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Believing In: 

On the Nature of Religious Belief
Richard Oxenberg

When Jesus asks for ‘belief’ in the Gospels he is almost always asking for ‘belief in’ him rather than ‘belief that’ such and such is the case. 

There is a substantial difference between ‘belief in’ and ‘belief that.’ If I were to say ‘I believe in the sky is blue,’ for instance, I would be accused of bad grammar. One might believe that the sky is blue but one does not believe in the sky is blue. On the other hand, if I say 'I believe in you' this is perfectly meaningful, but if I say 'I believe that you' I am talking nonsense.   

To believe in always means something on the order of: to place one’s confidence in, to rely upon, to trust.  

To ‘believe in’ Christ, then, is to place one’s confidence in Christ or, since Christ makes a point of saying that all that he does, says, and is comes from God, it is to place one’s confidence in God as revealed through Christ. 

Now, whenever one places one’s confidence in something or someone one does so with respect to something of concern to oneself. If I say ‘lend me five dollars and I’ll pay you back tomorrow.’ I am asking you to place your confidence in me with respect to your five dollars. And you might be far more inclined to trust me with five dollars than with five hundred or five thousand. In faith, there is always the object of faith (who the faith is placed in) and the subject of faith (what the faith concerns). In the case of religious faith, one is called to place one’s confidence in God with respect to what Tillich calls one’s ‘ultimate concern’; i.e., with respect to the attainment of one’s ultimate good.

Now it’s true that we sometimes use the phrase 'believe in' with respect to facts, as when a scientist says ‘I believe in this or that hypothesis.’ He means thereby that he has confidence that it is true. But, again, to have confidence that something is true (as opposed to merely believing that it is true) is to stake something upon it; perhaps, in the case of the scientist, his reputation. To 'believe in' is always to rely upon, and always involves a relationship between that which is relied upon (the object) and the one who relies (the subject). 

In order for faith to be viable, the object of faith must be adequate to the subject of faith; that is, whatever the faith is placed in must be such as to be able to truly provide for whatever the faith concerns. For instance, if I ask you to trust me for five dollars you might (I hope) feel that I am good for five dollars and be inclined to do so. On the other hand, if I asked you to trust me to win a gold medal in the next Olympics you might be more inclined to doubt, and for good reason. The subject of religious faith is one's eternal good; therefore, the object of religious faith can only be God; i.e., eternal being. Only that which is eternal in itself can provide for an eternal good. Thus, it is possible to derive something of the character of the object of faith from the imperatives implicit in the subject of faith. Insofar as one is concerned for one's eternal well-being one is directed to God. In some degree, the subject of faith dictates what the object of faith must be.  

If it is the case that human beings are fundamentally concerned with their eternal well-being, then it follows that to place faith in anything other than or less than God must, in some sense, entail being untrue to the thrust of one's concern. For instance, to place ultimate faith in one's ability to achieve worldly success is to place one's confidence in that which is, by its very nature, inadequate to one's fundamental concern. Such inadequacy, then, leads to inner despair and distortion. On some level one knows that one's effort is inadequate to one's concern but one is impelled to live in some denial of this. We begin to see, then, why the absence of faith is a form of spiritual unhealth; 'sin.'    

Insofar as religious faith is directed toward one's ultimate good, faith is also a kind of hope. Hope lives in the positive expectation of a coming fulfillment. Paul speaks of faith as 'the certainty of things hoped for.' Such 'certainty,' of course, is not a cognitive certainty, but a firm confidence. The 'things hoped for' refers to the subjective dimension of faith; i.e., one's eternal good, characterized positively as peace, love, joy. The justification for such faith is not cognitive or epistemic, but spiritual; that is, such faith is justified as an imperative of spiritual health.   

Of course, there is much more involved in placing one’s confidence in God as revealed through Christ than simply trusting that all will turn out well; it entails striving to live according to the teachings of Christ, which is to say, according to the ‘will of my Father.’ Christ makes it quite clear that the 'kingdom of heaven' is open, not to those who merely repeat 'Lord, Lord,' but to those who 'do the will of my Father.' The divine will for man finds its consummate expression in the command to love God with all your heart, mind and soul and to love your neighbor as yourself. Thus faith in God is also faithfulness to the teachings of God. 

So, to believe in God is to rely upon God for one's life direction and eternal well-being, is to place one’s life in the hands of God. To believe in God through Christ is to place one’s life in the hands of God as God is revealed through the teachings and life of Christ. 

But we must distinguish between the teachings and the life of Christ in this regard. Christ is revelatory of God, we might say, in two ways. He is revelatory of God because he teaches us about God and about how we are to live a God-ordained life (e.g., in the Sermon on the Mount), but he is also revelatory of God because his life itself (especially his death and resurrection) reveal something about the divine nature in its relation to the human being. Specifically, the death and resurrection of Christ reveal the severity of  the consequences of human sin and, at the same time, the depths of God’s graciousness in being able and willing to, so to speak, absorb these consequences in himself, and, thereby, overcome them. The death and resurrection of Christ, then, is God’s offer of forgiveness, of atonement, of healing, to man. Faith in the resurrection is man’s acceptance of this offer. Thus, through faith in the cross/resurrection the person of Christian faith places his/her confidence in the redemptive grace and power of God as revealed in the atoning act of Christ. 

Does this entail believing that the resurrection took place as a matter of historical fact? Actually, I think this very question diverts us from the matter at hand, for one is now called upon to consider the evidentiary grounds for believing this historical truth-claim – and whatever answer one arrives at will no longer be an answer of faith. To 'believe in' the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ is to accept that they express the mode of God's forgiveness; it is to accept the call for repentance implicit in the Cross, it is to rely upon the love of God implicit in God's redemptive suffering-with-us manifest in the Cross, and, finally, it is to place one's hope in the restorative power of God revealed in the resurrection. All of this can be done, and really must be done, quite independently of the question of whether or not these events took place as a matter of historical fact.  

And, in a sense, the insistence on the historicity of these events involves virtually an opposite inner movement from that of faith. The movement of faith is a letting-go with a concomitant invitation to God to take hold. One does not so much  'take hold' of God in faith as one lets go of oneself in the faith that God will then take hold of one. Thus, the confession of faith is, cognitively, far more like a deep confession of ignorance than it is like a confession of knowledge. This is seen in Jesus' statement 'ask and you shall receive.' Asking is always something of a confession of ignorance and, as such, involves a certain humility. This asking, which is also a humbling, is the human side of the faith equation. One then hopes to receive. And, of course, what one hopes to receive is not historical knowledge. It is the Spirit of forgiveness and atonement that heals one, and allows one more and more to live as oneself, in reliance upon God. This Spirit of forgiveness and atonement, its 'Way,' is, so to speak, articulated through the death and resurrection of Christ.

This distinction between the eternal power of restoration expressed in Christ's resurrection and the historical event itself may be seen in the Gospel of John. In John Jesus is recorded as saying "I am the resurrection and the life" (Jn. 11:25, my emphasis). Throughout the Gospel of John Christ's eternal, ontological, significance is emphasized. For John, the historical Jesus is to be understood as a manifestation of God's Eternal Word. He is the Word 'made flesh.' Likewise, the historical resurrection is a manifestation of what might be called the Eternal Resurrection; i.e., the eternal power of restoration and redemption that resides in God, and to which we are called to respond. Jesus says 'I am the resurrection...', rather than 'I will be resurrected...' to indicate this. The resurrection one must 'believe in' to have 'faith' is the Eternal Resurrection, which is not an event that took place 2000 years ago, but the eternal reality of God's restorative power indicated by that event; a reality present in this here and now, in every here and now. The Resurrection is now. To place oneself under this eternal reality, to conform oneself to its meaning, to trust in its power, is life-transformative -- to merely believe that some unusual event occurred 2000 years ago is, in itself, meaningless.         

Now, it may be that the more assured one is of the historicity of the events of the Bible the more one will be inclined to place one's confidence in God's eternal presence. But this is quite different from saying that one's inclination to place one's confidence in God gives one an assurance of the historicity of the events. Faith is not historical evidence. True, one might argue that one's sense of God's healing presence in one's life persuades one that the Bible is historically accurate; but such being persuaded, then, is a consequence of one's faith not its condition. If one is not thereby persuaded, if one, so to speak, leaves the historical question to God in an act of faith, this does not mean one does not have faith. On the contrary, such a confession of ignorance with a concomitant reliance upon God, is at the very core of the inner movement of faith. This is why when Socrates says 'I know that I do not know' he makes the first movement toward faith. It is not the last movement, of course, but it is the first. Socrates' confession of ignorance is more faith-like than many a Christian's loud insistence that such and such a metaphysical or historical fact is true. 

And there is grave danger to this confusion of 'believing in' with 'believing that.' To believe in the Cross is to believe in its meaning; is to accept its call to repentance, to trust in the love of God it reveals, to commit to the love of neighbor it prescribes, etc. These, it might be said, are the implications of the Cross which have an eternal and universal, not an historical and particularistic, significance. One is directed to understand and orient oneself toward these eternal values, and the life of faith involves a constant effort toward such orientation. To merely believe that the event took place and to suppose that such 'believing that' is a ticket to Heaven easily leads to a neglect of the true meaning of the Cross, and, thereby, the missing of faith's restorative power. Instead of seeking the spirit of the Bible one simply clings to the letter. And, of course, Paul tells us that the letter, without the spirit, 'killeth.' 

Further, in absolutizing the event rather than its meaning, one thereby cuts oneself off from all other religious traditions. To the extent that one believes in the event one sees in the event a revelation of meaning that may be visible in other events and religious traditions as well. The meaning is taken to be absolute, but the expression of this meaning may be taken to be relative. Thus other expressions of the same or similar meaning in other traditions may be recognized and respected as well. But if acknowledgment of the event as such is taken to be absolute then one is cut off from all other religious traditions; one is forced into an attitude of absolute rejection and even condemnation of other traditions. We have seen where this leads. Indeed, I sometimes think that the schisms in Christianity prevalent since the Reformation might be interpreted as God's 'confusing of tongues' in response to the arrogance of the monolithic Church, similar to the confusion of tongues that took place at the Tower of Babel. Perhaps the Reformation was God's way of saying that the Church has no sanction to act as a unified force until it achieves the proper humility and love.

Most significantly, to 'believe in' God, where one has a sense of the deep goodness of God and also the deep need of the soul to abide in God, may be regarded as something of a virtue, whereas to 'believe that' such and such an event took place is really value-neutral. Thus, in confusing 'belief in' with 'belief that' we distort the ethical significance of faith. The consequences of this are massive and disastrous; leading to the notion that those who question the historical and/or metaphysical claims of the Church are thereby morally culpable and deserving of punishment. Not only does this easily become a pretext for religious persecution, but it entails a catastrophic misconstrual of the essence of the ethical, and thus has vast implications for ethical life in general. Ethical wrong has to do with harming people. To place the locus of the ethical in anything other than this is to distort the ethical, which then allows people to behave unethically (i.e., to harm people) in the name of the ethical itself -- something we see all the time in (false) religion. If one wishes to understand how Jesus' teaching of love, mercy, and forgiveness can have become a pretext for so much violence and oppression over the centuries, one need look no further than here. By deflecting the call to believe in a God of love, into a demand to acknowledge this or that fact-claim, the essential relation of faith to love is lost. In misconstruing the meaning of faith, thus, we misconstrue the very meaning of good.  

Finally, one can strive to 'believe in,' and to the extent that the object of one's belief is a worthy one, such striving is good. But to strive to 'believe that' involves a kind of auto-suggestion that is incompatible with intellectual honesty. Faith and honesty should not be at odds with one another. The call to faith beckons one to a mode of life with strong ethical implications, not to what Kierkegaard calls 'the crucifixion of the understanding,' whose ethical implications are questionable at best. As a matter of simple fact, God has not given it to us to know the events of Jesus' life with historical certitude. The historical record is simply not conclusive. This itself may be taken as some indication that God wishes us to concentrate on the meaning rather than on the historicity of Christ. One is to stand naked before God, not clothed in a thousand presumptions. 

