich the co~cluding portlon of 
' f h ( 7  S~'(:;1[(11. i\icai~i:lg of thc Gospel is devoted. As Van Buren p u t  
i t  ill his rcrcnt X c ~ v  Yorkcr interview: "1 am trying to argue that  it 
[Christinnit\.I is fi~nclamentall~ ahout Illan, that its language abou t  
Gocl is one \\.:I\ --a tlatccl \\.a!;, among a nuiilbcr of ~vays-of saying 
\\:hat i t  is C:hr~stinnit,- \\.Ants to sn\: about lnal.1 and Illman life a n d  

.,- 11ums11 I l iseo~~.  # "  

( 4 )  Tlik ti-anslation of God-language to miin-languagc mus t  
bc' cat'l-it'd oil1 ~ ~ i t t ' t i ~ ~ i l i l t ' l r  lo rcfcrrnce to thc ccrltra? figure of Chris- 
tianlt\.. 1c.siis of i\"l/nrcth. 

One of tl1c. \\.a\.s i l l  n:Iiicli the Yew Testament writers speak 
:111oilt Jesus is in  c l i \ inc  and quasi-tli\:ine terms-Son of God, 
r l ~ i ( l  11 l1;1t 11;1\ c \ O U .  . . . \\'hat I'm trying to do is to ander- 
stand thc I1il)lr~ 011 i1 ni~turalistic o r  l~~~manis t ic  level, to find 
( l i l t  ho\v 11ir vi:f'crrnco to t l ~ c  abrdutc and the supernatural 
arc urc(l in c r ~ ~ r c s s i n ~  on n human level tlre understanding 
:~nd  corr\.ic-lions thilt tllc Nclv Testament writers had about 
t i  I 1'0s I n  I ~ S ~ J I ~  thesc large crlsliiological terms in 
spcakil~g : I ~ O L I ~  this particular happening. this event-tIle his- 
I ( J ~ \  of lcsiis-thcy \\ere sd\ing the lnast that theu cotlld say 
I t i  I I f  a Innil in  the f irs t  Centulr }lad !\ranted tb 
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say of a certain person that he had given him an insight into 
what huinan life was all about, he would have almost normally 
said, "That man is divine."'" 

Van Buren claims that his secular translation of the Gospel "stands 
or falls with our interpretation of the language connected with Eas- 
ter."80 What is this interpretation? 

Jesus of Nazareth was a free inan in his own life, who attracted 
followers and created enelllies according to the dynamics of 
personality and in a manner comparable to the effect of other 
liberated persons in history upon people about them. He died 
as a result of the threat that such a free mail poses for insecure 
and bound men. His disciples were left no less insecure and 
frightened. Two days later, Peter, and thcn other disciples, 
. . . experienced a discernment situatioil in which Jesus the 
free mall who111 they had known, themselves, and indeed the 
rvhole world, were seen in a quite new way. Fro111 that mo- 
ment, the disciples began to possess so~netbing of the freedom 
of Jesus. His freedoin began to be "contagi~us."~' 

(5)  Admittedly, theology is here reduced to ethics, but in our 
secular age wc are unable to find any "empirical linguistic anchor- 
age" for the transcendental. After all, "alchenly was 'reduced' to 
chemistry by the rigorous application of an e~npirical met l~ocl ."~~ 
So let us frankly en~brace the secular world of which rye are a part. 
Religious thought is "responsible to hunlan society, not to the churcll. 
Its orientation is humanistic, not divine. Its norms must lie in the 
role it  perforins in huillan life. . . . Any insights into the 'human 
situation' which our religious past may provide us, therefore, can 
be hclpful only insofar as we bring them into a clyna~llic conrrersa- 
tioil with and allow them to be influenced by our rapidly changing 
technological c u l t ~ r e . " ~ "  

And here la ro~lde is complete, for in his stress 011 our l~lodern 
cultural situation Van Buren reminds us of the "soft" radicals Va- 
hanian and Cox as much as of his "hard" compatriots Altizer and 
Hamilton. Is there then a death-of-God scl~ool? Even with the 
qualifications introduced in our discussion of each of the five theo- 
thanatologists, the answer must be Yes. For in all of these thinkers 
the theological center shifts away from a God ~vhose transcendence 
causes him to become more and more indistinct, umtil finally, in 
Van Buren, he passes into the realm of analytic meaninglessness. 
And for all of these morticians of the Absolute, God's vague or 
vacated position on the theological stage is replaced by Allan-literarv 
man (Vahanian), urban man (Cox), mystical ima1] (Altixr), social 
man (Hamilton), ethical inan (Van Buren). Correspondingly, the 
Christ of these "Christian atheists" moves from divine to human 
status: his kenosis becomes continually more pronounced until final- 
11, the divine "hiddenness" in him is absolutized, yielding a human- 
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istic Jesus with whom modern man can truly and optimistically 
stand in "I-You" partnership in a world of secular challenge and 
dynamic change. 

Efforts at Resuscitation 
As the theothanatologists have taken their positions around the 

divine bier, ready to convey it to its final resting place, resuscitator 
squads of theologians and clergy have rushed to the scene in a 
frantic effort to show that the Subject of discussion "is not dead but 
sleepeth." In the five years since the appearance of Vahanian's 
Death of God, vocal opposition to the movement has increased not 
arithmetically but geometrically. The protests have ranged widely 
in scope and quality-from the revival of the anti-Nietzsche quip 
("Goel is dead!" signed, Nietzsche; "Nietzsche is dead!" signed, 
God) to Eric Mascall's The Secularization of Christianity, a book 
length criticism of the common theological orientation of Van Buren 
and J. A. T. Hobinson.81 In general, it must be said that the at 
~empts to counter "Christian atheism," though occasionally helpful 
in pointing up weaknesses in the theothanatologists' armor, do not 
cut decisively to the heart of the issue. In most instances, the rea 
son for the critical debility lies in the dullness of the theological 
swords the critics wield. Let us observe several representative efforts 
to slay the God-is-dead ideology, after which we will be in a better 
position to offer our own critique. 

Early in this paper we cited Hamilton's colleague Charles M. 
Nielsen of Colgate Rochester, who evidently has taken all that he 
can bear from Hamilton and his death-of-God confreres. Nielsen is 
the best example of the anti-theothanatological critics who oppose the 
movement through satire and ridicule. Here is a delightful sample: 

On the subject of freedom: there is nothing quite like some 
Protestant seminaries. Presumably a medical school would be 
upset if its students became Christian Scientists and wanted to 
practice their new beliefs instead of medicine in the operating 
rooms of the university hospital. And a law school might con 
sider it unbecoming to admit hordes of Anabaptists who re 
fused on principle to have anything to do with law courts. But 
almost nothing (including atheism but excluding such vital 
matters as smoking) seems inappropriate in some Protestant 
settings-nothing, that is, except the traditions of Christianity 
and especially of Protestantism. Traditions are regarded as 
"square," supposedly because they are not new. The modern 
theologian spends his time huddled over his teletype machine, 
like a nun breathless with adoration, in the hope that out of 
the latest news flash he can be the first to pronounce the few 
remaining shreds of the Protestant tradition "irrelevant." 
So powerful is the thrust toward novelty that a famous Protest 
ant journal is considering a series of articles by younger theo 
logians under 60 called "How My Mind Has Changed in the 
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Past Five h4i11utes." ?'he only thing that is holding up  the 
project is the problein of getting the journal distributed fast 
enough. A great aim of the liberal Protestant semiilary is to 
be so relevant that no one ~vould suspect I'rotcstantism had 
a past, or at least a .rvorth~vhile one. The  point is for the 
seminary to become so pertinent to modcrn culture that the 
church has nothing to say to that c u l t ~ r e . ~ "  

Though such passages are great fun and malie an important point, 
they by-pass the root question, namely, Are the death-of-Got1 theo- 
logians correct i n  what they claim? Is God dead? The obvious in- 
congruity in Hamilton's presence 011 the Colgate Rochester faculty, 
in Van Uuren's reten tion of Episcopal ordination, etc. pales bcfore 
the truth question. Nielsen never faces this problci~~, for lie sees 
the difficulty siinply to be a surfeit of "cccentrics" in thc church, 
a n d  pleads for (as the subtitle of his article puts it) "more Benedic- 
tines, please!" As a professor of historical thcology 1rr11o I~iglil!. 
values the corporate tradition of the historic church, he pra!rs: 
"Dear Lord, u7e are grateful for all the indi\.idualists and gadflies 
you have sent us. Hcrmits are interesting, but I ICX '~  time may we 
please also have a few Benedictines to bailtl, organize and scrvc the 
cl~urch?" But if thc God of the historic church is not dead, tllen 
"gratitude" for tl~eothanatological g:dflies seeills hardly appropriate; 
and  if he is, then Nielscn's Benedictines arc a positive menace. 

The  Novcmber 17 ,  1 9 6 5  issue of Christian Century featured 
a section titled, "Death-of-God: Four Vicws," with the follo\.cling es- 
planatioil from the cdi tor : "l,etters constituting entries in the death- 
of-God debate . . . continuc to crowd the editor's dcsk. T o  print 
them all mlould be impossible, so as a \\lay out of the dilemna we 
present four articles .rvhich in one or another aspcct seem to incul- 
cate most of the vicivs, mainly critical, advanccd in the letters." 
These articles are indeed representative of the general reaction to 
the  movement, ancl their coinmon theme is the i17cor~sistr1zcy o f  the 
theothanatologists: their impossil~le attrmpt to retain Jovc, . . jo!lful 
optimism, the Christian ethic, or Jesus Ilirnself n~hilc g ? v i n ~  u p  a 
transcendent God. \Varren L. R~loulton argues that "~vithout our 
faith in the reality of God we can lcnolv little or nothing about the 
love which we  call "agape"; Iie notes that "for thc jo!, that was set 
before hi111 Christ endured the cross; \vith the arrival of 'optimism' 
and  the departurc of this particular joy, a ccntral ncrve is I'rayetl"; 
and  aslts: "Can we stick by Jesus just because ivc lilie the tovs in his 
sandbol;?"g"arry Shiner writes: "To get rid of C;od and keep a 
'Jesus ethic' of inr~ol.c~cment with the present I~uman situation is a 
species of abseil t-mindedness amazing to bcholtl in n movement that 
takes its lnotto from hlietzsche. He at Ieast Icncw better; hc never 
tired of pointing out that Christianity is a whole a n d  that one cnn- 
not  give up  faith in God and keep Christian ~norality."~' 

- 

But as sound as these criticisms are from the standpoint of the 
biblical world-view, they o~~cr look the plain fact that the death-of- 
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God theologians are quite willing to follow Nietzsche, if need be, in 
a "transvaluation of all values." Altizer, as we have seen, has already 
called upon radical Christians to "defy the moral law of the 
churches"; and Van Buren, in his article for Christian Century's 
"How I Am Making Up My Mind" series, does not mention the name 
of Jesus once, and defines the task of theology entirely in humanistic 
terms. 88 It is therefore painfully evident that the charge of incon 
sistency toward the Christian tradition will not move the theothana 
tologists to repentance; they are fully prepared to embrace "creative 
negation" on all fronts. The basic issue remains: Is such negation 
justified? 

The scholarly attempts to meet this fundamental truth ques 
tion have thus far issued chiefly from the theological camps the 
"Christian atheist" have endeavored ( quite successfully) to demol 
ish: existentialism, Whiteheadian process-philosophy, and Neo 
Orthodoxy. The result is a rather painful example of the defense 
of vested interests. Existential theologian John Macquarrie89 is 
willing to admit, with Van Buren, that "our modern scheme of 
thought affords no place for another being, however exalted, in addi 
tion to the beings that we encounter within the world"; but he still 
sees as a viable alternative the Heidegger-Tillich-Robinson existen 
tial-ontological conception of God as Being itself: 

The alternative is to think of God as Being itself-Being 
which emerges and manifests itself in and with and through 
every particular being, but which is not itself another such 
being, which is nothing apart from particular beings, and yet 
which is more beingful than any particular being, since it is 
the condition that there should be any such beings whatso 
ever. . . . It is Heidegger's merit that he has shown the em 
pirical anchorage of this question in certain moods of our own 
human existence-moods that light up for us the wider Being 
within which we live and move and have our own being. 00 

Process-philosophy is made the bulwark of defense against 
"Christian atheism" by theological advocates of this philosophical 
school. Stokes claims that a program to counter "the threat of a 
world view which repudiates the belief in a personal God . . . can 
best succeed with the aid of personalistic modes of thought which 
are informed and enriched by some of the insights of Whitehead 
and I-Iartshorne."91 John B. Cobb, Jr., author of the Whitehead 
oriented Living Options in Protestant Theology" C which does not 
even include orthodox Reformation theology as an option!), informs 
us that "once one enters the strange new world of Whitehead's vision, 
God becomes very much alive. . . . Insofar as I come existentially 
to experience myself in terms of the world to which Whitehead in 
troduces us, I experience myself in God; God as in me; God as law, 
as love, as grace; and the whole world as grounded in him. . . . If 
"Whitehead's vision should triumph in the years ahead, the 'death 
of God' would indeed turn out after all to have been only the 'eclipse 
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of G O ~ ' . " ~ ~  Bernard Meland argues in terms of process-philosophy 
and comparative religion that "ultimacy and immediacies traffic to- 
gether," and that "while notions of the Absolute have dissolved in 
Our modern discourse, the vision of a More in experience, as a di- 
mension that is lived rather than thought, is not ~navailable."~' 

Even the Neo-Orthodox theology out of which the death-of- 
God theologians have carved their casket for the Infinite is presented 
as an answer to "Christian atheism." Langdon Gilkey, in his Crozer 
Lectures on the God-is-dead movement, holds that the theothanatol- 
ogists are influenced solely by the "negative clcrnents" of Neo- 
Orthodoxy and "not at all by the balancing positive ele~nents."~' 
On the ositive side, when one looks deeply into hulnan experience, B One fin s "a special kind of Void and loss," the character of which 
is best expressed by such terms as "ultimate", "transceade~lt", and 
"unconditioned." Here "there is either no answer at all and SO 

despair, or, if there be an answer, i t  colnes from beyond the crea- 
'urely." At this point revelation puts in  its claim: "Revelation is 
that definite mode of experience in which an answer to those ulti- 
nlate cjuestions is actuallv experienced, in \vhich, that is, the reality 
and truth of language abbut God is brouoht home to the cuperiencer, 
in which propositions about God are o'~~erificd'."s6 In the Neo- 
Orthodox spirit, Gilkey quickly adds: "No proof hcrc is possible; 
only ( I  confession and conviction based on this erprricncc." 111 sum: 
T h e  'verification' of all we say about God occurs, thcn, in the life 

of faith lived by the Christian community, and from that living 
experience springs the usage and the reality of its God-Iang~age."~' 

T h e  existential-ontological, process tIiinIting, and Neo-Orthodox 
arguments against "Christian atheism" ring more and more hollolv 
as analptical philosophy illtensifies its barrage against thcse increas- 
ingly anachronistic theologies. Theotl~anatology .ems built mfer the 
wreckage of these positions, ant] in itself it has marshalled o ~ r -  
whelming analytical e\~idence of their debility. Listcn to Van 
Buren's decimation of such argun~cnts as h;irle just bwn presented: 

Along comes the knight of faith and slleal~s of ''rcslit~ break- 
ing in upon us!" Or speal;s to us io the name of "absolute . I [  

reality," or, even Inore confusing, his hi th is plac('d In an 
objective realit).." And here I \ ~ o ~ l d  suggest that latlgoa~e has 
gone on a wild binge, \vhich I think we should ~ r o ~ c r l ?  call 
a lost weekend. 
This  knight of faith is s~)caking rnd'sh7 and so 
we talie hinl to he usillg ahirh n r c  h a ~ e  Jt'~irncd horv 
to use. Only see Tv~lat he does ~ v ~ t l r  thcn~. ''He:)Jit!+'' which 

is used to call our attcntitlll Once more to Our agree- 
ments allout lloIv tl,ings aree. is used l l o ~  to refer to "hat the 
knight of faith surely svant to say is ra(1ically the o ~ ~ o s i t e  
of all of our ordinary understandings ..- I l ' h ~  not 

"Unreality is breaking in upon us"? 
I think we can say something about what has gone aTong 



here. There was a time 1~11en the Absolute, God, was 
to be the cause of s great deal of what we would toda 
quite real phenomena, froin rain and hail to death and di 
God was part of what people took to be the network of 1 
and factors of everyday existence, as real and as objecti 
the thunderbolts he produced. But today we no longer 
the same reference for the word i'reality," The netwo 
understandings to which the points has undergont 
portant changes. The word "realityv has taken on a n  en 
cal coloratioil which makes it now a bit confusing to spei 
"reality breaking in upon us," unless ive are rekrr ing to 
example, a sudden and unexpected visit from the police 
mother-in-law. O R  

T h e  point Van Buren cleverly n~alies here applies equally to 
tential ontologies, process philosophies, and ~ c o - o r t h o d o x  th' 
gies, for all of these positions offer concepts of Deity which, b 
coillpatible with anything and evcrything, say precisely notk 
h4acquarrie's "beingful Being" mag be nothing but all anim 
nanle for the universe (the existence of ~vllich is hardly i n  
pute!);"Ql~e Gocl of b1hitehead and Hartshorne, as tvorsl1iJ3lJec 
Ogdcn, Cohb, Alelaad, et nl., lnny likewise be little illore tha 
1~antheistic projection of their personalities on an iill13ersonal 
versc (cwli \L'illinm James, whose notioil of "the hgore" Me1 
a ~ ~ p r ~ l ~ i a t c s ,  ndmittccl that it might be olllv an estcnsion of t h e  2 
liminal ~)nrnpylchologic.lI life of ~nan);'". and Gilkey quite rid 
encloses thc ~vorci "verificatjon" ill quotation nlarks ~vhen  he  usel 
for Nco-Ortll~rluxy's erperiencc of revelati011 as filling a "Void' 
n o  marc a \~ilid;rtiol-, of God's ontological reality than the exist 
tialist's "~aor)ds th:,t light up the wider Beillg within rvhicll w e  li  
or the pmcess tlicnlogian's ex11cricnce of non-objrctivc reality.' 
In al l  nl' tlicsc c;lsvs. ~ h c  source of the experience could be p u r  
ps)c11olo~ical. :in(] a n  apptill  to a more-tllan-lruma~l level of expla~ 
tion tolnll) .  n.itllout :~rr : l~l t .~~:  

Solllc cllorts hi~\,e b r c ~  made to oppose tllc Cod-is-dead ide 
(JC). froln lllc st;~ncllx)i~it of traditiul~al orthodox theology, b u t  tht 
:ittc~l~pls, tl\l~'~.i~Li~lg fro111 pr~su~~110sitj0nalist or fideist ol-ientations, 
1 I 1 . 1  c t  Paul Hol~ncr of Pale, rvllose theology fa  
i'ithin tllc I a],ec trum ,'"' malies the points tll 
the God-js-dc:ld sohaol llas n~irinterpreted Boilhoeffer, was 1 
ad\.oc:ltc of ilrhci~nl. :lnd that the tlleothannto]ooifis have false 
:~~sullll-'d that Christiaoitv car1 be modjficrl as  to hecolne uni\~r 

i lc~r l~t ; l~~lc  to n~ridcrn man \vhjle still remaining trlle to itsel 
On tl1c I;flt(:l- ])oillt 11c ~rrites: "T)le Chl.iskjan idea of ~~d has nev, 

the ci)in of ; I  l-cr\. large rcalm. , . . Tl~cnlngy ,lever did ha\ 
tllc :lllc~i;lllcc lllc illtclligcntsia i l l  the djd the church 
')thcr ~ ~ ~ ~ C r ~  crtcrld O Y C ~  tI~c ~ ~ l l ~ ] ~  of blropean life. - 1 - rljc t e )  irlust ~inilcrstand the \vor]d and the peol,le i,l i, 
I l o t  to nl:lk~, ('liristianity relevant to thenl as much 

to help thell h ( ) n l c  rvlc~lnt and amenable to C h r i ~ t i 2 n j t v a ! ~ ~ ~ ~  
R L I ~  when  hl 
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moves to a positive defense of the Christian view of God, Holmer 
vitiates his effectiveness by presuppositionally driving a ~ v e d g  be- 
tween theology (which, presumably, could remain true no nlattcr 
what) and secular knowledge (whose developnlent callnot touch 
theological truth): "Theology was never so inuch a matter of evi- 
dence that it had to change as the evidence advanced.""'" 

Robert E. Fitch of the Pacific School of Religion unincrcifully 
castigates the God-is-dead mentality, arguing that "if. there is any- 
thing worse than bourgeois religiosity, it is eggl~ead religiositjl" and 
that "this is the Age of the Sell-Out, the age of the Great Retrilyal. 

(7ht for a secular ?Ve are a new Esau who has sold his spiritual birthri, 
mess of pottage."l"' Particularly telling is Fitch's case for the pernu- 
llent and culture-transcending impact of Scripture; he tells of the 
current wave of interest on the part of cast Africans in tlic first 
published Swahili translation of Julilrs Cncsnr, and coln1nrll1s : 

Perhaps some cultural relativist \vould like to espl.rin l io\v an 
event in ailcieilt Rome could have meaning illmost 1.500 
years later in Elizabethan Englal~d and how it coul[l now, cell- 
turies latcr, be reborn in meaning in east ,\fric'~. \\'hilt is 
striking is 1101 just the continuitjl of tiicani~~g in ~ h c  er c11t but 
the continuity of expressioil in Plutarc11-Sorth-S11akcs~1carc- 
Nyerere [the S\vahili translator]. Our Bible can clo as much. 
Indeed, it always has done so.1ns 

But the universality of literary inlpact estnblishcs 111e c o p ~ i t i ~  c truth 
of the Bible's claims, and it is the latter that thc tlcatli-of-God thco- 
logians dispute. Moreover, when lyitcll opposes cxistcntialistic- 
experiential thinking with the argument that scc~llar conccpts and  
categories "yield but an erudite darlincss unti l  tlley arc il (LI I I I  in;lteci 
hy a vision which sees this nrorld in thc light of a~lothsr \\:orltl." 11e 
does not movc beirontj thc "soft" radical Cox \\,horn he critici./c>.'"" 
Ever1 i f  Reinhold- iSiebuhr, nrith his tr;~nsccnden tnl pcrspcct i1.c on 
the human predicament, acc(,mplishcd niorc than scc~~larist John  
Deweyl1 (a debatable assumptio,1, in an!. cnsc), t hc hasic ( I L I C S ~ ~ O ~  

of the de fact0 existence of the transccndcnt still rc~llaiirs. 
(6 world s e n  in light of anot]lcr \\-or]d" I S  an  ;~rgunicllt *lii)jrct to 

infinite regrcrs, and tlie prqmatic effect of belief i l l  ]kit: can 
hardly establish the independent csistence of Deity. fYitch allpears 
to operate from a presuppositional orientation Irhich C s ~ ~ ~ l r ~ c i  though 
it ma" be) leaves death-of-God dlil~hii~g basically nnt()~lchcd. 

Representillg fitleistic attacks on the tliroth:~n;~toli~~ists, we 
have Episcopal rector David R .  Matlacli, who spcnks cl()qi~r ntl y for 
most Christian believers: "Erell if their ;lss~~mptions ucrc granted 
and their logic airtjgllt-and this is f a r  f rom thr c a ~ c - - t h e \  \ ~ o t ~ l d  
not be touching the real life rspcriences 1 l)clioie I I had of 
God's grace, and tile real life esl,eriences otlier Christjnns have 
had.""L I~lere the issue is. of course, whether Matl:lrk's "real life 
experiences" tllose of other believers nccrssarilv (!cmsn(l the ex- 
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istence of a transcendent God. Suppose, as philosopher Kai Niel 
sen has argued in a paper written from Van Burcn's analytical 
stance fideistic claims such as Matlack's "are in reality no claims at 
all bc~ause key reliaious words and utterances are without intelli 
gible factual conte;t''?112 How does the orthodox believer (any 
more than the existentialist) know that his experiential "encounters" 
require a transcendental explanation?113 It is the contention of 
"hard" death-of-God thinking that such "encounters" must be trans 
lated into purely human terms to make sense. Attempts by Chris 
tian believers to meet this issue-which lies at the very heart of the 
God-is-dead movement-have thus far fallen wide of the mark. 

A Closer Pathological Examination 
In endeavoring to strike to the root of the thcothanatological 

problem, we shall f~cus attention on the theoretical underpinning 
which Van Buren has provided for the movement. Our concern 
will not center on the metaphorical uses of the God-is-dead formula 
as employed by the "soft" radicals, since their claims that people 
have difficulty in believing today and that theological language lacks 
relevance for modern man simply highlight the perpetual need to 
preach the gospel more vigorously and communicate its eternal truth 
more effectively. Likewise, we shall spend little time on the posi 
tions of the "hard" radicals Altizer and Hamilton, for, as already 
noted, these thinkers, in spite of the ostensivcly atheistic character 
of their affirmations, do in fact allow for the reintroduction of Deity 
(Altizcr's "God beyond Goel," Hamilton's "Goel of delight") at the 
back door even while ejecting him from the front. Cox is right when 
he says of Altizer, "he will have to be more precise if he's going to be 
taken seriously,"1J.1 and the recent television discussion in which Ox 
ford philosopher-theologian Ian Ramsey went to work on Hamilton 
showed clearly that the same charge of confused ambiguity must be 
leveled at him.!" The trenchant character of God-is-dead thinking 
comes not from these basically emotive outcries but from Van Buren's 
straightforward attempt to show that Goel-statements are meaning 
less unless they arc translated into Man-statements. What, then, 
of Van Buren's argumentj+" 

First, unlike most theological opponents of the death of God, 117 
we readily concede the validity of Van Buren's basic epistemological 
principle, namely, that assertions compatible with anything and 
everything say nothing. Contemporary analytical philosophy, in 
arriving at this principle, has made an inestimable contribution to 
epistemology, for by way of the principle, vast numbers of apparently 
sensible truth-claims can be readily identified as unverifiable, and 
time and energy can thereby be saved for intellectual pursuits capa 
ble of yielding testable conclusions. We also agree with Van Buren 
that this verification principle'{" should be applied in the religious 
realm as fully as in other areas, and we find the Flew-Wisdom 
parable of striking value in illustrating the technical meaninglessness 
of numerous God-claims made in the history of religions and by 
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many religious believers toclay, including those Protestants addicted 
to Nee-Orthodoxy, existentialism, and process-philosophy. l l 9  The 
God-is-dead issue, however, depends not upon whether non-Chris- 
tian religions or contemporary Protestant theologians make meaning- 
less assertions about God's existence, but whether biblical Christian- 
ity is subject to this criticism. Van Buren is thus quite correct to 
focus attention on the New Testament picture of Jesus, and especial- 
ly On his Resurrection; but it is exactly here that Van Buren's ailalysis 
fails-and, ironically, proves itself to suffer from the very ailalytical 
nonsensicality i t  mistakenlv sees in Christianity's colltiilued affirlna- 
tion of a transcendent ~ & j ,  

The New Testament affirnlation of the exisrence of God (the 
Divine Gardener in the Flew-Wisdom parablc) is not a claim stand- 
ing outside the realm of empirical testabilit!,. Quite the contrary: 
the Gardener entered his garden (the world) in the person of Jesus 
Christ7 showing himself to be such "bv inany infallible proofs" 
(Acts 1:3) .  Mascall illustrates with Jesus' miraculous healing of 
the blind man in John 9, observing that "one can hardly avoid k i n g  
struck by the vivid iinpression of ei7ewitness reporting and by the 
extrenlely convincing characterization of the persons involred.""O 

xooar's remarks T o  drive the latter point home, Mascall renders the bc, 
into cockney, e.g.: "Yesterday I couldn't see a rucldv thmg and now 
I can see or1 right. Larf that one orf!" (John 9 :? 5 ) .  l 'he Resur- 
rection accounts, as I have argued in detail clsewl~crc,"' pro1 ide the 
most decisive evidence of the empirical focus of the biblic:)] afirlnn- 
tion that "God mas in Christ, reconciling the world ~ ~ n t o  hilnsclf." 
I n  I Cor. 15  the Apostle, writing ill A.D. 56, zxplicitl~ states th:lt 
the Christian God-claim, grounded in the Resurrccti(x1 of Christ. is 
not compatible with anything and ever\~thing and therefore mean- 
ingless: after listing the names of eyewiinesses  rho had had contact 
with the resurrected Christ) and notillg that five hunclred other P o -  
ple had seen him, most of xvhom were still e l i~e) ,  ~ ' J L I ~  sa)s:  "If 
Christ has not been raised, tllcn our is in rain \our 
faith is in vain." The early C11ristians wcrc rli~itc \\llling to c~lhjcct 
their religious beliefs to concrete, empirical tegt. Tllcir faith lrnc 

not blind faith; i t  lr-as $rounded in ernl3irical facticil\.-"' 
But, argtlcs Van Buren, New Tcsrn~nent cl.li1lls onl?. al'l'('or 

t o  be of an empirical nature. LVhen the I\-ritcrs speak of Jeus as 
God and describe his ''the" were sn)j l l~ tllc most tha t  tflc? 
could say about this n-,an." n e  Resurrection acc(lllllts arc "'lt 'hc 
final proof of hulv thoroughly Jesus' Ijbcrilti~lg persOncllitv c"angecl 
the lives of his disciples; here see Jcrug' f(lllf)l\ers cyvr i rnc inp  
what n. M. H~~~ ha, called a i%]ik''--a >]isccrnrnent ~ i t u n t l ( l n  ' in 
which Dlacc a quite aluetion on their lv}lOlc eWcric 

, . 
world. 

O n  looking closely a t  Van Burcn's sur~crfici;~llr pl;tusiblc inter- 
pretation, discover that, being compatible \r,ith :lnythinp a n d  
everything, i t  says nothing! Consider: m v  point of evidenn. cited 
tram the Testament documents to refute \'an Buren (c.$!-, the 



doubting Thomas episode) will be dismissed by him as simply, 
dicating how powerful the "cliscrrnment" was for the d i s ~ i ~ l e s -  
peculiar situation therefore arises that no amount of evidence ' 
cluding ?eter7s direct statement, "we did not follow cleverly devi 
inyths when we made known to you the power and coming of 
Lord Jesus Christ, but we were evewitnesses of his majestyv!- 
Pet. 1 :  16) could dislodge Van ~ ; r e n  from his humanistic red 
tion of the biblical narratives. 

The meaninglessi~ess of Van Buren's approach will becO 
clearer by the use of analogies drawn from non-religious sphel 
Sul~puse 'on were to say to me: "Napoleon conquered Europe ir 
remarkably short time with amazing military resourcefulness* a 
after suffering rlefeat and exile, he escaped and came close to Ov 
\vhelmiog Europe once again";'2' and 1 were to reply, ''You rea 
arc in~pressed b\- Nnpolcon, aren't you?" Obviously irritated, Y 
returt: "Yes, i a111 inipressed by Napoleon, but I'm trying to 
you s01i1c facts about hiill, and here are d(~cuments to prove what 
have just s;lid." Tlicn I woold blandly answer: "HOW wonderf1 
The vet-:. intercst you show in nlarshalling such material shows 

",.r:;t :in impact Napoleon has had an go~l." Your frllstratic 
~uoul(l hc h~~~~ncl less ,  for no matter \\hat evidence yog produced, 
~ ~ u l t l ,  Fo!lon)ing Van U ~ r e n ' ~  approac]l, clisllliss i t  si111131y 3s an  er. 
pi rical code reprcsen ting a non-eml~irical "hlik" situation. 

01- suplwse I \\iclr. to say: ";\.Iy wife studied art history an 
cnjovs 1)liintiiig"; and yolr coml~ientcd : "You really love her, d o n  
s-ou?" ' ' \ \ , c ~ I I .  \-cs,?' 1 \\:ouId say, "but she docs ha\le artistic interest! 
H c r ~  arc 11~1. iranscr ipts rctyreselitinl_: art collrses she's taken, her 
:lr(! ]x~inliitss shc's tlonc, nntl. . . ." At wllicl~ point you interrul: 
\\-id1 n 5\\cc.p 01' thr: hand: "C:ollle. come, no ficect to bother wit] 
that: I can rcco~nize true love wllcn I see it! comnlendable! 

cornposurc ~\oult l  bc retained \\: i~ll  great cliffic~~liy, since I waul( 
fi l l t l  i t -  inll~!)ssil)lc ttndcr- the circunlstances to get acr-oss a genuinel] 
f:lctunl poilit. 

111 I his \\.:I\. \'all I3t11,cli cn&a\lors to "larf Orf" the empirical 
cl:~illls t ~ f  S(,i.iptt'1rc to  tllc esistcnce of God ill lesus Christ; but his 
~ ~ I ~ U ; I \ . O I .  I:1!111~ 1ii111 Y C ~ L I ~ I . C ' ~ V  ill tile aj)!:ss of ana]vtica] nonsensicalit\' 
\ \ l l c l ~  l \ \ i % t ; t l i c ' ~ ~ l \ ~  tric.z t;, l,lnrc the biblical \<itIlcss to the super- 
11:1t~11':11. I tl(k~tl.  1'311 J ~ L I ~ C I I  is not cvell being fait13ful to \Yitt- 
~cllrtcin of l ' O s o  i > , ~ ~ ~ , s t i ~ n t i ~ ~ ~ ,  \\hose 
'.r(.'k f()ll(j\v: for  \\.ittgcnstein saw the necessirv of respecting the 
' 1  8:1111~~' acti~ally h i r l g  played and tllp &surc]jty of 
1i')lli~tic:llli' tr\ing to S i i )  that  3 lanpuage gome means 
~Olllctllin. V ~ S C .  \\ittgrnstr.in ;jsks i f  j t  is proper to ilssert Lhat t h e  
sctltvllcc ".l-lir, broom i s  in the, corner" reall\$ nlearls u ~ h e  ~ r o o n l s t j c ~  
is in the' C.O~~~C.I. .  :111~1 t l l ~  brush is in the c&llcr, anc] the l,roOmstick 
is ; ~ t t ; l ~ . J l ~ c \  10 t l 1 ~  brtizll" IIc ans\vcrs: 

I f  \\.c ~ ~ ' ~ l t '  : ln\onc i f  he mcsnt this ]le \,c,uld probablv 
t l l ; l t  1 1 ~  llilll l l ( ) t  thought spcriallr of thv bronlllstick esp&- 
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ciallv of the brush at  all. And that ivould be the ripht answer, 
for he meant to speak neither of the stick nor ot the brush 
in  p a r t i c ~ 1 a r . l ~ ~  

By the same token, Van Buren's rcductionistic translation of the 
empirical lanouagc ganie of biblical incarnation-claim~s into 11011- P cognitive, ethical lailguage is artificial, ~~~~~~arrantcd, and at  cross- 
purposes with the .ci-11ole thrust of the biblical narrati\es. The same 
is true of the literan-, urban, ascl~stological-mystical, and soci:~] re- 
ductionisnls of scriptural God-assertio~ls carried on respectively by 
Vahanian, Cox, Altirer, and Hamilton. Tllc God proclniined by the 
Bible as haring entered the cinpirical ivorld in  Jesus is not dead, 
though an obvious i~ttern1.t 11nr been made to ~nurclcr him osing the 
lethal weapon of redoctionistic, hunianistic bias. D u t  the n~ul-cler 
of God in the interests of hlan has al\vn!s ]lad consequences e~ac t ly  
the oppositc of those anticipated, as our Lord illdicatec: nhcn 1le saicl. 
11 

\\7hosoever wilI save his life shall lose it: and .r\.hosoei.cr \iiIl 1 0 s ~  
his life for my sake shall find it." I t  is ironic that thc thcotl~an:~tolo- 
gists have not Icarncd from the esperience of Sartl-c's G o e t ~ :  "J'ai 
t ~ 1 6  Dieu parcc qu'il me siparait des hommes ct ~ ~ o i c i  quc sa 111ort 
m'isole encore plus s ~ r e m c n t . " ' ~ j  

jVh \~  have the God-is-dead theologians so casil~. ~ L I I I  into this 
1l~lmanistic clcntl-end? The  answer lirs in tlicir starting l~oint. and 
a sobering nioral can be drawn t1iercf1-om. As \\e pointed out 
through primary and scconclarv sources cmplo).ed in  tIic early pox- 
tion of this payer, e\.erv one if the Oeath-of-God thinlccrs \\,as pro- 
foundlv inlluenccd b\, 'the dialectic orientation of Sco-Orthodn~\..  
rllasclair hJlclnt!re, i ~ ;  his incisi\ c criticluc of I<obinsorl's F l o r ~ ~ c t  to 
God, d r a n s  the coi~nectio~l bet\\-een Sco-Ortlloclos\ a11t1 "Ci~ri<tian 
atheism" : 

\,'l-e call see tht: liars11 dilen~iiin of a \\.oulcl-hc col~tcl~~porar) .  
theology. The theologians begin from orthoclos!,. birt t11c 
orthodos), \vhich has learnt from Kierlcegaard ant1 Ijarth ho- 
conlcs too easily a closed circle, in \\.hich bclie\.c.r s )c:~lis otlly I to believer, in \i.hich a11 human contcnt is conccnlec . Turning 
aside from this arid in-group thcoloq, thc nlost !,crcepti\~c 
thco1ogi;lns u.ish to translate n.hat they ha\.c to s i l y  to an 
atheistic ~vorld. But the\. arc cloonlcd to onc of t\vo fai l i~rct ; .  
Either thcy succtcil in thcir trunslatinil: in \\.liicl~ ~.;\sc. \vll;~t 
thc): find themscl\~es sayjng has been transforn~ctl into thc 
atheism of thcir hcal-ers. Or thc). fa i l  in thcir translation: in  
\yhich case no one hears n.liat the\. hn1.c to sa t -  h i l t  tJ~cni- 
s e l ~ e s . ' ~ '  

filld wh\- does thc I<icrkcpardian-Barthian theologr. operate ,IS n 
"closed circle"? Because of its basic prcmirc that, as 3lacIntyrc \\,ell 
puts it, "the \Vord of God cannot be identified \r.ith otry fr.lil lii~man 
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attempt to comprehend it."12 7 Since the logical consequences of 
such a principle arc a fallible Scripture and a kenotically limited 
Jesus, the Bible appears to secular man as no different qualitatively 
from other human writings, and the Incarnate Christ becomes in 
distinguishable from other men. The believer thus moves in a 
closed circle of irrational commitment, which the unbeliever finds 
impossible to accept. The God of such an irrational faith has no 
recourse but to become a transcendent Wholly Other, and when 
analytical philosophy poses the obvious verification question as to 
the ontological existence of the transcendent, no answer is possible. 
In the Flew-Wisdom parable, the Gardener-God of Nco-Orthodoxy 
cannot be discovered empirically in the garden, for his transcend 
ence would thereby be profaned;128 thus the garden of the world 
looks as secular to the believer as to the unbeliever, and the latter 
rightly asks: "Just how does what you call an invisible, intangible, 
eternally elusive gardener differ from an imaginary gardener or even 
from no gardener at all?" To this, the "yes-and-no" dialectic of Neo 
Orthodoxy can say nothing whatever; and the obvious result is the 
death of God. For contemporary theological thought, the Bible 
would be no more erroneous if there were no God; the Hesurrection 
of Christ in Barth's theology would be no more unverifiable if God 
did not exist; and Tillich's "Protestant principle" would make Jesus 
no more kenotic if there were no "Ground of all being." The God 
assertions of mainline theology in the twentieth century are compati 
ble with anything and everything, and therefore can be dispensed 
with as meaningless. God dies, and only modern secular man is left. 

This appalling situation-what Fitch calls the theological Sell 
Out-is the direct result of a refusal to acknowledge God's power 
to reveal himself without qualification here on earth. The ancient 
Calvinist aphorism, [mitum. non capax infiniti, has been allowed to 
obscure the central biblical stress on God's incarnation and on his 
ability to speak the Word of truth through human words. The 
Bible does not present God as Rudolf Otto's transcendent, vague 
Wholly Other or as Tillich's indescribable Being itself, but as the 
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, who through the entire expanse 
of scriptural revelation speaks inerrant truth to men and who mani 
festly enters the garden of this world in Jesus Christ (cf. John 
20: 15). For orthodox Christianity, unafraid of a miraculous Sav 
ior or of an inerrant Scripture, God's existence docs make a differ 
ence in the world, for only on the basis of his existence is revelation 
explainable. Mainline Protestant theology, having lost its doctrine 
of revelation and inspiration in the clays of liberalism and never hav 
ing recovered it, now finds itself incapable of showing why God is 
necessary at all. 
The moral, then, is simply this: Physicians of the soul will inevit 

ably find themselves faced with the corpse of Deity if they lose their 
confidence in God's special revelation. The final and best evidence 
of God's existence lies in his Word-in the triple sense of Christ, 
the gospel he proclaimed, and the Scripture that infallibly conveys 
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it. The historicity of the Resurrection, the facticity of the Biblical 
miracles, the internal consistency of Holy Writ and its freedom from 
empirical error: these must be sustained, or the God of Scripture 
will fade away into a misty transcendence for us too, and eventually 
disappear. Conversely, if we do maintain the doctrine of God's his 
torische revelation through an inerrant Bible, we will find that, in an 
age of almost universal theological debility, we will be able to pre 
sent a meaningful God to an epoch that desperately needs divine 
grace. The only living God is the God of the Bible, and for the sake 
of secular man today we had better not forget it. 

Pinal Autopsy: A Mistalwn Identity Revealed 
The God-is-dead movement is a reflection and special case of 

an abnormal preoccupation with Death in our time. On the pop_u 
lar level we have sick comedies such as The Loved One; on the socio 
logical level, analyses such as The American Way of Death; on the 
psychological level, the wide acceptance of Freud's theme of the 
mortido; and on the plane of theoretical analysis revealing works 
such as Feifel's anthology, The Meaning of Death, containing essays 
by Jung, Tillich, Kaufmann, and many others.129 

It is interesting to note other eras when death was an over 
arching concern. Huizinga, in his classic, The W aning of the Mid 
dle Ages, notes how "the vision of death" embraced late medieval 
man, and how the dance of death, the surrealistic horrors of Hier 
onymous Bosch's depictions of hell, and the satanic black masses 
blended into a symbolic projection of a collapsing culture. Fin de 
siecle France is another illustration of the same phenomenon: J.-K. 
Huysmans' description in his novel A Rebours of a "funeral feast" 
in which the orchestra played dirges while guests, dressed in black, 
silently ate dark foods served by negresses was no less based on fact 
than his accounts of satanic rites in La-B(1s; the Parisian society of 
the 1880's and 1890's, living in the wake of the Franco-Prussian 
War, had fallen into dezeneration and corruption, and the pre 
occupation with death an~l hell was the cultural equivalent of psy 
chological sublimation. 

Today's death-of-God thinking is likewise symbolic. Holy 
Scripture speaks of death also, but it is man's death upon which the 
Bible dwells: "The wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is 
eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord" (Hom. 6: 2 3). Scrip 
ture finds the human race, not God, in the throws of death. And 
when God does die, it is on the Cross, as an expiation for man's 
mortal disease; and God's conquest of the powers of death is evi 
denced in his Resurrection triumph.r" 

"The sting of death is sin," however, and from Adam on the 
sinner has sought above all to hide himself. Thus in our day men 
unwilling to face their own mortality have projected their own de 
served demise upon their Maker and Redeemer. As suggested at 
the beginning of this essay, the theothanatologtcal movement could 
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provide a mystery writer with a classic case of the "wrong corpse"; 
for when one examines the body carefully, it turns out to be, not 
Goel but oneself-"deacl in trespasses and sins." And this corpse 
( unlike that of Deity) fully satisfies the empirical test of verifi 
ability, as every cemetery illustrates.131 

In romantic literature, the Dop-pelgiinger motif (a character 
meeting himself) is employed as a device to symbolize the individ 
ual's attainment of self-awareness. Let us hope that the present 
autopsy, insofar as it brings a sin-sick theology to a realistic con 
frontation with itself, may contribute to such self-lmowlcdgc.132 
How revealing it is, for example, to read "William Hamilton's auto 
biographical description of his entree into the death-of-God sphere 
at age forty: "Time was getting short and I saw I needed to make 
things happen."133 When we realize the true identity of the theo 
thanatological corpse, such a remark fits into place. It is the natural 
man, the builder of towers of Babel, who must "make things happen" 
theologically. For the essence of the scriptural gospel is that sinful 
man cannot make things happen in the spiritual life; the living God 
has made them happen in Jesus Christ, and the only true theology 
endeavors, above all, to remain faithful to the one who "after he 
had offered one sacrifice for sins for ever, sat down on the right 
hand of God." 

And if, as Christian believers, the silence of Goel in our age 
sometimes make us wonder in the depth of our souls if he still re 
mains with us, let us soberly consider Sir Hobert Anderson's pro 
found observation that God's silence is a reminder that the amnesty 
of the Cross is still available to men: "A silent Heaven gives con 
tinuing proof that this great amnesty is still in force, and that the 
guiltiest of men may turn to God and find forgiveness of sins and 
eternal life."131 The task then stands: to work while it is yet clay, 
for the night cometh when no man can work. As for the nature of 
that work, Henry van Dyke described it well in his touching allegory, 
The Lost ·word; it is to proclaim to our generation the word which 
has been lost through preoccupation with lesser words: 

"My son, you have sinned deeper than you know. The word 
with which you parted so lightly is the key-word of all life 
and joy and peace. Without it the world has no meaning, 
and existence no rest, and death no refuge. It is the word 
~hat purifies love, and comforts grief, and keeps hope alive 
forever. It is the most precious thing that ever ear has heard, 
or mind has known, or heart has conceived. It is the name 
of Him who has given us life and breath and all things richly 
to enjoy; the name of Him who, though we may forget Him, 
never forgets us; the name of Him who pities us as you pity 
your suffering child; the name of Him who, though we wan 
der far from Him, seeks us in the wilderness, and sent His 
Son, even as His Son has sent me this night, to breathe again 
that forgotten name in the heart that is perishing without it. 
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Listen, my son, listen with all your soul to the blessed name 
of God our Father."135 

FOOTNOTES 
I. We prefer the neutral term "Theothanctology" to J. Hobert Nelson's 
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