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Introduction--Liberal Protestant theology arose from the same context and about the same time as Biblical criticism.  I will call it liberal theology because ultimately the Catholic modernist movement absorbed many of its tenets into Roman theology.  The nursery of liberal theology was the Enlightenment, an international intellectual movement which flourished in the eighteenth century in Scotland, England, France and Germany.  Prominent "philosophes" or enlightenment participants included Montaigne, Voltaire, Montesquieu, Condilliac, Rousseau and d'Holbach in France, David Hume in England and Adam Smith in Scotland.  They adopted the epistemological schemes and scientific paradigms constructed in the seventeenth century by Isaac Newton, Descartes and John Locke.  Fundamentally, they believed the universe to be a law-governed system capable of investigation, understanding and exploitation through human reason.  Human reason critically applied to the world in which man lived could unearth self-evident truths which were the fabric of reality.  These truths were the elements of natural law which controlled and described not only the motion of physical bodies but also human social arrangements, political systems and even religion.

The Human Condition--The Enlightenment focused upon this world, not the next, and the resolution of human problems through the application of reason rather than grace, prayer or divine intervention.  Enlightenment proponents contended that man was basically good, although generally capable of being deceived, and that through education and cultivation of one's reason most people would behave in socially beneficent ways and enjoy life.  Many "philosophes" regarded the past as a sorry record of human misery and exploitation at the hands of institutional religion and cruel kings or aristocracies, so that only the future held out prospects of gradual improvement and amelioration of man's suffering, ignorance and misunderstandings.  Consequently, the "philosophes" thought progress, although slow or even sometimes brought to a halt by obstructionists and reactionaries, was not only desirable but also inevitable as reason pushed back the "darkness" of traditional thought, custom and habit.  The range of Enlightenment inquiry was broad enough to include religion, which most "philosophes," with the exception of true atheists and materialists such as d'Holbach, thought in its traditional and institutional form to be superstitious and repressive.

Rationalism--One catchword used to describe Enlightenment mentalities is "rationalism," which should be taken to embrace a complex of themes and tendencies.  One of its characteristics was a call for "reasonableness" in religion.  Following the admonitions of Descartes, "reason" here means the human faculty to seek clear and distinct ideas.  In the case of religion it is a concern for precise examination and accreditation of allegedly religious propositions to which the mind may give legitimate assent.  Locke thought that such propositions came to man "by the deductions of reason" or through revelation from God.  In either case it is man's obligation to assess the credentials of these allegedly religious propositions by the clear principles of reason.  Locke wrote in the post-1660 or Restoration period in which many men of letters and intellectuals both in England and on the continent demonstrated by their anti-dogmatic anti-enthusiastic temper that they were weary of religious controversy, persecution and war.  Enlightenment figures wanted no part of the endless disputes and disagreements over the meaning of Christianity.  They regarded dogma to be the enemy of true faith because it was superstition and ignorance masquerading as truth; whereas reason, if given full play, could sort out truth from error and establish the essentials of belief.  In a broader cultural sense, particularly in England, "reasonableness" might also reflect a general tendency of the self-satisfied gentry to value security, a life governed by common-sense untroubled by thoughts of judgment or heaven.

Rational Criticism--"Reason" in the Enlightenment sense might also refer to man's newly-acquired rational power and investigative concern for nature thought mathematics and astronomy.  However, most "philosophes" did not push "reason" as an all-encompassing power.  Instead, they celebrated the "omni-competence of criticism," understood as the assertion that everything was properly the subject of rational criticism made practically manifest in a political right to question everything.  This would be done confident that such critical reason would recognize and set down its own limits and show its competency and certainties.  This was also closely tied to Enlightenment demands for toleration in religion.  It did not stem from a commendation of indifference to religious questions, or from a judgment about human fallibility in such matters, but instead from a deep faith in the consequences and possibilities of inquiry which Enlightenment proponents felt would give them in religion a clear morality resting on rational grounds and a more comprehensive awareness of God.

Religion as Moralism--What the "philosophes" seemingly discovered in the eighteenth century was a benign friendly nearly divinized nature which everywhere revealed design, order and law.  Nature's laws appeared to have the clarity, authority and universal acceptability of the axioms of mathematics.  God's first revelation, in nature, could now be received fully, even though Kant and Hume dissociated it from God later in the century.  Still the inference of a great Creator from the vast design of the Cosmos held strong appeal.  This zeal for nature also elicited enthusiasm for "natural man," upon whose heart God had written His laws and that of nature.  Further, this view of nature was utilitarian.  It regarded nature as ordered for the benefit of man.  Finally, Enlightenment rationalism was convinced that the natural realm under girded a strong moral framework for man.  The "philosophes" exhibited a deep and pervasive moralism, which they took to be the final meaning and content of religion.  Natural and revealed religion, then, do not differ in substance.  Religion replicated the laws of nature in the knowledge of moral-ity, so that "true" religion was "natural" religion.  It was often remarked that the only value of religion, natural and revealed, was the provision of divine sanctions for morality.

Natural Religion--Obviously, the "rationalism" of the eighteenth century was not anti-religious, for much many participants in the Enlightenment were anxious to distinguish true religion from false religion.  The eighteenth century in effect searched for the identity of all religions beneath their phenomena in history (Oriental religions included).  The common name for the object of this quest was "natural religion," whose sub-stance Lord Herbert of Cherbury had defined as early as 1624 in his book De Veritate:  there is a Supreme being; he ought to be worshipped; virtue joined with piety is the focus of worship; vices and crimes should be expiated by repentance; and there are divine rewards and punishments in the next life.  It is in this context that John Locke wrote The Reasonableness of Christianity (1695) to show that Christianity, though its content often transcends what reason alone could discover, is harmonious with natural religion.  Yet, although Locke allows that there are truths to be derived from "natural deduction" and those supplied by revelation, obviously no alleged truth can be contrary to reason.  At bottom reason specifies the criteria by which the essential and genuine elements of purported revelation may be recognized.  Christianity, then, is viewed as a reasonable and necessary supplement to natural religion, which is the argument presented by Joseph Butler.  Butler contended that those who found evidence of divine activity in nature had to accord similar significance to Christian revelation, for the types of difficulties attributed to the Biblical record and Christian doctrine are the same sort found in natural religion.  Both rested on uncertainties and probabilities.

Speculation--One should also add that the Enlightenment represented a renewed cultural battle between speculative and revealed thought.  One of the products of philosophic activity is increased self-awareness.  What once might have been taken as real and true is now subjected to analysis and testing.  This is an open-ended process which always holds out the possibility that in weighing experience new intellectual schema will surface which will force a re-evaluation of past consciousness to determine if it is still meaningful.  It is foreign to Judaism before the tenth century and peaks in Maimonides in the twelfth.  The OT and the NT are clearly not products of this sort of thinking.  They present material on the level of inspired utterance of what God has said and what He expects from man.  The legal material in the OT is precise, unemotive and intended for literal obedience, while much of the rest of the Bible, although imaginative and emotional, still presents God as knowable and available, not esoteric or mysterious or a topic of speculation about whom opinions may vary or be subject to revision.  Consequently, there inevitably will be tension when religion is viewed as symbolic and intuitive, not rationally verifiable or objective, while the sources themselves, in the case of Judaism and Christianity, present themselves as transcripts of self-revelatory activity to be taken literally and objectively.

The Next Stages--The next stage in the evolution of natural religion was the assertion that Christianity did not transcend natural religion but was an instance of it.  Certainly at no point could Christianity go beyond it.  It was only a short step from this to the claim that revealed religion was wholly unnecessary, or even opposed to the true religion of reason.  There was a problem, however, for natural religion divorced from revealed religion.  Natural religion rested upon a rationalistic assumption that man's higher consciousness, his rational faculties, was a constant quality.  In other words rationalists assumed that reason was a constant, unvarying and universally distributed conglomerate of moral and spiritual convictions, essentially independent of the historical and cultural situation of the individual.  This assumption met a great critic in David Hume (1711-76) who was the terminal figure in eighteenth-century rationalistic thought.

Miracles--One may interpret Hume in several different ways.  His work on miracles as evidence of Christianity has often been seen as a wholesale assault on faith.  Actually, Hume did not deny the possibility of miracles, though he obviously was not trying to affirm them for the present.  He concluded that Christianity began with miracles, and present belief in its doctrines required a miracle because "mere reason" was insufficient to convince us of the truthfulness of this religion.  Whoever is moved to believe it by "faith" is conscious of a continued miracle in his own person that subverts all the principles of understanding and gives one a determination to believe what is contrary to custom and experience.  This is of course an ironic; some might say Hume's sarcastic, way of stating the belief that verification is by appeal to experience.  Trying to prove something contrary to experience is "absurd" (only if one defines absurdity as contrary to experience; it may in fact be absurd to confine truth to experience; what "reason" is there to assume this must be the case?).  But Hume was not content to criticize revealed religion.  In his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (1779), published three years after his death, Hume severely criticized the arguments from design crucial the case of natural religion.  He complained that no valid conclusions about the whole of nature could be drawn from individual parts of it.  The causal sequences we see in nature provide no basis for affirming a causal relation-ship between God and nature.  The universe in fact might be the result of random occurrences or like a cabbage the product of generation.  In either case the most that may be inferred is an architect rather than a creator.

Causality and Natural Religion--More to the point were Hume's ideas drawn from an Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1748).  Hume claimed that the concept of causality implicit in Newtonian physics and widely adopted by proponents of natural religion (nature revealed its own laws and the laws of God, especially morality and design, etc.) was invalid.  Hume argued it was a generalization of empirical experience based on the "spatial contiguity ("cause") and temporal priority ("effect") of two events.  The concept, however, was no a priori necessary nor required by immediate evidence.  Our immediate impressions may provide contiguity and succession in the relation of events, but they cannot supply us with any necessary connection or causal force.  The principle of causality, Hume concluded, was a product of custom or habit of mind, which while having utility was with-out philosophical justification.  Of course, in terms of natural religion this also meant that causal relationships, if they existed, were only possible where one could observe a constant conjunction between two events.  To assume a causal relationship between God and the world required observation of God which in fact was impossible.  The world was for Hume a closed system which excluded God, since Hume thought all true knowledge was derived from experience.  He was committed to a phenomenalist account of human knowledge (limited to appearances) apart from any purely intellectual apparatus for recording and analyzing perceptions.  Since man had no first hand experience of God, ordinary knowledge of Him was impossible as was in causal connection between God and the world.  Of course, consistently applied Hume's position made all knowledge impossible, since one could never prove by sense perception that what one alleged to be true based on remembered experiences was in fact the same as the original experience.  His destruction of the naive rationalism of the eighteenth century led not to the end of superstition, but in fact to the end of all knowledge, to utter skepticism.

Kant--At the end of the broad eighteenth-century road of rational religion, both as 'terminus' and 'telos,' stood Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), truly one of the giants of Early Modern philosophy.  His epistemological efforts profoundly affected the course of Western thought and religion.  Kant was the culmination of Enlightenment confidence in reason, because the alleged hallmark of critical reason was its humble but innate capacity for self-limitation.  Once in motion it sought and recognized its own limits automatically, so one could confidently rely upon its pronouncements.  Kant, of course, set out to give not a general critique of the world but also a critique of knowledge itself.  The goal was not to cultivate skepticism but to establish "certain" knowledge and thereby to rescue law and "necessary" connections from the nihilistic dangers posed by Humean skepticism.  The result for Kant was that he not only established the certainties of reason but also its boundaries.  He limited firsthand or theoretical knowledge to phenomena, to objects as objects of experience, walling off "noumena" or "things-in-themselves."  This meant God, freedom and immortality were not possible objects of our theoretical knowledge.

Knowledge(1)--Kantian epistemology was a criticism of two basic approaches.  On one side he rejected empiricism which tried to explain knowledge wholly on the basis of external stimuli and reduce it to a bare sensationalism.  Kant felt this failed to account for the unity of human experience.  On the other side Kant was hostile to the concept of innate ideas promoted by Rene Descartes, which said that all knowledge originated in the mind itself.  Here the problem for Kant was explaining how the mind ever arrived at knowledge of the world.  How did the mind relate to the outside world?  What guarantee was there that innate ideas corresponded to what was "really" out there?  For Kant these perspectives mistakenly assumed that knowledge was a piece of uncut cloth that came either wholly from without or wholly from within.  But the mind, Kant contended, was neither an empty space waiting to be filled nor a universally creative entity sufficient of itself.  Kant thought the mind had a dual capacity.  It was both receptive, drawing upon what was presented to consciousness, and constructive.  For what entered the consciousness from without was incomprehensible until examined, sifted and coordinated to become knowledge.

Knowledge (2)--Problems attacked by Christian August Crusius (1715-75) illustrate Kant's epistemological dilemma.  Crusius tried but failed to solve the problem of whether or not there was any genuine correspondence between the way the world is and the way an individual thinks it is.  Crusius fell back on Descartes's "Deus deceptor."  God did not deceive man, Crusius argued, so He guarantees the truth of what we cannot think to be false, and the falsehood of what we cannot think to be true.  The problem here is circularity, for whatever arguments one uses to establish the existence of God must ultimately rest on the acceptance of certain principles as self-evidently correct--a conclusion, in fact, that requires demonstration.  Kant's solution to this was transcendental idealism.  There were two possible sources of knowledge:  knowledge through the immediate perception of the senses, and understanding or intuitive knowledge through the categories of time, space and the mind.  Kant restricted valid objective knowledge to phenomena or experience, but argued that on "a priori" grounds, things-in-themselves (Ding-an-sich), a metaphysical quantity of which direct knowledge was impossible, existed nonetheless (i.e. you had to assume something was out there behind the flow of sensations which you mind sifted by its built in categories of time, space and causality).  In this con-text Kant examined and rejected the ontological, cosmological and teleological arguments for God.  Since he did not find them compelling or persuasive, Kant considered natural theology to be at an end.  The idea of God within the realm of pure reason, Kant claimed, was only a "formal condition of thought," an "ideal" or a "regulative principle" by which speculative reason is led to view the order of the world as if it were based on a necessary unitary cause.  The principle, however, did not establish the existence of God as a necessity behind the world.

Morality--Kant also had much to say about morality, in as much as he hoped to rescue it from Humean skepticism.  Kant shared many of the presuppositions about morality with the Aufkl_rung, but finally diverged from it in a decisive way.  He agreed that the core of Christianity was morality.  In fact Kant gave priority to moral apprehension over everything else in his religious thought.  Yet, the Aufkl_rung made moral obligation essentially utilitarian:  God only demanded of man what was in his own interest (rewards and punishments).  Kant instead concentrated upon moral obligation as an end in itself.  Rather than basing ethics on the known commands of God, Kant based them on the autonomous human will.  For freedom was the universal and necessary presupposition of morality:  "If I ought, then I can."  This ethical concern was for Kant a categorical or unconditional imperative.  It was not an affirmation of theoretical knowledge, because no explanation of morality could be derived from the phenomenal order of causality.  Morality was not an empirical fact, but one drawn from practical reason, from the realm of human nature.  The existence of freedom, for Kant, had to be pre-supposed.  While the Aufkl_rung would say, "do good because it is in your own interest to do so," Kant would say "do good regardless of the consequences."  In other words the imperative to do good was unconditional and prior to any assumed virtue or acquired happiness.  Furthermore, although Kant abandoned the traditional proofs of God's existence in natural theology and tried to separate ethics from God, he conceded that by faith moral obligation might be correlated with the idea of God.  In this he accomplished two things.  Theology was again possible because God's existence had been re-established on grounds of moral necessity.  And second, morality was for Kant the result of man's own rational decisions, not the result of a rational creature being subject to moral laws or principles.

Kant's Bequest to Theology--Kant left his German philosophical and theological successors a knotty set of problems for religion.  He established a critical and negative attitude towards traditional rational proofs of God's existence.  Second,, he put a gap between the realm of pure or scientific reason and the realm of the moral or religious.  Most accepted the first while finding the second utterly unacceptable, as we will see in the Romantic Movement.  The problem was that for Kant the realm of nature available to the direct experience of man and as known by science could not be considered a manifestation of the divine.  The mind could form and shape the alien materials of sensation to yield an orderly world but not a world which demonstrates a unity independent of us but to which we belong.  Nor, according to Kant is there any concrete experience through which we can find unity between the world of experience and "things-in-themselves" (the noumenal world).  Nor, he said, were there any concrete circumstances which elicit from us a response in which all aspects of our nature are fully incorporated and expressed.  In short Kant made it impossible to find any type of ultimate unity within experience, either between man and nature or within man himself.

Post-Kantian Theology--Nonetheless, Kant was the thinker with whom most nineteenth-century theologians had to reckon.  After Kant's day four possible routes were left open to religious thinkers, all of which were traveled to some extent.  One was to question his restriction of theoretical knowledge or cognition to experience and revise natural theology to take account of Kant's work.  This was the path of neo-Thomism.  Second, a minor stream in the nineteenth century was revived in the twentieth by Karl Barth.  This involved accepting Kantian criticism of reason and thereby deny reason the right to establish the point of departure of legitimate theology.  Its recognized point of departure would be in revelation.  The third route was taken up by the Ritschlian school.  It accepted Kant's critique of theoretical knowledge (cognition) and adoption of morality as the basis of theology.  And fourth, some thinkers such as Fichte or Schelling revolted against Kant by seeking that higher unity for reality which Kant tried to deny them and which was at the bottom of the metaphysical pathos of the age.  In a similar vein others like Schleiermacher enlarged the category of direct experience by turning to "Gef_hl" (feeling) or by finding in a "fuller reason" the possibility of knowing the spiritual order (Coleridge).  What both parties had in common is that they turned to some form of divine immanence to provide this sought after unity.  In religious terms this made it possible for man to establish his unity with reality, and at the same time, to find reality's magnitude and true significance.  It also meant that religion had been expanded beyond the boundaries of orthodoxy, so that Christian doctrine now required reinterpretation as symbolically rather than literally true.  It was in Romanticism that this task found its first consumate expression.

Romanticism--With the close of the era of natural religion and confident rationality in the eighteenth century, European thought turns to new avenues distinct from both traditional orthodoxy and rationalism.  This new intellectual and spiritual climate has often been called "romanticism."  The term has a broad meaning but refers initially to the movement in Germany in the 1790s which gave itself this name.  It was a movement which encompassed art, music, literature, philosophy and theology, so one can attribute many ideas and concepts to it.  One facet of it was protest in the name of freedom against formalism and structure.  Philosophically, romantics protested against the alleged simplicity, self-evidence and universality central to Enlightenment rationalism.  Romantics consequently rebelled against the idea of uniform laws of nature, but also against moral asceticism as excessively formal, whether practiced by Immanuel Kant, John Wesley or Benjamin Franklin.  Romantics instead favored spontaneity rather than the mechanistic perfection of an ordered universe.  Romantics, then, tended to emphasize the storm and thrust of life, power rather than pattern, the impulse to fullness of content rather than purity of form.

Individuals--Romantics concomitantly emphasized the individual, at times exhibiting near worship of originality and genius.  Of course both rationalism and pietism had discovered the individual, but the Enlightenment had sought the universal beyond the individual or how individuals participated in the universal.  Romanticism self-consciously and deliberately sought the unique-ness of individuals.  It did so, furthermore, with a peculiar sense of the self.  Romantics, following the lead of Rousseau, exalted the immediacy of feeling in the self for humanity and for the world.  So man's fundamental relation to the world was not through the structure of reason with its objective categories but in the relation of the whole man in his inner heart to the vitality and flux of life.  Not surprisingly the romantics took an aesthetic rather than a utilitarian view of the world.  They appreciated the world as something worthy of wonder, as an object of delight, symbolic of a mysterious power behind the world, rather than as an object for rational-analytical investigation.

History--Additionally, romantics interwove all these facets into their concern and feeling for history.  Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803) spoke of the discovery of God within living human experience.  Religion, he claimed, was the "highest humanity of man."  Further, Herder located the religious experience in the historical process.  The history of humanity was the history of revelation.  So, as Herder uncovered the seemingly human character of the Bible, the more fully, he claimed, he could detect the living Divine spirit.  Finally, romanticism was dominated by the principle of plenitude and diversity:  diversity in contrast to uniformity and simplicity, and plenitude in contrast to the restriction of content by formal rules.  Appreciation of the world must by catholic thought to encompass the inexhaustible fullness of life, so that the whole range of human experience and imagination can find expression.

Romanticism and Religion--Many of the representative figures of Romanticism took a religious interpretation of the cosmos, or at least a spiritual view of the life and the world that left room for the preservation of religious attitudes, even if the forms and attitudes of orthodox Christianity had to be radically modified or even abandoned.  So, when Romantics speak of God, they may simply mean the Absolute, the World Soul, the Power of Nature, Providence or just a "sense of something still more deeply interfused" in reality.  Unquestionably, Romanticism drew some of its inspiration from historic Christianity, but religion to sustain itself had to reassess itself as part of the fabric of human experience.  In the process religion came to be an object of investigation--i.e. seen as an historical and social phenomenon--in a way heretofore unconsidered.  It also became subjective in the sense that alleged divine revelation was now apprised with reference to the psychological needs and moral aspirations of individual believers.  It was quite tempting, then, to see the "truth" of religion lying first and foremost in its functionality--a socially cohesive force, a coping mechanism, a "way through" etc.

Reality and the Infinite--Of great importance with respect to religion is the Romantic preoccupation with the infinite, the inexpugnable feeling that the finite is not self-explanatory and self-justifying.  Behind it and within it there is always an infinite "beyond," and once one has glimpsed that infinity he can never again rest content with finitude.  In everything finite the infinite is present and latent.  This idea is the basic motif of German romantic philosophy, in which nature and human history are conceived as forms or manifestations of one infinite Life.  Schleiermacher's Reden _Uber die Religion is a telling and characteristically romanticist reaction to both rationalism and dogma-tic orthodoxy, especially to their common assumption of a duality of worlds--the natural and the supernatural, the here and the hereafter, the realm of humanity and the realm of God, etc.  How-ever, Romantics longed for reconciliation of the finite and infinite which came only out of ceaseless striving and struggle.  Reality for Romantic theologians and philosophers was not static but dynamic, always moving.  Just as the artist searches for the form capable of receiving the overwhelming richness of an experience, so the philosopher or theologian contemplates a reality which is the ceaseless process of man's spiritual evolution unfolding in history.  In other words the real is always in the making and never finally achieved.  The finite and the infinite always touch but are never quite made coterminous in our experience.

Individuality and Religion--Romantic also emphasized that it was in history that this process went on, the stream of events in which man belonged and that inexorably shaped him into what he was perpetually becoming.  This view came to its own around 1900 in what we now call historicism, in which the individual, event or object was always unique.  Everything stood in perspective with a background that could not be fully measured but was in a process of being newly-born, unique and incomparable.  Friedrich Schlegel called this the "abyss of individuality," in which all things were justified as and in so far as they exist.  Logically, if the individual was unique, then it was from him that the world had to be seen.  In a sense the ego was the measure of reality.  One outcome of this individuality was emotionalism.  It was through feeling or intuition, its power and penetration, that true knowledge was obtained.  It is the emotionally stimulated imagination, not reason, that has the real revelatory power, a principle stated with no greater clarity than by Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834) in his famous though unoriginal distinction between "Reason and Understanding."  It was on this basis that Coleridge defended Christianity.  Religion, he argued, was not science and ought not to be treated as such.  Rationalistic evidence-theology and apologetics, the almost forgotten world of natural theology with its cosmological and teleological proofs of God's existence, were worthless for Coleridge, for the real evidence of truth was in subjectivity (to borrow a phrase from Kierkegaard).

Subjectivity and Religious Truth--Accordingly, religious truth for the Romantics was not objective but subjective.  Religious truth exists in subjectivity, and the medium of revelation is the ego, with its individual needs, hopes and imaginings.  "We fabricate reality after our own devising," said Ugo Foscolo.  What therefore distinguishes the Romantic understanding of Christianity is the proposed subjectivity of all religious truth.  It was a revolution in theology as great as 1789 was in politics, and the beginning of the immanentizing of religious reality that has been (and still is) characteristic of nineteenth and twentieth-century religious thinking.  Modern theologians find the idea of two worlds, the dualism of traditional orthodoxy and rationalism, unacceptable.  Somehow or another eternal life has to be lived here and now, eternity must be a dimension of the present order of things, Jesus Christ must be the man in whom all men may see their own idealized reflection.  We are still tossed about by both 1789 and the Romantic turn of mind; we are still in the wash of both.

