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God is the absolutely positive, the essence of all realities 
while man is the negative, the essence of nothingness.” 

While much of this is false from the point of view of theological 
science (which denies that man is powerless, or the essence of 
nothingness) it makes sense: and certainly made sense to Marx 
who took it over and turned it into a materialist critique of 
religion. But in using Feuerbach’s theory of alienation and projec- 
tion to explain the illusory nature of religion, Marx unfortunately 
took over the theologically unscientific elements that were 
embedded in it, as if they were essential to Christianity itself. 
(This was almost inevitable given the atmosphere of liberal protes- 
tantism in which Marx grew up, and given the record of Christian- 
ity as he knew it). The substantive point here is that the God of 
scientific theology cannot logically be thought of as the alien 
presence over against man which is posited by both Feuerbach and 
Marx. For God in scientific theology is fmt cause: and as such is 
the cause of everything in the world, including those factors which 
bring about the very projection and alienation which ‘man’ (Feuer- 
bach) or ‘the world of men, the State and society’ (Marx) find 
themselves trapped in. Whatever it is that stands over against men 
as an opposed being, it is not God but some sort of idol. Further, 
since ‘cause’ in scientific theology - pace Barker” - means a 
being who is known from his effects, it follows that as first cause. 
God is present in his creatures, for the cause is always present in 
its effects. Far from being an alien and opposed being, the God 
of scientific theology is closer to his creatures, expecially to those 
capable of being aware of him, than they are to themselves. 

Marx’s own argument against the possibility of God, then, 
misfues: it is merely an argument against idolatry, (religious 
ideology). Might it not be said, however, that modem scientific 
knowledge has shown that the data of theology, in Bible and 
Tradition, have become today incapable of sustaining the sort of 
thinking which is necessary for a science of theology to be 
possible? Here we are at the heart of what Newman called the 
problem of ‘development’ in doctrines: how far can scientific 
theology accommodate historical development in other sciences? 

“Worh, ed. F. Jodl, 2nd Ed. (Stuttgart Vol vi p.41, quoted m Copleston,H&tory of 
Philosophy. Vol v i i  pp. 29647. 

12Barker (loc Cit) seeks to show that in ragion. terms such as ‘because’ are used ’para- 
digmatically’ and not ‘syntagmatically’ as in science. For an argument that thb is the 
exact opposite of how ‘cause’ is used in scientific theology, see my The Story-Shaped 
World, Part I passim. (Athlone Press, London, 1975) 

95 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-2005.1977.tb02325.x Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-2005.1977.tb02325.x


Now Newman’s own answer to this question - worked out at 
almost the very moment when Marxism was developing from a 
humanism to a science, in the mid eighteen-forties - is interesting 
precisely because he tried to combine a notion of how doctrines 
are ‘produced’ in history (i.e. not just given, but made) with an 
equal insistance on the scientific naturb of theology itself; 
‘Religious doctrine is knowledge, in as full a sense as Newton’s 
doctrine is knowledge’ he said.’ Furthermore, the overreaching 
role of theology in a university education implied the capacity to 
offer ‘symptomatic readings’ of the findings of other disciplines, 
based upon its superior viewpoint as a science, without in any way 
limiting their own autonomy. 

Newman’s work was valuable in that he saw the need to evolve 
criteria from within the science of theology itself, for distin- 
guishing between the true and the false, the authentic from the 
inauthentic development in the eve;continuing process of 
producing theological knowledge. The crucial thing to recognise is 
that the Essay on Development is not the defence of a ’vision’ 
(to use Barker’s phrase) but the sketch of a theory of theological 
production. It is based on the view that theology is knowledge, 
that theologising is a scientific praxis, that the production of theo- 
logical knowledge is an historical process in which men use deter- 
minate means and raw material to produce new knowledge, and 
that the praxis of theology contains within itself definite protocols 
whereby to distinguish truth from falsity, knowledge from ideo- 
logical deformations, within its own d~main.’~ Of course what it 
lacks, crucially, is any clear sense of the material causes of the 
developments in doctrine that it traces and discusses. For example, 
in discussing the way in which the empire, heralded and made the 
way easier for Christianity in the first centuries, Newman 
remarks: 

Changes in society are, by a providential appointment, 
commonly preceded and facilitated by the setting of a 

131dea of a University, Discourse 2:9 

14Newman gives seven tests for distinguishing true from false developments m doctrine. 
These are tests of content or form: but his thesis also requires for its own internal con- 
sistency, as a minimum I think, that the science of theology observes the following rules: 
a) ‘God’ is used as a common noun (homen naturae’), not as a proper name. 
b) God is understood as f i t  cause of the world. 
c) ‘Cause’ is understood in a transitwe sense: cause is not a Humean correlation, but an 
agent aserting itself. 
d) All terms predicated of God must be used analogically (except where they are used 
metaphorically). (See my The Stoly-Shuped World, Part I). 
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certain current in man’s thoughts and feelings in that 
direction towards which a change is to be rnadeJ6 

but Newman does not ask himself why this should be so (if it is 
so) or what sort of processes cause it to be so. Indeed, the very 
concept of a ‘providential appointment’ seems to make such a 
question redundant. Here we have a case, it seems to me, of the 
scientific theologian’s work being hindered by the ideology of the 
very religion he is defending: an ideology he is himself deeply 
embedded in despite his scientific attitude. Yet t h i s  does not 
prevent his work being scientific as far as it goes, as long as it rests 
finnly upon the criteria of such science. And, of coume, asking for 
an underlying explanation, at the level of base rather than super- 
structure, for the various developments in Christian doctrine, is 
very mush easier than providing 0ne.l‘ 

I have mentioned Newman because, however inadequate his 
answers may be, his work shows that it is not as easy as it might 
seem for the Marxist to dismiss the notion of a theological science 
on the grounds that it is simply unhistorical. This being so, we still 
have to ask ourselves, Why is it that Marxism needs to persist in 
the misrepresentation of Christianity to which I have already 
alluded?17 

It seems to me that it is here that the question of Marxism and 
morality becomes crucial, especially for the ‘scientific’ Marxist in 
the Althusser tradition. There is no great difficulty, in a sense, for 
the Marxist who sees himself as a humanist, to accept this point. 
Thus, Machovec insists that the moral question of pacifBm and 
violence is the crux between Christians and Marxists: but he tries 
to solve it by insisting that 

(Marx’s) concept of violence had nothing in common with 
the heedless shedding of blood, the arbitrary use of force 
(frequent with the powerful) or the principles of ‘tempor- 
arily’ suspended human rights?’ 

16Essay on the Development of Chris?ian Doctrine (ed. J.M.Cameron, Penguin Books, 
1974) Ch. N: i, p. 244. 

“But see Milan Machovec: A Mmxist Looks at Jesus (Darton, Longman and Todd, 
1976), reviewed in New Blackft”S Nov. 1976, and also a number of Marxist works on 
d y  Ch&ianity reviewed in New Blackfriars Vol57 No 672 (May, 1976) pp.234 ff. 
for recent works in this fdd.  

l70n the failure of Marxism to ‘develop’ its theory about religion to any notable extent, 
see Adrian Cunningham, Mum and Religion The Ethnological Notebooks 1880-82 in 
ReZ&fon, Vo16 (Spring, 1976) pp. 99-114. 

l’op. Cit. p. 33 
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Well and good: but Machovec does not provide any philosophical 
underpinning for this position, or any clues as to how just violence 
is to be distinguished from unjust on humanistic Marxist premises. 
Similarly, Kolakowski’s remark that 

When a man is dying of hunger and you can give him some- 
thing to eat, there is no combination of circumstances in 
which it would be right to say: “It would be tactically 
better to let him die”19 

is remarkable for its absoluteness, but raises all sorts of questions 
from a scientific point of view. On the face of it, it does not even 
seem to me to be true. But in any case, these moral propositions 
come from men who (to quote Machovec) interpret Marxist 
materialism as ’the supremacy of man and of the human principle 
in the cosmos’, and who are not even sure whether this necessarily 
rules out belief in God or not?’ Their Marxism is on the other 
side of the ‘epistemological break’ from the Marxist science (and 
indeed from the theological science) which we are here discussing. 
And for the scientific Marxist it seems, to quote Francis Barker, 
that the question of morality is simply the question whether one 
should support a particular slogan in a particular situation.21 Yet 
according to scientific Marxism, as well to the classical tradition 
in moral thought, morality (to use Denys Turner’s formulation, 
agreed by Barker) is ‘a scientific investigation of the social order 
which can generate norms for action.‘Well, to begin with how can 
such a concept of morality be reduced to the mere support of 
slogans? I see no reason for disagreeing with Turner’s formulation, 
except that the science of theology, unlike that of Marxism, will 
insist that the social order in question must include God. For if 
Christianity is true, than God enters into social relations with men 
in history, supremely so in Christ. Thus no account of a society 
can be scientific if it leaves out the working of the Holy Spirit in 
that society. Christian morality, then. is not a set of a-historical 
prescriptions, but an attempt to answer the question, ‘How should 
I act, given the facts?’ - but always remembering, among the rele- 
vant facts, the facts of what God has said and done in history. For 

”in Die Mensch ohne Alternurive, Munich 1964, p. 248, quoted in Machovec, op. cit. 
p. 12 

2oMachovec, op. cit. p. 21 

21see Barker, in New Bkzckfriots Vol57 No 676 (September, 1976) p.413 dipcussing the 
slogan ‘Torture is wrong’. 
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instance, that we must love our neighbour as ourselves, is not a 
dogun for, but a fact about, the situation we are in. Similarly, pace 
Barker ‘torture is wrong’ is not a slogan but a fact: that is to say, 
torture is something that is forbidden. So this is what theological 
science in the moral sphere is about: producing and establishing 
knowledge about what is or is not forbidden or commanded by 
the presence of God’s love within the social order. Naturally, this 
sort of knowledge will be produced by men using the means 
available. The notion of a static morality is clearly impossible for a 
scientific theology. But the point is that the logic of such a 
discourse will be that it is possible, by investigating the nature of 
human society in its history, including the presence of God’s love 
within this history, to know that there are certain forms of 
behaviour which are demanded or ruled out. 

But it might be said, why bring God into all this? Is it not 
possible to make an analysis of human love which would demon- 
strate that torture, say, is wrong, without resort to any divine 
dimension? This, I take it, is the burden of Eagleton’s attempt to 
provide a Marxist reason for ruling out torture (a reason, incident- 
ally, which Barker rejects without providing any alternative)f2 
The answer is surely this: that what makes torture wrong is not 
our love for each other (indeed, this is just what provides all the 
good arguments for torture: Orwell was in a sense right, like the 
Inquisition, to regard torture as a function of the Ministry of 
Love) but the fact that God loves both torturer and victim 
equally. The alleged need to torture people is always the result of 
some sort of fear, and is rooted in trust of man’s devices rather 
thanGod’s. And what casts out such fear, and makes superfluous 
that trust, is God’s love for us. As I recall Herbert McCabe saying 
once: on gospel principles, it is crazy to trust man. But for all its 
theoretical ‘decentering’ of man, in its account of the forces which 
shape history, Marxist science still shows its trust to be in man 
precisely in its reduction of moral prohibitions to slogans. (A 
reduction it shares, incidentally, with a good deal of ‘liberal’ 
Oxford moral philosophy). As Eagleton says, in trying to de-centre 
God the atheist revolutionary, such as Milton’s Satan, only sets up 
a substitute kingdom centred on himself.28 (This is a process 
eloquently alluded to in Machovec’s all-toosignificantly circum- 
spect references to the Stalinist regime which has tried to make his 
Marxist-Christian dialogue as difficult as possible). But perhaps 
22op.cit. p. 412-13 

23‘Decentering God’mNew BkzckfFhrs Vol57 No 671 (August, 1976) p. 150 
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the most significant move that the scientific Marxist makes,in 
trying to escape the inevitable onset of theology in the discussion 
of morality, is the one Eagleton makes at ths end of his argument, 
and Barker applauds: 
Like Christ before Pilate, 

marxism has little to say about “morality” directly: it is 
silent because the material conditions which would make 
such discourse possible do not yet fully exist.24 

This, of course, is only another case of the logical confusion about 
ideology leading to a plea not to raise an awkward question. 
Certainly you don’t debate moral questions with people who ‘can 
only conceive of morality moralistically’. But this is not to say 
that the gospel conception of morality is to be found in its 
silences, but that it is found in its realistic assessment of the facts: 

Remember I am sending you out like sheep among wolves; 
so be cunning as serpents and yet as harmless as doves. 
Beware of men: they will hand yowover to sanhedrins, and 
scourge you in their synagogues. You will be dragged before 
governors and kings for my sake, to bear witness before 
them and the pagans. But when they hand you over, do not 
worry about how to speak or what to say: what you are to 
say will be given to you when the time comes, because it is 
not you who will be speaking, the Spirit of your Father will 
be speaking in you. 

It is such realistic assessment of the facts as this that compels the 
Christian to recognise the folly of trusting in men rather than in 
God, and to see that it is only through a recognition that the 
‘facts’ include the presence of the Holy Spirit among men that the 
consequences of such folly can be avoided. 

24New Blockfriars, Vol56 No 655 (October, 1975) p.470 
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