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ABSTRACT

Following Russell Re Manning, I acknowledge the diversity and persistence of natural theology.  

Going further than Re Manning, however, I propose a 5-type taxonomy stretching from natural 

theology as natural religion to natural theology as theology of nature.  Having met this 

descriptive responsibility, I then turn in a second chapter to prescriptive possibility in dialogue 

with the Anglican theologian Howard E. Root (1926–2007).  An early advocate of natural 

theology and the arts, Root called in his 1962 essay, “Beginning All Over Again,” for awareness 

(i.e., of the arts) rather than formal argument.  Critiqued by E.L. Mascall and others, Root 

responded in his 1972 Bampton Lectures, “The Limits of Radicalism.”  Never published, I 

discovered these lectures in an uncatalogued box at Lambeth Palace Library, London.  Drawing 

upon these lectures, as well as other archival materials, I consider Root’s contribution to a natural 

theology of the arts.  That said, Root’s work requires further development, and so in an effort to 

recover Root I have supplemented his contribution with the more recent work of David Brown, 

his unacknowledged theological heir.  In an effort to recover Root more fully I turn in a third 

chapter to consider the philosopher William Desmond, the result of which is a metaxologically 

reformulated Root-Brown hybrid.  In a fourth and final chapter, I consider the American 

contemporary artist Jonathan Borofsky and several others in order to see how this theoretical 

frame might be applied in practice as a metaxological natural theology of the arts.
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Introduction – From Descriptive Responsibility to Prescriptive Possibility 

	
 Definition begets discussion, and this in more ways than one.  There is, first and most 

obviously, a sense in which definition is itself discussion, for in defining one must discuss.  In 

this sense, definition begets discussion as definition.  An oft-neglected discussion, definition in 

this sense is most certainly worthwhile, but there is a second, related sense in which definition 

begets discussion: discussion which is made possible by definition.  If the first is a necessity in 

seeking to define, the second is all possibility.  Not this, but that.  Or not that, but something else 

altogether.  It holds promise, for in defining one takes account of a wide range of possible 

meanings, and consideration of these various meanings might very well lead to possibilities 

unexplored or under-explored, neglected and forgotten.  Natural theology desperately needs 

discussing, and in both senses.

	
 In this thesis I will discuss natural theology in both senses, advancing two related 

arguments.  My first, less controversial argument is that we have a descriptive responsibility with 

reference to natural theology.  It needs discussion as definition.  This may seem fairly 

straightforward, but given Karl Barth’s suggestion that “‘natural theology’ does not exist as an 

entity capable of becoming a separate subject within … real theology–not even for the sake of 

being rejected,” 1 this first argument may very well be no less controversial than the second for in 

describing natural theology one “admit[s] it as a separate problem.” 2  Yet as George Pattison has 

pointed out, “there is a task of reading that must precede any simple endorsement or dismissal.  It 

is only on the basis of what will often be difficult interpretive work that we will know what we 

are doing when we say Yes or No … by which point a simple Yes or No may no longer be the 

1

1 Barth, “No!,” in Natural Theology, 75.  I will throughout this thesis use short form citations per The Chicago 
Manual of Style, 16th ed., §14.14, 660.  

2 Barth, “No!,” in Natural Theology, 75.



most interesting thing to say.” 3  Chapter 1 explores this descriptive responsibility, problematizing 

the Barthian response which ignores a wide variety of natural theology.  Following Russell Re 

Manning, I wish “to highlight the rich diversity of approaches to, and definitions of, natural 

theology.” 4  Going further than Re Manning, however, I advocate definition by taxonomy, 

proposing a 5-type taxonomy that stretches from natural theology as natural religion to natural 

theology as theology of nature.  This approach recognizes the rich diversity, but leads to 

definition, as well as evaluation, and so refuses celebration of the equivocal.

	
 The second related but perhaps more controversial argument I advance is that, in addition 

to the descriptive responsibility, there is prescriptive possibility.  If there is more than one type of 

natural theology, then critiques may not necessarily apply to all types, and to the extent that they 

do not, there is potential for further development.  This will, in the four chapters which follow, 

become increasingly clear, but suffice it here to say that natural theology is not dead and buried.  

In fact, as Re Manning suggests, “this standard story is a myth, and one that deserves nothing so 

much as a decent burial.” 5  Natural theology is alive and well.6  That said, there is a tendency in 

2

3 Pattison, God and Being, 7–8.  Pattison is there discussing Martin Heidegger, but the more general principle 
applies here.

4 Re Manning, “Introduction,” in The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 1.  See also the 
volumes in the series “Pickering Studies in the Philosophy of Religion” for which Re Manning is series editor. 

5 Re Manning, “Introduction,” in The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 2.

6 Ninian Smart famously quipped: “Natural theology is the Sick Man of Europe,” (Smart, “Revelation, Reason and 
Religions,” in Prospect for Metaphysics, ed. Ramsey, 80.) and though there was, and perhaps still is, some truth to 
this, natural theology is the subject of an ongoing and lively conversation.  It is from this perspective that I say that 
natural theology is alive and well, i.e. as a persistent discourse.  Katherine Calloway comes to a similar conclusion 
after her excellent consideration of natural theology in the seventeenth-century. (Calloway, Natural Theology in the 
Scientific Revolution, 149.)



the literature when describing this development to use words like “revival,” 7 “renewal,” 8 

“return,” 9 and “resurgence.” 10  But these words seem unhelpful for they imply that natural 

theology is a fixed concept which was at some point laid aside or lost, but which has now been 

retrieved.  I would rather speak as Re Manning does of natural theology’s “persistence.” 11  

Despite well-known philosophical and theological critiques, natural theology has proven itself to 

be a resilient discourse.  

	
 This resilience is due, in large part, to what Re Manning has called the “interdisciplinary 

character” of natural theology.12  By this he means “new varieties of natural theology emerging 

in a range of contexts––from historical and religious studies, constructive theology, philosophy 

of religion, science-and-religion research, cultural theories, and the arts.” 13  It is this last context 

in particular in which I am interested.  Recent efforts in this vein have explored the prescriptive 

possibility of a natural theology of the arts in conversation with Thomas Aquinas (as read by the 

3

7 Fulton, Nature and God, 16.  See also Mascall, The Openness of Being, 11.  Mascall speaks of “the sudden revival 
of interest in the ontological argument,” “the revival of interest in the writings of A.N. Whitehead,” as well as the 
more general “ontological revival,” and all on this one page. (Ibid., italics mine.)

8 Long, “Introduction,” in Prospects for Natural Theology, ed. Long, 11, 13, 18.

9 Cleobury, A Return to Natural Theology.

10 Craig and Moreland, “Introduction,” in The Blackwell Companion to Natural Theology, eds., Craig and Moreland, 
ix.

11 Re Manning, “Introduction,” in The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 3.  See also 
Wisnefske, Our Natural Knowledge of God, 4, 5, 7.

12 Re Manning, “Introduction,” in The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 1.  

13 Ibid.; cf. Desmond, Art, Origins, Otherness, 2–3.  



Transcendental Thomists),14  T.F. Torrance,15 and even Karl Barth,16 but as David Brown has 

observed: “New and powerful forms of natural theology have been developing throughout the 

twentieth century without either philosophers or theologians having given them the attention they 

deserve.” 17  The work of the Anglican theologian Howard E. Root is, I suggest, a prime example 

of one such form, and so, after proposing a 5-type taxonomy of natural theologies in Chapter 1, I 

then proceed in Chapter 2 to consider Root as a proponent of one of these five types: natural 

theology as natural religion. 

	
 Root was, more specifically, an early advocate of natural theology and the arts who 

concluded his 1962 essay, “Beginning All Over Again,” with a call for “sharpened awareness.” 18  

Putting little stock in the traditional arguments, he encouraged (natural) theologians to turn to the 

arts for nourishment as, in his words, “theologians cannot direct men’s minds to God until they 

are themselves steeped in God’s world and in the imaginative productions of his most sensitive 

4

14 See, for example, Viladesau, Theological Aesthetics, 103–140.  Viladesau pursues the prescriptive possibility in 
conversation with Karl Rahner and Bernard Lonergan.  Along these same lines, Rowan Williams engages the work 
of Jacques Maritain, and though he makes clear that he does not mean to “claim that the practice of art constitutes 
some kind of argument for God’s existence,” he nevertheless suggests that “it may well be that the practice of art 
assists us in making sense of what theologians, Christians in particular, claim to be the fundamental framework for 
‘reading’ the world.” (Williams, Grace and Necessity, 158.)  More interesting, perhaps, is Williams’s response to a 
question elicited by his first Gifford Lecture at the University of Edinburgh in 2013.  He suggested that “art is one of 
the most dramatic ways in which we are brought to that nagging, irresistible sense of there having to be another 
register into which we need to move if only we knew how to do it.  So, not that art is beyond language, I think, but 
that … it is one of the most conspicuous ways of getting to that frontier (Williams, “Lord Williams of Oystermouth 
– Representing Reality,” [1:10:48–1:11:14]).

15 See, for example, Monti, “‘Types and Symbols of Eternity’: How Art Points to Divinity”; Monti, A Natural 
Theology of the Arts; McGrath, The Open Secret.

16 Gorringe, Earthly Visions.

17 Brown, God and Enchantment of Place, 151.  As one example, Brown there speaks of “a new form of natural 
theology, where claims about the spiritual nature of the world could be made through form and colour.” (Ibid.)

18 Root, “Beginning All Over Again,” in Soundings, ed. Vidler, 19.



and articulate creatures.” 19  Curious and wanting to learn more, I began to look for some later 

essay that might unpack Root’s 1962 essay, but Root apparently preferred to keep things fluid 

and so published infrequently.20  As a result, I turned to unpublished material, spending 

significant time in the Lambeth Palace Library archives where, in addition to Root’s catalogued 

essays, sermons, and personal correspondence, I discovered his unpublished 1972 Bampton 

Lectures, “The Limits of Radicalism,” in a box of uncatalogued material.  Since then, I have 

consulted a number of additional archives including those of the Root family.  My consideration 

of Root thus breaks new ground, and is significant not only for the prescriptive possibility of a 

natural theology of the arts, but also Anglican studies more generally.  That said, my 

consideration of Root will be limited to his contribution to a natural theology of the arts.  In any 

case, Root’s insights require further development, and so, in an effort to recover Root, I have 

supplemented his contribution with that of his unacknowledged theological heir: David Brown.  

Chapter 2 thus moves from Root’s published essays to his unpublished archives to Brown.  

Taken together, Root and Brown offer a compelling account of natural theology as natural 

religion (i.e., transformed natural religion).

	
 Despite its prescriptive possibility, this Root-Brown hybrid lacks sufficient philosophical 

articulation, and so in an effort to recover Root more fully (i.e., through and beyond Brown), I 

turn in Chapter 3 to continental philosophy.  This may seem strange given the more analytic 

approach of Chapter 1, but as both Root and Brown have engaged what many would consider 

more continental concerns, it seems fitting to pursue recovery along these lines.  I begin with Re 

5

19 Ibid., 18.

20 Something like this was suggested by Root’s son, Antony Howard Root, in a phone conversation with the author, 
3 May 2014.  I have subsequently discovered a number of additional essays, but these have mostly to do with 
ecumenism and ethics.



Manning’s contribution to The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, “A Perspective on Natural 

Theology from Continental Philosophy,” 21 but, for reasons which will become clear, shift to an 

alternative perspective from continental philosophy, one informed by the Irish-Catholic 

philosopher William Desmond.  Desmond has articulated a metaxological metaphysics, i.e. “a 

logos of the metaxu, a discourse concerning the middle, of the middle, and in the middle.” 22  I 

will describe this more fully in Chapter 3, but suffice it here to say that Desmond’s metaxological 

sense of being is distinct from Hegel’s dialectic insofar as it is an open rather than a closed 

dialectic (i.e., intermediating rather than self-mediating),23  and also distinct from Martin 

Heidegger insofar as being is, for Desmond, overdetermined.24  Drawing upon both distinctions, 

Desmond is seeking to highlight the “hyperbolic sense of transcendence,” i.e. “Transcendence 

itself.” 25  In so doing, he provides what I take to be more adequate philosophical articulation, i.e. 

a metaxological reformulation of the Root-Brown hybrid. 

	
 With this metaxologically reformulated Root-Brown hybrid in mind, I then turn in 

Chapter 4 to consider how such a theoretical frame might be applied in practice by considering 

the work of the American contemporary artist Jonathan Borofsky whose sculpture Walking to the 

6

21 Re Manning, “A Perspective on Natural Theology from Continental Philosophy,” in The Oxford Handbook of 
Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning.

22 Desmond, Desire, Dialectic, and Otherness, 9.

23 Desmond, Philosophy and Its Others, 5.

24 Desmond explains: “The development of a metaxological metaphysics in my own work can be seen as a 
systematic and transsystematic response to this recurrent slippage into loss of mindfulness of being.  If I am not 
mistaken, we are witnessing today, so to say, a second forgetfulness of being, forgetfulness redoubled, and 
sometimes in many of those who are Heidegger’s admirers.” (Desmond, The Intimate Strangeness of Being, xx.)  
Desmond thus speaks of himself “as trying to retrieve the question of being from the Heideggerian 
monopoly.” (Ibid., 114.)  Along these same lines he speaks of himself as seeking “to retrieve the question of being 
good from a current Levinasian monopoly on ethics.” (Ibid., 115.)

25 Desmond, God and the Between, 22.



Sky (hereafter WS) is an excellent example of a profane work that draws upon sacred themes, i.e. 

what the Romanian historian of religion Mircea Eliade would have called “‘classic’ religious 

conceptions.” 26  Artists are, according to Eliade (who was writing in 1964), “no longer interested 

in traditional religious imagery and symbolism.” 27  But he continued: “This is not to say that the 

‘sacred’ has completely disappeared in modern art.  But it has become unrecognizable; it is 

camouflaged in forms, purposes and meanings which are apparently ‘profane.’  The sacred is not 

obvious, as it was for example in the art of the Middle Ages.  One does not recognize it 

immediately and easily, because it is no longer expressed in conventional religious language.” 28  

While Eliade was speaking of modern art (e.g., Brancusi),29 the same might now be said of 

contemporary art, and Borofsky in particular.30  

	
 In pursuing this line of enquiry I am seeking to move from description to prescription, 

and more specifically to recover Root through and beyond Brown, in dialogue with Desmond, 

7

26 Eliade, “The Sacred and the Modern Artist,” in Symbolism, the Sacred, and the Arts, ed. Apostolos-Cappadona, 
82; cf. Dillenberger, Secular Art with Sacred Themes, 117–129.

27 Eliade, “The Sacred and the Modern Artist,” in Symbolism, the Sacred, and the Arts, ed. Apostolos-Cappadona, 
82.

28 Ibid.

29 For a more particular treatment of this theme, see Eliade, “Brancusi and Mythology, in Symbolism, the Sacred, 
and the Arts, ed. Apostolos-Cappadona, 93–101.  See also Brown, “The Incarnation in Twentieth-Century Art,” in 
The Incarnation, eds. Davis, Kendall, and O’Collins, 357.  For a more recent treatment along these same lines, but 
which focuses upon Francis Bacon rather than Brancusi, see Arya, Francis Bacon, 9–15, 143–151 in particular.  
Brown has also written on Bacon along these lines.  For his discussion of the artist, see the just mentioned essay on 
the Incarnation, 350–354, as well as Brown, “The Glory of God Revealed in Art and Music,” in Celebrating 
Creation, ed. Chapman, 49–50.

30 In focusing upon one work I am – with one important exception (i.e., sculpture rather than painting) – following 
Pattison’s advice.  He suggests: “Rather than constructing a theology of art, we would do better to spend one hour 
with a single, simple painting attuning ourselves to how and why it does with us what it does.” (Pattison, 
Crucifixions and Resurrections of the Image, 7.)



and with reference to Borofsky.31  All this being said, I now turn to consider the descriptive 

responsibility.

8

31 In turning to contemporary art I am seeking to draw attention to an oft neglected resource, what art historian Terry 
Smith has referred to as “professing the contemporary.” (Smith, What is Contemporary Art?, xi; cf. Re Manning, 
“Introduction,” in The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 4.)



1. Understanding Natural Theology: The Descriptive Responsibility 

	
 In this chapter I will argue that natural theology’s viability depends upon the answer to a 

more fundamental question: what is natural theology?1  Until this more fundamental question is 

answered, a response, whether Yes or No, seems foolhardy.  Yes or No to what?  Like Euthyphro, 

it seems as though we do not know how to say what we mean.  Recall his lament: "For whatever 

statement we advance, somehow or other it moves about and won't stay where we put it."2  

Euthyphro was, of course, speaking of holiness, but the same might be said of natural theology.  

It is constantly moving about; slippery, and thus difficult to grasp.  Along these lines, David 

Fergusson has observed: “Disputes about the validity of natural theology often suffer from 

equivocal accounts of the meaning of key terms.” 3  

	
 As further evidence of Fergusson’s point, consider Karl Barth and James Barr.  For Barth, 

whose “No!” is the stuff of theological legend, natural theology was “an abyss into which it is 

inadvisable to step if one does not want to fall.” 4  For Barth natural theology was no theology at 

9

1 For a basic definition, see the Oxford English Dictionary which defines natural theology as follows: “Theology 
based upon reasoning from observable facts rather than from revelation.”  Also worth mentioning is Raymond of 
Sebonde (aka Sabunde) for, as Alexander W. Hall has noted, “it appears that it was not until the publication of 
Raymond de Sabunde’s posthumously titled Natural Theology in 1485 that the expression comes to denote the 
branch of Christian theology whose deliverations concerning the essence and existence of God and other related 
matters forego premises drawn from Scripture.” (Hall, “Natural Theology in the Middle Ages, in The Oxford 
Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 57.  See also Ibid., 68–70.)  For additional discussion of Sebonde’s 
contribution, see Webb, Studies in the History of Natural Theology, 292–312; Woolford, “Natural theology and 
natural philosophy in the late Renaissance,” 150–162. 

2 Plato, Euthyphro, 11B, 41.

3 Fergusson, “Types of Natural Theology,” in The Evolution of Rationality, ed. Schults, 380.  See also Fergusson, 
“Natural Theology After Darwin,” in Darwinism and Natural Theology, ed. Robinson; cf. Coakley, “Response: 
Natural Theology and the Flat-plane Fallacy,” in Darwinism and Natural Theology, ed. Robinson; Fergusson, 
Creation, 63–78.

4 Barth, “No!,” in Natural Theology, 75.  He offers a more explicit definition on the preceding page, explaining: “By 
‘natural theology’ I mean every (positive or negative) formulation of a system which claims to be theological, i.e. to 
interpret divine revelation, whose subject, however, differs fundamentally from the revelation in Jesus Christ and 
whose method therefore differs equally from the exposition of Holy Scripture.” (Ibid., 74–75.)  See also Holder, 
Natural Theology and the Legacy of Karl Barth, 15–53.



all.  It was an abyss, and a serpent that must not be named.  For to name it would be to grant it a 

measure of autonomy.  Barr explains that Barth’s “central conviction in the whole matter was 

that no such subject as natural theology existed at all.  When he did use the words ‘natural 

theology’ he put them in quotation marks, as if to indicate that this was a beast like the unicorn: 

the word existed, but no such thing existed.” 5  Against this, however, Barr argues that 

“revelational theology is not a totally autonomous system either.  Within the Bible it is mixed up 

with elements of natural theology.  Once again, therefore, we come up against the question 

whether the distinction between the two is really of ultimate importance at all.” 6  Barth and Barr, 

I suggest, might be taken as two ends on a spectrum, the former refusing to grant natural 

theology autonomy, and the latter refusing to grant revelational theology the same.7  Put 

differently, according to Barth there is no such thing as natural theology, and according to Barr, 

“the Bible is full of natural theology,” 8 what Barr calls ‘biblical’ natural theology,9  and Barth was 

himself dependent on natural theology.10  Fergusson’s observation is thus substantiated.  These 

sorts of disputes have indeed suffered as the result of equivocal accounts.  There is for this very 

reason, I argue, a need for greater specificity; a simple gloss will not do.  One faces what might 

10

5 Barr, Biblical Faith and Natural Theology, 7.  See also Barr, Bible and Interpretation, I:411–480.

6 Barr, Biblical Faith and Natural Theology, 137.

7 Nels F.S. Ferré has suggested a similar pair of opposing views in “Natural Theology and the Christian Faith.”  That 
said, he rejected these extremes in favor of “an understanding of natural theology that … accepts the distinctive 
truths of both positions while doing fuller justice not only to faith and reason, but especially to the nature of the full 
Gospel.” (Ibid., 370.)  More specifically, Ferré suggested “that we rethink natural theology within the context of 
incarnational theology.” (Ibid., 371.)  This model, however, ends up sounding more Barthian than Tillichian.

8 Barr, Biblical Faith and Natural Theology, 136.

9 Ibid., 138.

10 Ibid., 128ff.  A similar comparison could be made with natural religion more generally, and this with reference to 
accusations of idolatry.  See Byrne, Natural Religion and the Nature of Religion, 88.



be called a descriptive responsibility, and this applies to advocate and critic alike.  What follows 

is thus primarily descriptive and analytic, calling for specificity in the interest of clarity.11

	
 When faced with the rich diversity of approaches and definitions, what Fergusson refers 

to as “the elasticity of the concept of natural theology,” 12 I argue that one might respond in one of 

five ways: ignore the diversity, embrace the diversity, replace the designation, replace the 

definition, or define by taxonomy.  Each of these responses in some sense describes, and so each 

might be deemed responsible.  Some responses, however, are more responsible than others, and, 

as I will argue, the fifth and final (i.e., defining by taxonomy) is to my mind more responsible 

than the rest.  Having chosen to define by taxonomy, I will then consider several previously 

proposed taxonomies, each one having an explicit organizing principle (e.g., old/new, 

oppositions or distinctions, function).  Rather than adopting one of these, or some other 

organizing principle such as nature, I argue for a more comprehensive approach, one conscious 

of nine key considerations.  Taken together, these serve as a sort of organizing principle for a 5-

type taxonomy which, even if not exhaustive, is in any case more so than those others 

considered.  My argument, then is not only for greater specificity, but also a more comprehensive 

approach.  All this being said, I turn now to the five potential responses.

11

11 One need not be an analytic philosopher to express concern for clarity.  As John Macquarrie has noted: “In 
intending that its language shall be the clearest and most coherent possible, theology shares the character of all 
intellectual enterprises, for they all aim at intelligibility and consistency.  It may be that somewhere along the line, 
theology will come up against something that eludes or surpasses comprehension, but it can never relinquish its aim 
of attaining the highest possible degree of intelligibility.” (Macquarrie, Principles of Christian Theology, rev. ed., 3.)

12 Fergusson, “Types of Natural Theology,” in The Evolution of Rationality, 389n19.  See also Jones, “The Concept 
of Natural Theology in the Gifford Lectures.”  Sounding a bit like Fergusson, Ned Wisnefske has referred to natural 
theology’s “fluid state.” (Wisnefske, Our Natural Knowledge of God, 2.)



1.1. What is Natural Theology?: Five Potential Responses

	
 William Lane Craig and J.P. Moreland are representative of the first response (i.e., ignore 

the diversity), and their approach, characteristically analytic.  They note: “The renaissance of 

Christian philosophy over the last half century has served to reinvigorate natural theology, that 

branch of theology that seeks to provide warrant for belief in God’s existence apart from the 

resources of authoritative, propositional revelation.” 13  The renaissance of Christian philosophy 

to which they refer is, though not mentioned there, one most often connected to Alvin Plantinga; 

more specifically, his essay “Advice to Christian Philosophers.” 14  But surely there is more to 

natural theology than the natural theology of analytic philosophy,15  and one need look no further 

than Re Manning’s The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology to confirm this suspicion for 

“Perspectives on Natural Theology from Analytic Philosophy” is but one of thirty-eight 

chapters,16 a chapter followed by “A Perspective on Natural Theology from Continental 

Philosophy.” 17

	
 Re Manning, then, provides a second response: embrace the diversity.  Responding to this 

chapter’s central question (i.e., what is natural theology?) he admits:

12

13 Craig and Moreland, “Introduction,” in The Blackwell Companion to Natural Theology, eds. Craig and Moreland, 
ix. 

14 “Advice to Christian Philosophers,” in The Analytic Theist, ed. Sennett, 296–315; cf. Baker, ed., Alvin Plantinga.

15 As David Brown has noted: “Philosophy of religion, particularly in its analytic form, is currently flourishing, and I 
would not wish to decry its concerns.  But from my perspective its present conventions and practice are symptomatic 
of a malaise that affects theology in general, and that is the assumption of very limited horizons as its domain which 
are in fact the product merely of the Western world’s more recent history.” (Brown, God and Enchantment of Place, 
9.).  

16 Parsons, “Perspectives on Natural Theology from Analytic Philosophy,” in The Oxford Handbook of Natural 
Theology, ed. Re Manning, 247–261.

17 Re Manning, “A Perspective on Natural Theology from Continental Philosophy,” in The Oxford Handbook of 
Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 262–275.  



There is no easy answer to this question; indeed it is one of the primary aims of this 
Handbook to highlight the rich diversity of approaches to, and definitions of, natural 
theology…. Throughout this Handbook individual contributors give their own definitions 
of natural theology and there has been no editorial attempt to impose consistency; rather 
the various approaches adopted by the contributors reflect the plurality of contexts within 
which the study of natural theology must be situated.  The result, hopefully, is that the 
complexity of natural theology is allowed to emerge, in contrast to the dominant tendency 
within existing accounts of natural theology towards universal ‘one size fits all’ 
definitions and the temptation to restrict it to one context or another.18

This second approach is certainly superior to the first (which is univocal) for it acknowledges the 

reality of a plurality of definitions.  Nevertheless, Re Manning’s equivocal approach leaves one 

asking: what is natural theology?19  For some, the plurality of designations cannot be ignored 

with Craig and Moreland, nor embraced with Re Manning.  Representative of this third response, 

Jeremy S. Begbie wants to replace the designation,20  but, having done so, he too ignores the 

diversity. 

	
 A fourth response maintains the designation, but replaces the definition of that 

designation, and having done so, like Begbie’s just discussed response, reverts to the first 

approach.  Alister E. McGrath is typical in this regard.21  The strengths of this approach are that it 

13

18 Re Manning, “Introduction,” in The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 1.  See also Long, 
“Introduction,” in  Prospects for Natural Theology, ed. Long, 22.

19 See Brewer, review of The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Russell Re Manning.

20 Begbie, “Natural Theology and Music,” in The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 573–574; 
cf. Jüngel, Christ, Justice and Peace, 26–27.  Begbie reiterates the point in Music, Modernity, and God, 94.  For 
another example along these lines, see Edwards, Creation’s Beauty as Revelation, 3ff.  See also Ormerod, A Public 
God, 25.  He there opts for “natural theology in the Christian tradition.” (Ibid.)

21 See McGrath, The Open Secret, 3.  While McGrath there speaks of “beginning all over again” he nowhere 
mentions Root.  It should be noted that McGrath does, in addition to replacing the definition, replace the 
designation.  He notes: “In our sense, a viable ‘natural theology’ is actually a ‘natural Christian theology,’ in that it is 
shaped and made possible by the normative ideas of the Christian faith.  A properly Christian natural theology points 
to the God of the Christian faith, not some generalized notion of divinity detached from the life and witness of the 
church.” (Ibid., 4.)  That said, there is bound to be some overlap between the responses.  What is important to note is 
that McGrath redefines ‘natural theology.’  That he then goes on to change the designation is a related, but separate, 
matter.



acknowledges the plurality of definitions and maintains the designation.  As such, it is superior to 

the first and third approaches, but, as previously mentioned, there is the danger of reverting to the 

first approach once a “satisfactory” definition has been set forth, and this definition will no doubt 

be subject to the same criticisms which McGrath levels at previous definitions.

	
 We turn, then, to the fifth and final response, and consider the taxonomies of John 

Macquarrie, Peter Byrne, David Fergusson, and Michael Sudduth.22  Macquarrie offers the most 

basic sort of taxonomy with a distinction between old and new styles of natural theology.23  He 

describes the former as “deductive,” and the latter, which he prefers to call “philosophical 

theology,” as “descriptive.” 24   I will return to Macquarrie, but here suffice it to say that in 

distinction to “old style natural theology,” Macquarrie’s “new style philosophical theology” is 

more fundamental in being concerned with religious conviction, descriptive rather than the 

14

22 Byrne, Natural Religion and the Nature of Religion, 1; Fergusson, “Types of Natural Theology,” 384–389; 
Michael Sudduth, The Reformed Objection to Natural Theology, 4–5, 52–53.  In addition to these I mention also 
Nicholas Wolterstorff’s “three projects of natural theology in Aquinas” (i.e., metaphysics, apologetic-polemic and 
transmutation) (Wolterstorff, “The Migration of the Theistic Arguments: From Natural Theology to Evidentialist 
Apologetics,” in Rationality, Religious Belief, and Moral Commitment, eds. Audi and Wainwright, 78.), Donald 
Bloesch’s “three forms” (i.e., negation, affirmation, and causality) (Bloesch, A Theology of Word and Spirit, 144.), 
Barr’s overview of “several distinct streams” (Barr, Biblical Faith and Natural Theology, 18), C. Stephen Evans’s 
two senses of natural theology (Evans, Natural Signs and Knowledge of God, 4–5), Re Manning’s two-type (i.e., 
Platonic/Aristotelian) taxonomy (Re Manning, “Natural Theology Reconsidered,” 8.), Re Manning’s seven varieties 
of natural theology in continental philosophy (Re Manning, “A Perspective on Natural Theology from Continental 
Philosophy,” in The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 262–275.), Frank Burch Brown’s four 
different approaches to natural theology (Frank Burch Brown, “Aesthetics and the Arts in Relation to Natural 
Theology,” in The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 525–537.), Begbie’s “four very broad 
senses of ‘natural’ as commonly found when the expression ‘natural theology’ is employed in theological discourse 
today” (Begbie, “Natural Theology and Music,” in The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 
571–572; cf. Begbie, Music, Modernity, and God, 74, 91–94.), as well as the taxonomy implicit in Re Manning’s 
Handbook, and this whether we take each of his five, post-Introduction parts, or each of the thirty-eight chapters, as 
various types of natural theology (Re Manning, ed., The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology).  That said, these 
taxonomies are less explicit, and certainly less comprehensive than the four which I have selected for special 
consideration.

23 For a helpful exposition of Macquarrie’s theology, see Morley, John Macquarrie’s Natural Theology, 97–120 in 
particular.  See also Forsyth, Freud, Jung, and Christianity, 3–20.  For a more recent attempt at new-style natural 
theology, see Bennett-Hunter, Ineffability and Religious Experience, 4 in particular.

24 Macquarrie, Principles of Christian Theology, 39.  



deductive, and existential rather than rational.25  That said, Macquarrie’s taxonomy might be 

described as diachronic insofar as it takes time as its organizing principle; that is to say, it is 

chronologically oriented.  

	
 While I agree with Macquarrie that it is clear that a shift has taken place, and affirm many 

of his emphases, general divisions between “old” and “new” are easily misunderstood and thus 

unhelpful.  The reality is far more complex.  There is, first of all, no single or univocal meaning 

(i.e., “old style natural theology”) to which some new style (e.g., “philosophical theology”) 

might be opposed.  Besides evincing an implicit chronological snobbery,26 this sort of general 

division neglects what has been a rich and developing tradition.  We might here appropriate 

David Brown, and observe that “each stage of the transmission of the tradition, including those 

aspects that were jettisoned, has the potential to act as a critique on our own present concerns and 

obsessions.” 27  If we “acknowledge the conditioned character of all thought,” 28 then we cannot 

accept overly simplistic divisions between “old” and “new.”  The reality is, again, far more 

complex.  Better, then, to acknowledge the more complex reality of a developing tradition rather 

than accept a general, chronological description.  

	
 More helpful, it seems, is something like the approach of Byrne, Fergusson or Sudduth.  

Byrne takes opposition (or distinction) as an organizing principle, while Ferguesson and Sudduth 

15

25 I am here paraphrasing Macquarrie’s summary. (Ibid., 57.)  See also Barrett, “Natural Theology,” in Encyclopedia 
of Sciences and Religions, eds. Runehov and Orviedo, 1416–1425.  

26 C.S. Lewis describes this as “the uncritical acceptance of the intellectual climate common to our own age and the 
assumption that whatever has gone out of date is on that account discredited.” (Lewis, Surprised by Joy, 207.)  He 
continues: “You must find out why it went out of date.  Was it ever refuted (and if so by whom, where, and how 
conclusively) or did it merely die away as fashions do?  If the latter, this tells us nothing about its truth or falsehood.  
From seeing this, one passes to the realization that our own age is also ‘a period,’ and certainly has, like all periods, 
its own characteristic illusions.” (Ibid., 207–208.)

27 Brown, Tradition and Imagination, 51.

28 Ibid., 56.



prefer to speak of function.  In taking opposition as his organizing principle, Byrne follows 

Clement C.J. Webb who in 1915 argued: “In considering therefore what any particular writer 

means by Natural Theology we shall have to observe carefully, so far as is possible, what he 

would contrast with it.” 29  Fergusson, on the other hand, identifies five types in terms of 

function.30  These functions are as follows: foundational (or type 1, à la John Locke), deistic (or 

type 2, à la Matthew Tindal), one “that reflects the divinely bestowed powers of reason” 31 (or 

type 3, à la Thomas Aquinas), apologetic (or type 4) and the closely related “vocation of attesting 

that Christian faith can coexist with the best insights from other fields of knowledge” 32 (or type 

5, à la Edward Farley).  It should be noted that in addition to these five types Fergusson mentions 

two more, a “variant” of type 3, “which we might call 3b,” the “praeparatio evangelii,” 33 and a 

more or less Barthian approach, “witness.” 34  Along these same lines (i.e., function), Sudduth 

differentiates between natural theology A (i.e., natural knowledge of God) and natural theology B 

(i.e., rational proofs or arguments for the existence and nature of God) before identifying three 

uses and three functions (i.e., dogmatic, pre-dogmatic, and apologetic) of natural theology B.  All 

this being said, these taxonomies recall the parable of the blind men and the elephant, each man 

16

29 Webb, Studies in the History of Natural Theology, 9; cf. Fulton, Nature and God, 16ff.  

30 Fergusson, “Types of Natural Theology,” 384.  See also Barr, Biblical Faith and Natural Theology, 4–5.  Barr 
refers to “an apologetic function” as well as “a critical function.” (Ibid., 4.)

31 Fergusson, “Types of Natural Theology,” 388.

32 Ibid.

33 Ibid., 387.

34 Ibid., 393.  Fergusson explains: “This is not a natural theology according to any of the types outlined above, but it 
does come within hailing distance of type 5 and its strategy of coordination.  The difference for Barth is that this 
activity is a form of witness to the divine Word rather than an attempt to provide confirmation of it.  Yet the 
distinction between witness and the task of confirmation may be a fuzzy one.  One’s witness to the Word of God 
may under some conditions include an attempt to show that it is capable of coexisting with other forms of 
knowledge, or at least that it is not defeated by counter-claims.” (Ibid.)



saying something true, but failing to recognize the more complex reality.35  One must indeed take 

account of old and new (Macquarrie), oppositions or distinctions (Byrne), and function (Sudduth 

and Fergusson), but these are only three of what I take to be, at the very least, nine key 

considerations which like the frequency-specific knobs on an equalizer might be adjusted or 

nuanced for a different result.  These results might then be defined by taxonomy with different 

results being identified as different types.  The types, then, are versions of the whole (i.e., the 

elephant) resulting from consideration of the parts.  That said, I am attempting a more 

comprehensive taxonomy than Macquarrie, Byrne, Sudduth, or Fergusson, i.e. one mindful of 

not one, but nine key considerations.

1.2. What is Natural Theology?: Nine Key Considerations

	
 Plato’s Socrates (hereafter Socrates) argued: “A man must know the truth about all the 

particular things of which he speaks or writes, and must be able to define everything 

separately.” 36  With that in mind I turn to discuss what I take to be nine key considerations 

having to do with one’s descriptive responsibility.  The first three considerations are related, the 

first two being implied by the third.  In an effort to get at these three considerations, I begin with 

Marcus Terentius Varro’s (116–27 BCE) Antiquitates rerum humanarum et divinarum, no longer 

17

35 This parable occurs in numerous traditions, but for what is perhaps the most well-known version in English, see 
John Godfrey Saxe’s poem, “The Blind Men and the Elephant.”  The poem ends with this “Moral”: “So, oft in 
theologic wars / The disputants, I ween [i.e., think or suppose], / Rail on in utter ignorance / Of what each other 
mean, / And prate about an Elephant / Not one of them has seen! (Saxe, “The Blind Men and the Elephant,” in The 
Poems of John Godfrey Saxe, 259–261.)

36 Plato, Phaedrus, 277B, 571.  Socrates continued, noting that “when he has defined them, he must know how to 
divide them by classes until further division is impossible.” (Ibid.)  As noted above, further division may be 
possible, and so I make no final claim with regard to the number of types, etc.  My argument is, rather, that one need 
be more specific when speaking of natural theology.



extant, but preserved for us in part in Saint Augustine’s De Civitate Dei.37  According to Varro, 

there are three types of theology: mythical, physical (i.e., natural), and civic.  With reference to 

Varro, William Fulton has observed that “when we consider natural theology in its past 

relationships we find that the contrast involved in the phrase is virtually the contrast between the 

natural, or the scientific, or the rational, and the historical.” 38  Put simply, according to Fulton, 

natural theology is best defined when contrasted with “an historical form of theology,” a 

designation which Fulton prefers to a “distinction and division between the natural and the 

revealed.” 39  Here, Fulton is following Webb who observed: “Normally the stories of the 

‘mythical’ and the rites of the ‘civil’ theology would have gone more closely together; the two 

combined would have corresponded to the Revealed Theology of later times.  Putting together, 

then, these two features of the contrast between the two antitheses, we see that the characteristic 

difference between the older view (which has been revived in more modern times) and the newer 

was a difference in the way of regarding history in relation to religion.” 40  Both Webb and 

Fulton, then, contrast natural with historical theology.41  More recently, Re Manning has 

“suggest[ed] that a fourth type may usefully be added to this tripartite scheme of mythic, natural 

and civil theology;” namely, faithful theology.  By this, Re Manning means “to indicate what 

18

37 Augustine, The City of God, vi. 3.

38 Fulton, Nature and God, 17.

39 Ibid.

40 Webb, Studies in the History of Natural Theology, 19.

41 It should be noted that Webb later nuances his position, noting: “although we may recognize a distinction between 
theological statements which are unintelligible except in reference to the history of a particular community, and 
others which appeal to the common reason and judgment of mankind, and may regard the latter as constituting 
Natural Theology, no fixed principle can be alleged which divides the two divisions of theology––we will call them 
Natural and Historical––in such a way as to enable one to parcel out theology into certain doctrines which must of 
their own nature lie on one side, and others which must of their own nature lie on the other side of the dividing 
line.” (Webb, Studies in the History of Natural Theology, 45.  See also Ibid., 50.)



might be called the theology of the believers.” 42  Now, whether there are two (à la Webb), three 

(à la Varro) or four (à la Re Manning) types of theology is not here my concern; rather, that 

natural theology has traditionally been defined by that with which it is contrasted.  Byrne’s 

organizing principle (i.e., oppositions or distinctions) is consistent with a long tradition of 

defining natural theology in terms of opposition.  

	
 Two considerations, however, seem to me prior to the consideration of that to which 

natural theology is opposed; namely, one’s understanding of nature, and one’s understanding of 

theology.43  Regarding the first consideration (i.e., nature), Webb has noted: “The history of 

philosophical terminology is full of the monuments of the intractability of words.  And no word 

has been more intractable than the word Nature with its derivatives.” 44  After a brief survey of 

usage, Webb continued: “The ambiguities which thus beset the word Nature and its derivatives 

have introduced no little confusion into the use of the expression Natural Religion.  It has never, 

I suppose, meant just the religion that actually exists; but its meaning has varied with all the 

19

42 Re Manning, “Natural Theology Reconsidered,” 6; cf. Russell Re Manning, “A Perspective on Natural Theology 
from Continental Philosophy,” in The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 262–275.  In the 
latter, Re Manning contrasts natural with pistic theology (i.e., he advocates two, rather than four, types of theology).

43 Regarding the latter, see Webb, Studies in the History of Natural Theology, 16, cf. 17–18; Caird, The Evolution of 
Theology in the Greek Philosophers, vol. 1, 29–30, 31–32; cf. Jaeger, The Theology of the Early Greek 
Philosophers, 4.  Werner Jaeger has argued: “In later Greek philosophy, which is more systematically worked out, 
theology is so clearly distinguished from the other branches of thought that it is easy to give it separate treatment.  
But in the oldest Greek thought there is no such differentiation…. we must always take their philosophy as a whole, 
as an indivisible organism, never considering the theological components apart from the physical or 
ontological.” (Jaeger, The Theology of the Early Greek Philosophers, 7.)

44 Webb, Studies in the History of Natural Theology, 6–7.  The literature addressing these other meanings is vast.  
See, for example, Mill, “Nature,” in Three Essays on Religion, 3–65; Gilson, The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy, 
364–382; Collingwood, The Idea of Nature; Lewis, Studies in Words, 24–74; Bauckham, “First Steps to a Theology 
of Nature;” Schmitz, “Theological Clearances: Foreground to a Rational Recovery of God,” in Prospects for Natural 
Theology, ed. Long, 46–48; Bartlett, The Natural and the Supernatural in the Middle Ages; Graham, “Nature,” in 
The Oxford Handbook of Theology and Modern European Thought, eds. Adams, Pattison, and Ward, 399–417; 
Begbie, Music, Modernity, and God, 74, 91–94. 



other meanings of ‘nature’.” 45  What one means by “natural theology,” in other words, begins 

with what one means by “nature.”  Begbie has more recently made this point, and might serve as 

an example of how these three considerations control one’s definition of natural theology.46

	
 Beginning with the New Testament, Begbie proceeds along Barthian lines.  Nature is, as a 

result, theologically – that is to say Christologically – controlled, and natural theology described 

and affirmed as “one responsibility of a theology of creation.” 47  Begbie is thus able to advocate 

a natural theology of sorts, but it is one much closer to Barth than Barr.  It is natural, Begbie 

says, in Eberhard Jüngel’s sense of being “a ‘more natural theology’.” 48  By this Begbie means to 

shape and condition (i.e., control) “natural” theologically.  Thus construed, natural theology is, 

like all theology, Christology, and as such, assumes a particular doctrine of revelation.  What one 

means by “natural theology” depends in many cases upon what one means by “revelation.” 49

	
 Take Craig and Moreland for example.  They define natural theology as “that branch of 

theology that seeks to provide warrant for belief in God’s existence apart from the resources of 

authoritative, propositional revelation.” 50  In that same volume, Charles Taliaferro defines natural 

20

45 Webb, Studies in the History of Natural Theology, 8–9.  For a similar approach to “philosophy of religion,” see 
Pattison, A Short Course in the Philosophy of Religion, 5–25.  Pattison there addresses the questions “What is 
philosophy?” and “What is religion?” much like I here address the questions “What is nature?” and “What is 
theology?”

46 Begbie, “Natural Theology and Music,” in The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 571–574.

47 Ibid., 573.

48 Ibid., 574; cf. Johnson, “When Nature Presupposes Grace.”  He explains: “Barth’s mature construal of the 
relationship between nature and grace does not allow us to avoid any of these biblical realities.  He holds that a 
relationship of continuity exists between nature and grace, but he believes that it is an unveiled continuity that can be 
known only retrospectively in the light of knowledge of the saving work of Jesus Christ on the cross.” (Ibid., 280.)

49 I say ”in many cases” as this consideration would not apply in some cases, e.g. Varro.  In that case, natural would, 
again, be opposed to mythical and civic rather than revealed theology.

50 Craig and Moreland, “Introduction,” in The Blackwell Companion to Natural Theology, eds. Craig and Moreland, 
ix (italics mine).



theology as “the practice of philosophically reflecting on the existence and nature of God 

independent of real or apparent divine revelation or scripture.” 51  Natural theology for Craig, 

Moreland, and Taliaferro, then, is defined in opposition to, or as excluding, propositional (in the 

former), or divine (in the latter), revelation.  Not everyone would wish to so oppose the two.  As 

Thomas Woolford has observed: “Renaissance thinkers on both sides of the confessional divide, 

albeit in different ways, did not define natural theology in strict, necessary contradistinction to 

revelation.  As we shall see, Catholics would challenge such an assumption on the basis that 

reason and nature were the basis for the higher revelation of faith through Scripture and the 

Church; Protestants would deny the ability to do a true and worthwhile natural theology without 

doing so through a Scriptural perspective…. Natural theology cannot be divorced from 

revelation as if the two were alternatives; rather, the former was an aspect of the latter.” 52  

Shifting from consideration of the late Renaissance to the twentieth century a similar observation 

might be made with reference to nouvelle théologie.53  In both cases, one’s understanding of 

revelation will factor into one’s understanding of “theology” and “nature,” as well as “natural 

theology (i.e., in terms of opposition).  

	
 Related to this fourth consideration is a fifth; namely, one’s doctrine of sin.  The 

connection is apparent in John Calvin’s theology.  He argued that “from the beginning of the 

world there has been no region, no city, in short, no household, that could do without religion, 
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51 Taliaferro, “The Project of Natural Theology,” in The Blackwell Companion to Natural Theology, eds. Craig and 
Moreland, 1 (italics mine).

52 Woolford, “Natural theology and natural philosophy in the late Renaissance,” 6.

53 For an excellent discussion of this, see Boersma, Nouvelle Théologie and Sacramental Ontology, 86–97.  David 
Brown is an even more recent example of this desire to reconnect nature and the supernatural.



there lies in this a tacit confession of a sense of deity inscribed in the hearts of all.” 54  This sense 

of deity, or sensus divinitatus, is, according to Calvin, universal, but so too suppression of this 

knowledge.  Calvin continued in the chapter which follows, explaining: “As experience shows, 

God has sown a seed of religion in all men.  But scarcely one man in a hundred is met with who 

fosters it, once received, in his heart, and none in whom it ripens––much less shows fruit in 

season [cf. Ps. 1:3].  Besides while some may evaporate in their own superstitions and others 

deliberately and wickedly desert God, yet all degenerate from the true knowledge of him.” 55  

Sudduth thus rightly concludes that “the most common objection to natural theology in the 

Reformed tradition is based on alleged implications of the Reformed doctrine of sin, specifically 

the so-called noetic effects of sin.” 56  This, and more specifically the definition of “capacity” in 

relation to the image of God, was the crux of the Barth–Brunner debate,57  and is, more broadly, 

the issue which divides Protestants from Catholics.  As Woolford has observed: “Of crucial 

import for distinguishing Catholic from Protestant doctrines of natural theology is the perceived 

ability of natural man to hear the sermons that nature preached.” 58  Consideration of revelation 

and sin thus leads to a sixth consideration, i.e. function.  

	
 Function tends to be a Protestant consideration, the result of the just mentioned doctrine 

of sin.  Along these lines, Sudduth suggests that “[t]he functional diversity of theistic arguments 

22

54 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, I:44.  See also Brewer, “The nature and function of the sensus 
divinitatus in the writings of John Calvin and Alvin Plantinga.”

55 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, I:47.

56 Sudduth, The Reformed Objection to Natural Theology, 111.  He continues, explaining: “According to Reformed 
anthropology, while human persons were created in a state of original righteousness and holiness, this first state was 
lost through the fall, and sin has corrupted every aspect of human nature.” (Ibid.)

57 Hart, Regarding Karl Barth, 139–172.

58 Woolford, “Natural theology and natural philosophy in the late Renaissance,” 24.



is of considerable importance,” 59 and according to Fergusson, “it may be useful to consider some 

of the different functions that natural theology has performed within the theological enterprise.” 60  

Evans speaks of “purposes” and “goals” rather than “function,” but for the same reason, i.e. to 

set the limits of natural theology.  Evans explains: “Natural theology does not bring us to what 

Christians call a ‘saving knowledge of God,’ but it may undermine the claim that naturalism is 

the only viable intellectual option and thus that religious beliefs should not even be seriously 

considered.  The limits of natural theology must always be kept in mind, but within those limits 

it could have significant value.” 61  Consideration of the function of natural theology thus allows 

Protestants to balance powers and limits, i.e. revelation and the effects of sin.  Along these lines, 

Fergusson concludes: “What passes for ‘natural theology’ may include a wide range of claims, 

some more modest in scope than others.” 62  Function, however, is only one of at the very least 

two strategies for balancing powers and limits.

	
 Related to this is a seventh key consideration having to do with distinguishing between 

antecedent and consequent natural theology resting upon one’s understanding of the effects of sin 

in relation to reason.  Here again, Protestants stress the effects of sin upon reason and the limits 

of natural theology with a resulting consequent natural theology (i.e. a theology of and for 

believers).  Roman Catholics, on the other hand, stress the light of reason and so the powers of 

natural theology with a resulting antecedent/consequent natural theology (i.e., a theology of and 

for non-believers/believers).  This distinction enables Sudduth and others (e.g., Begbie) to 

maintain the viability of natural theology so long as it is situated within, rather than external to, 
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59 Sudduth, The Reformed Objection to Natural Theology, 5; cf. Macquarrie, Thinking About God, 137.

60 Fergusson, “Types of Natural Theology,” 380.

61 Evans, Natural Signs and Knowledge of God, 11–12.

62 Fergusson, “Types of Natural Theology,” in The Evolution of Rationality, ed. Schults, 388.



dogmatic theology.  In addition to these seven considerations, two more general considerations 

should be mentioned.

	
 The eighth consideration has to do with what William Desmond calls “the ethos,” i.e. the 

enabling metaphysical conditions.  I will discuss this more fully in Chapter 3, but it will here 

suffice to note that, according to Desmond, “we do an injustice to the ‘proofs’ if we abstract them 

from the ontological context in which they are formulated; we have to acknowledge a complex 

interplay of ways and ethos.  The result is not only a task for rethinking the ways, it is also a task 

for more adequate metaphysical reflection on the ontological character of the ethos.” 63  One 

might think this nothing more than a recognition of cultural embeddedness, but as Desmond 

explains, “to reroot them is not just to tell a historical, hermeneutical tale relative to the 

suppositions of a particular era that we have now outgrown (it is not a question of historical 

relativism merely: this may have some application to the human reconfiguration of the ethos but 

not to the primal ethos).  Rather it is also a question of a systematic exploration of the 

fundamental ontological presupposition at stake in the primal ethos, refracted through the 

reconfigured.” 64  More than a call for recognition of cultural embeddedness, Desmond’s call is a 

call for a deeper mindfulness of an underlying primal ethos.65  I will, again, discuss this more 

fully in Chapter 3.  Related to consideration of the enabling metaphysical conditions is a ninth 

and final consideration: the increasingly interdisciplinary nature of natural theology.66  The 
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63 Desmond, “God, ethos, ways,” 14.

64 Ibid., 28; cf. Brown, God and Mystery in Words, 269.

65 In being more than a call for recognition of cultural embeddedness, Desmond’s approach is distinct from those, 
like Ormerod, who argue that we must first consider the “cultural shifts we currently face.” (Ormerod, A Public God, 
vii–viii.)

66 Re Manning, “Introduction,” in The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 1; cf. Fergusson, 
“Types of Natural Theology,” in The Evolution of Rationality, ed. Schults, 387; Pattison, The End of Theology – And 
the Task of Thinking About God, 1–29 in particular.



reasons for this shift are not here my concern, but the one seeking to describe natural theology 

must, as Re Manning has argued, be aware of natural theology’s “interdisciplinary character and 

the inevitable limitations on definitions that belong firmly within particular disciplines.” 67  With 

these nine considerations in mind, I now wish to pursue the fifth of the previously mentioned five 

potential responses. 

1.3. What is Natural Theology?: Five Types

	
 Defining by taxonomy seems most helpful for it acknowledges the diversity without 

embracing it, with consideration of a wider variety of approaches leading to a more productive 

conversation (i.e., more productive than “yes” or “no”).  That said, most taxonomies (e.g., Byrne, 

Fergusson, Sudduth) are organized by a single principle, but I have argued that this approach is 

truncated.   Recall the parable of the blind men and the elephant.  The proposed taxonomy is a 5-

type taxonomy mindful of these considerations that ranges from Barr’s natural theology as 

natural religion (NT1) to Barth’s natural theology as theology of nature (NT5); the former 

acknowledging natural theology, and the latter refusing to admit it as a subject for discussion.  

The remaining types include natural theology as proof/argument (NT2), natural theology as signs 

(NT3), and natural theology as Christian natural theology (NT4).  These five types and their 

chief proponents will be considered and critiqued, establishing parameters for the chapters that 

follow.  Figure 1.1 provides an overview.
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Figure 1.1
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 It should be noted that, as with any taxonomy, there will, of course, be hybrids.  Alvin 

Plantinga, for instance, could, at the very least, be classified as NT2 and/or NT5 which just goes 

to show that, as H. Richard Niebuhr noted, with reference to his own taxonomy of Christ and 

culture, “we are always left with a large number of examples of mixture.” 68  He continues: 

“When we begin with the distinction between black and white, most of the shades we are asked 

to identify will be grays.  When we start our analysis … most of them will seem to be hybrids.” 69  

Nevertheless, the taxonomy is a step towards greater specificity, and that, it seems to me, is 

precisely what is needed here.  Having thus qualified the taxonomy, I will now describe each of 

its five types beginning with Natural Theology as Natural Religion (NT1).

26

68 Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, 116.  As evidence for Plantinga being classified as NT5, see Alvin Plantinga, “The 
Reformed Objection to Natural Theology.”  See also Plantinga, “Reason and Belief in God,” in Faith and 
Rationality: Reason and Belief in God, eds. Plantinga and Wolterstorff, 68–72 in particular.  As evidence for him 
being classified as NT3, see Plantinga, “Appendix: Two Dozen (or so) Theistic Arguments,” in Alvin Plantinga, ed. 
Baker.  Therein, Plantinga notes: “I’ve argued in Warranted Christian Belief and elsewhere that neither theistic nor 
full-blown Christian belief requires argument for justification or rationality or (if true) warrant…. That said, of 
course, it doesn’t follow that there aren’t any good theistic arguments, and as a matter of fact, so the title of this 
section intimates, there are good theistic arguments – at least two dozen or so.” (Ibid., 203.)

69 Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, 116.



1.3.1. Natural Theology as Natural Religion (NT1)

	
 Like natural theology in general, this first type of natural theology comes in multiple 

varieties.70  I here mention two individuals as representative: Barr and Brown.71  Barr has argued 

“that some of the features of the Hebrew Bible which at first sight appear most ‘revelatory’ may 

in a certain sense themselves be ‘natural’.” 72  More fully, he explains: “Revelation, if we must 

still use the word, is not a completely separate entity but is a mode in which things already 

known are seen in a quite new way, and also a mode in which things previously unknown are 

added to things already known, making a different pattern but including many elements that were 

the object of anterior knowledge.” 73  More recently, Brown has sought “to expand and transform 

what used to be called ‘natural religion’.” 74  
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70 Byrne has noted: “The concept of natural religion is a diverse and highly ramified one.” (Byrne, Natural Religion 
and the Nature of Religion, ix.)  

71 Barr spoke approvingly of Brown, noting: “Professor Brown’s thinking is for me an ideal example of a type of 
theology with which I would be very happy for my own work to be associated.” (Barr, The Concept of Biblical 
Theology, xvi; cf. 586–604.)  It should, however, be noted that while Barr did argue that Biblical theologians should 
take account of natural theology he was, in some places, less optimistic than Brown about what natural theology 
might deliver. (Barr, “Biblical Faith and Natural Theology,” in Bible and Interpretation, I:422–423; cf. Barr, Biblical 
Faith and Natural Theology, 220.)

72 Barr, Biblical Faith and Natural Theology, 144.

73 Ibid., 195.

74 Brown, God and Enchantment of Place, 9.  Brown explains: “Those familiar with the history of theology will 
have guessed by now that the exercise upon which I am engaged is in effect a form of what used to be called natural 
religion.” (Brown, God and Enchantment of Place, 8.) He elsewhere confesses: “In effect what I am pleading for is a 
new form of natural religion, taking seriously religious experiences within the Church that are not closely tied to any 
specific aspect of biblical revelation and parallel experience outside the Church of the many who lay claim to some 
form of encounter with God but yet seldom, if ever, darken a church’s door.” (Brown, “Re-conceiving the 
Sacramental,” in The Gestures of God, eds. Rowell and Hall, 26.)  See also MacSwain, “Introduction,” in Theology, 
Aesthetics, and Culture, eds. MacSwain and Worley, 6.



	
 Proponents of NT1 tend to draw freely upon Greek philosophy or some older source.75  

Barr, for instance, has spoken of the “Hebrew background for natural theology.” 76  Both Barr and 

Brown, then, advocate a transformed natural religion of sorts.  Neither Barr nor Brown, in other 

words, advocate the deism of a Tindal for whom natural religion was “defined initially by belief 

in the sufficiency of natural religion and the superfluousness of revealed religion.” 77  I will 

discuss Brown more fully in Chapter 2 in relation to Howard E. Root, and so here turn to 

consider NT2.

1.3.2. Natural Theology as Proof/Argument (NT2)

	
 The second type of natural theology is natural theology as proof/argument (NT2).  The 

classic expression of NT2 is, of course, the Five Ways of Aquinas.  Aquinas argued: “There are 

five ways in which one can prove that there is a God.” 78  What Aquinas meant by this has, of 

course, been, and continues to be, debated.79  That said, I am here reading him through Leo 

XIII’s encyclical Aeterni Patris where reason is referred to as “a steppingstone to the Christian 

faith.” 80  In addition to Aquinas, I mention two contemporary proponents of this type: Denys 
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75 Barr, “Greek Culture and the Question of Natural Theology,” in Bible and Interpretation, I: 458–469.  It should be 
noted, however, that Barr argues that “natural theology came from a source much older, much more diffuse, more 
practical and less rationally controlled, a source that fed also into Greek philosophy as it fed into biblical 
religion.” (Ibid., 469; cf. Barr, Biblical Faith and Natural Theology, 204–205.) 

76 Barr, Biblical Faith and Natural Theology, 122.  See also Ibid., 36.

77 Byrne, Natural Religion and the Nature of Religion, xiii.

78 Aquinas, Summa Theologiæ, II:13.

79 Wolterstorff, “The Migration of Theistic Arguments,” in Rationality, Religious Belief, and Moral Commitment, 
eds. Audi and Wainwright; Kerr, After Aquinas, 35–51; Moreland, Known By Nature; Pawl, “The Five Ways,” in The 
Oxford Handbook of Aquinas, eds. Davies and Stump, 115; White, Wisdom in the Face of Modernity; Hall, “Natural 
Theology in the Middle Ages,” in The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 64–66.

80 Leo XIII, Aeterni Patris, §4.



Turner and Richard Swinburne.  Turner argues that “the existence of God is rationally 

demonstrable, as a dogmatic decree of the first Vatican Council says.” 81  Against revisionist 

readings (e.g., nouvelle théologie), Turner maintains the “Thomas of rational proof.” 82  And 

though he acknowledges “that the ‘five ways’ are … proposed as proofs within a context of faith 

and of Christian practice,” 83 Turner denies that “their character as proofs depends logically upon 

that context’s being presupposed to them.” 84  Swinburne, on the other hand, prefers the language 

of argument to proof for “proofs will only be useful, will only convince rational men, if men 

accept the premisses and the rules of inference by which the conclusion is reached.” 85  In 

response, George I. Mavrodes critiques Swinburne, and, like Turner, thinks “that it would be 

better for natural theologians to return (at least sometimes) to the more robust language of 

Thomas, and to claim (for better or worse) that they are proving and demonstrating the existence 

of God by means of good deductive arguments.” 86  All this being said, this type includes those 

who prefer the language of proof as well as those preferring the language of argument.

29

81 Turner, Faith, Reason and the Existence of God, ix.

82 Ibid., xi.  That said, Turner suggests that “for Thomas, to prove the existence of God is to prove the existence of a 
mystery, that to show God to exist is to show how, in the end, the human mind loses its grip on the meaning of 
‘exists’.” (Ibid., xiv.)

83 Ibid., 16.

84 Ibid., 17.

85 Swinburne, The Coherence of Theism, 39; cf. Nichols, A Grammar of Consent, 37 in particular.  See also Hughes, 
“Proofs and Arguments,” in Imaginative Apologetics, ed. Andrew Davison, 3–11.  

86 Mavrodes, “On the Very Strongest Arguments,” in Prospects for Natural Theology, ed. Long, 82.  For a 
perspective more along the lines of Swinburne’s in that volume, see Clarke, “Is a Natural Theology Still Viable 
Today?,” in Prospects for Natural Theology, ed. Long, 164.  Clarke there confesses: “I agree with Charles 
Hartshorne in his later works that it is more accurate these days to speak of ‘arguments’ rather than ‘proofs’ for the 
existence of God, since ‘proof’ as understood today has become so rigorous in its requirements that it is impossible, 
properly speaking, to prove the existence of any real being (outside the knowing ‘I’), let alone the existence of a 
transcendent reality like God.” (Ibid.)



1.3.3. Natural Theology as Signs (NT3)

	
 The third type of natural theology is natural theology as signs (NT3).  According to C. 

Stephen Evans, “the classical arguments for God’s existence, such as the cosmological, 

teleological, and moral arguments, are grounded in … ‘natural signs’ that point to God’s 

reality.” 87  Beginning with Thomas Reid’s account, Evans develops a distinct concept of signs, 

what he calls “‘theistic natural signs’.” 88  He argues: “I shall think of theistic natural signs as 

pointing us to God as a reality, not merely disposing us to form beliefs about God.  We form 

beliefs about God as a result of an awareness of God that the sign makes possible.” 89  These 

beliefs about God, however, may be false, and are in any case easily resistible.  They should thus 

not be thought of as evidence for an argument.  As Evans explains: “The signs can point to God’s 

reality with no argument or conscious inference being part of the process, and in such a case the 

signs will not be propositional evidence.” 90  The signs, according to Evans, underlie the 

arguments, and can be variously interpreted.91  Cosmological arguments are, for Evans, grounded 

in “cosmic wonder,” 92 teleological arguments in “beneficial order,” 93 and moral arguments in 

“moral accountability” or “the intrinsic worth of human beings.” 94  According to Evans: “Even if 

an argument developed from a sign fails as a coercive argument, the sign may still point to God 
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87 Evans, Natural Signs and Knowledge of God, 2.

88 Ibid., 35.

89 Ibid., 36.

90 Ibid., 45.

91 Ibid., 47.

92 Ibid., 47–73.

93 Ibid., 74–106.

94 Ibid., 107–148.



and make knowledge of God possible for those who have the ability and will to read the sign 

properly.” 95  Proponents of NT3 thus wish to call our attention to experience and the significance 

of indeterminate signs rather than more determinate proofs or arguments.

1.3.4. Natural Theology as Christian Natural Theology (NT4)

	
 The fourth type of natural theology is natural theology as Christian natural theology 

(NT4), and T.F. Torrance is the most prominent representative of this type.96  According to 

Torrance, “what is known traditionally as ‘natural theology’ came to the fore and flourished 

during periods in which dualist modes of thought prevailed in science and philosophy and in 

which knowledge was allegedly derived by way of abstraction from sense-experience or 

deduction from observations.” 97  Against this approach, Torrance argued: “If natural theology is 

to have a viable reconstruction even in something like its traditional form, it can be only on the 

basis of a restored ontology in which our thought operates with a fundamental unity of concept 

and experience, or of form and being, within a contingent but inherently intelligible and open-

structured universe.” 98  After citing E.L. Mascall as an example of this kind of approach, 

Torrance turned to Barth for whom natural theology was, according to Torrance, “included within 

revealed theology, where we have to do with actual knowledge of God as it is grounded in the 

intelligible relations in God himself.” 99  He went on to explain that Barth’s objection was, more 
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96 Torrance uses this designation in Torrance, The Ground and Grammar of Theology, 107.

97 Ibid., 76.

98 Ibid., 86–87.

99 Ibid., 91.



or less, a “rejection of an independent natural theology.” 100  And this, he said, “rests upon a 

radical rejection of its dualist basis.” 101  By locating natural theology within revealed theology 

(i.e., Christian natural theology), Torrance thought he could overcome these difficulties while 

remaining true to Barth.    

	
 Several recent proposals for a natural theology of the imagination/arts have taken a 

similar approach.102  Alister McGrath, for instance, begins with Torrance, and later draws upon 

C.S. Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien to make the argument that “a truly natural theology appeals to the 

human imagination, not simply the human reason.” 103  Monti also reads Barth through Torrance, 

suggesting “that the possibility merely hinted at in Gunton of a ‘transformed’ post-Barthian 

natural theology becomes in Torrance a fully worked-out reinterpretation which takes full 

account of Barth’s criticisms yet which also works out the development implicit in the master’s 

later thought.” 104  These readings of Barth, however, are, as Fergusson has noted a “revision of 

Barth,” 105 and are as such distinct from NT5.  Paul Molnar has argued similarly and at greater 
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100 Ibid., 92.  

101 Ibid., 93.  

102 McGrath, The Open Secret, 14–15, 77–78, 255–260 (in relation to a natural theology of the imagination); 
McGrath, The Order of Things, 114–115; Monti, A Natural Theology of the Arts, 31–33.

103 McGrath, The Open Secret, 256.  McGrath repeats this verbatim in McGrath, The Order of Things, 96.  See also 
McGrath, “The Natural Sciences and Apologetics,” in Imaginative Apologetics, ed. Davison, 156.

104 Monti, A Natural Theology of the Arts, 32.  

105 Fergusson, “Types of Natural Theology,” in The Evolution of Rationality, ed. Shults, 393n27.



length.106  Following Fergusson and Molnar, then, my designation (i.e., NT4, as distinct from 

NT5) is justified.107  All this being said, whether (the reader agrees with me or not that) Torrance 

abuses Barth, his version of natural theology is other than NT1, NT2, and NT3 if for no other 

reason than that it is, like NT5, situated within dogmatic theology.  A more faithful reading of 

Barth (NT5) can be found in the work of T.J. Gorringe.108  

	
 Gorringe suggests that we understand art “as a kind of parable – to be precise, a secular 

parable.” 109  More specifically, Gorringe wants to suggest that paintings function as parables of 

the kingdom, and this by way of their eschatological reality, contribution to the greater good (i.e., 

shalom), and, finally, by teaching us to see things differently (i.e., cultivating attention).110  

Generally speaking, in using the language of “secular parable” Gorringe is seeking to follow 

Barth, from whom he borrowed the phrase,111  and at the same time, to distinguish himself from 
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106 Molnar, “Natural Theology Revisited,” 82–83 in particular; cf. Morrison, “Thomas Torrance’s Reformulation of 
Karl Barth’s Christological Rejection of Natural Theology.”  See also McMaken, “The Impossibility of Natural 
Knowledge of God in T.F. Torrance’s Reformulated Natural Theology.”  McMaken argues that Molnar has 
misunderstood Torrance, and that there is “fundamental agreement between Torrance and Barth.” (Ibid., 337.)  That 
said, even if Torrance reads Barth correctly (i.e., following McMaken, contra Molnar), my argument stands; that is 
to say, Torrance either falls with Barth or, if we stick with Molnar’s reading, abuses Barth.  For additional context, 
see Habets, Theology in Transposition, 85–93.

107 If there still be doubt, see Barth, Church Dogmatics II:1, 94; cf. 139–140; cf. Griffith, “Natural Theology and the 
Ministry of the Word,” 258.

108 In Discerning Spirit, Gorringe notes: “The real answer to natural theology is a proper theology of the Spirit.  
Barth himself implied this … in insisting on the freedom of God’s immanence.” (Gorringe, Discerning Spirit, 12.)  
He continues, arguing that “art, in fact, is the only valid form of natural theology.” (Ibid., 121.)  He later qualifies 
this statement, noting: “As the true form of natural theology it leads us to Christ whose life, death and resurrection 
have exactly this function.  It is if not the only, then at least the most sure and most profound, propaedeutic to the 
gospel.” (Ibid.)  In his more recent work, Earthly Visions, Gorringe has suggested that we understand art “as a kind 
of parable – to be precise, a secular parable.” (Gorringe, Earthly Visions, 14.)   

109 Gorringe, Earthly Visions, 14; cf. Hunsinger, How to Read Karl Barth, 234-280.

110 Gorringe, Earthly Visions, 21-22.  

111 Barth, Church Dogmatics IV:3.1, 114ff.



Tillich.112  He further justifies his alliance with Barth, as well as his use of the metaphor of 

parable, by way of Barth’s notion of art as play.113

	
 It may sound as though Gorringe is arguing along the same lines as McGrath or Monti 

with his appropriation of Barth’s language of “parables of the kingdom,” and yet it should be 

noted that Gorringe is in constant dialogue with Barth, a dialogue that results in a more careful 

reading.  For instance, he notes: “We can expect to hear true words, words of great seriousness, 

profound comfort and supreme wisdom, outside the church, in which the community finds itself 

‘lightened, gladdened and encouraged in the execution of its own task’.  The more seriously and 

joyfully we believe in God revealed in Christ the more we shall see such signs in the worldly 

sphere, and the more we shall be able to receive true words from it.” 114  Here, Gorringe echoes 

George Hunsinger who notes: “There is no way, Barth wants to say, from the words to the Word, 

but only from the Word to the words.” 115  Gorringe’s reading, then, seems more true to Barth 

than McGrath or Monti.  That said, I turn now to the fifth type.

1.3.5. Natural Theology as Theology of Nature (NT5)

	
 Barth is perhaps the most well-known proponent of this type, and though I began this 

chapter with reference to his 1934 polemical brochure “Nein!,” I think it wise at least to mention 
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112 Gorringe, Earthly Visions, 198n37.  Gorringe is also concerned to distinguish himself those who would hold that 
“the world … is intrinsically revelatory” (Gorringe, Earthly Visions, 15), as well as “from those accounts which 
believe that art gives us immediate access to the divine” (e.g., Kandinsky) or theologians who “consider art to be 
explicitly salvific.” (Ibid., 17.)

113 Ibid., 19-20.  Here, Gorringe is drawing upon Karl Barth, Ethics, 503-512, 509 in particular.  Therein, Barth 
discusses “the bold thesis that our conduct bears the mark of good, of what is pleasing to God, when it is not done in 
earnest but in play.” (Ibid., 503-504.)  In relation to play, he goes on to discuss “two special possibilities of life …. 
art on the one side and … humor on the other.” (Ibid., 506.)

114 Gorringe, Earthly Visions, 14; the quote is from Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3.1, 115, italics his.

115 Hunsinger, How to Read Karl Barth, 257.



Barth’s preference for his 1931 book on Anselm.116  In the latter he noted: “The real document of 

this farewell is, in truth, not the much-read brochure Nein!, directed against Brunner in 1934, but 

rather the book about the evidence for God of Anselm of Canterbury which appeared in 1931.  

Among all my books I regard this as the one written with the greatest satisfaction.” 117  John D. 

Godsey also mentions Barth’s 1929 essay “Fate and Idea in Theology” as important for 

understanding Barth’s position.118  While some might wish to emphasize Barth’s later work, the 

book on Mozart for example,119  as revealing a less negative attitude, Barth’s position on natural 

theology is still plain.  As Brown notes, “there is no acknowledgement of the essential rightness 

of natural theology, and that,” says Brown, “is a pity.” 120  In his 1929 essay, Barth concluded: 

“Theology will really be theology … when from beginning to end it is Christology.” 121  Natural 

theology was, for Barth, “a theological error,” 122 a supposed second revelation.  That said, Barth 
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116 Barth, How I Changed My Mind, 43.  I do not here mean to dismiss Nein!, as some seem wont to do, but instead 
to put it in context.  For a more recent treatment, sympathetic to Barth, see Sherry, “The Religious Roots of Natural 
Theology.”

117 Barth, How I Changed My Mind, 43.

118 Godsey, “Barth’s Life Until 1928,” in Karl Barth, How I Changed My Mind, 33.  

119 Barth, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.

120 Brown, Continental Philosophy and Modern Theology, 13.  More fully, Brown explains: “At all events, in a brief 
autobiographical passage in his Church Dogmatics he remarks in passing that ‘in the attempt to free ourselves … 
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Oakes, Karl Barth on Theology and Philosophy.  

122 Barth, Church Dogmatics II/1, 94.



maintained, in a well-known and much-discussed section of his Church Dogmatics, that 

“important human words are spoken, bright lights are set up in the human sphere and great and 

little revelations occur.” 123  This, however, must be understood in context.  As my earlier 

quotation from Hunsinger indicated: “There is no way, Barth wants to say, from the words to the 

Word, but only from the Word to the words.” 124  There is, from Barth’s perspective, no such thing 

as natural theology.  There is only theology, and by theology Barth means Christology.  In 

making this move, however, Barth makes what Brown has referred to as “a pious conceptual 

confusion,” i.e. “between a logically necessary and a logically sufficient condition.” 125  Christ is 

certainly very important (i.e., necessary), but saying so is insufficient for, as Brown notes, “in 

many areas of thought his role will still be very remote and not as it were centre stage.” 126  

Christology is, in other words, part of a larger conversation (i.e., theology).  The two should not 

be conflated.  Making the case for this would, of course, require more space than I can possibly 

afford here, and so I must rely upon the case as it has been made by Brown.  This distinction 

between logically necessary and logically sufficient is all important in moving beyond Barth.  

	
 Given Barth’s rejection of natural theology, one might wonder why I have included him 

here (i.e., as a proponent of NT5).  I reply: Natural theology, according to Barth, “appear[s] 

necessarily … at the edge of theology as its necessary limit.” 127  But if that is the case, then 

surely the reverse is also true, i.e. theology appears at the edge of natural theology, and so 
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whether Barth’s is theology, as he would have it, or natural theology, as Barr would have it, 

Barth might be placed at the edge of the spectrum as I have proposed.  

1.4. Conclusion

	
 I have argued, over against those who with reference to the designation “natural 

theology” would ignore the plurality of definitions, embrace the plurality of definitions, replace 

the designation, or replace the definition, that more preferable is to propose a taxonomy of 

natural theologies.  While this move may seem to sidestep the more important question – Is 

natural theology possible and, if so, which type? – it is to my mind a necessary, and more 

interesting preliminary, and this for two reasons: 1) an answer to the just mentioned question is 

irrelevant if the subject (i.e., natural theology) has not been sufficiently defined, and 2) given the 

diversity of natural theologies discussed in this chapter I fail to see the wisdom in getting bogged 

down at one end of the spectrum (i.e., wasting time with Barth) when possibility is all around. 

	
 To make the argument explicit: if natural theology is diverse, then Barth’s damning reply 

need not apply universally.  Natural theology is diverse.  So, Barth’s damning reply need not 

apply universally.  That being the case, each natural theology should be considered in turn as a 

potential exception to Barth’s rule.  Putting it this way, however, suggests that Barth’s rule is the 

established norm which must be followed, and I would prefer to say that Barth’s rule (i.e., no 

natural theology) is no rule at all, and so must prove itself in each case.  A subtle shift, this move 

reorients the conversation, for now one need not take Barth head-on in order to explore the 

possibility of some natural theology as if he were the theological gatekeeper, and one certainly 

need not demonstrate the possibility in order to explore it as one may well have to do if entering 

the conversation through Barth.  There is no final verdict on this matter which precludes 
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exploration.  This chapter is, then, a plea for open-endedness, a call for the exploration of 

possibility (made possible by description). 

	
 My intention in beginning with a taxonomy, then, was to map out the possibilities beyond 

Barth.  After considering the taxonomies of Macquarrie, Byrne, Fergusson, and Sudduth, I 

argued that, while making significant contributions to understanding, none of these proposals 

does justice to the various complexities associated with understanding “natural theology.”  Put 

simply, these taxonomies are helpful, but not in a comprehensive sense.  More comprehensive is 

the 5-type taxonomy which I have proposed to satisfy the descriptive responsibility.  

	
 Having now considered these five types I shall narrow my consideration to one.  Barth 

(NT5) rejected natural theology, and though Barr rightly refuses to let him off the hook so easily, 

I have no interest in recovering Barth against his own will, whether for natural theology in 

general, or a natural theology of the arts in particular.  Torrance (NT4) is the route by which 

several have chosen to attempt just this sort of recovery, but Torrance is, as I have argued, 

problematic for he either uses (i.e., following McMaken) or abuses (i.e., following Molnar) 

Barth.  Neither using nor abusing Barth is, to my mind, the best way forward.  The analytic 

approaches of NT2 are no more promising, particularly with someone like Turner who calls for a 

return to the proofs/arguments of Vatican I.  Evans’s approach (NT3) is more attractive than 

NT2, but shares too much with Plantinga’s Reformed objection to natural theology to move the 

conversation forward (i.e., into unexplored, or under-explored, territory).128  All this being said, I 

think NT1 the most promising variety of natural theology.  It is at the opposite end of the 

spectrum from Barth, and so provides opportunity for exploration.  It neither uses nor abuses 

Barth, and it seeks no return to the arguments/proofs of Vatican I.  It is for the most part 

38

128 Evans, Natural Signs and Knowledge of God, 186–187.



unexplored, or under-explored, territory.  Along these lines, Fergusson has recently noted that, 

with the exception of Byrne’s Natural Religion and the Nature of Religion, “the body of 

secondary literature that has emerged is less than impressive and surprisingly meager given the 

current historical interest in the early modern period.” 129  Is it not time for a reappraisal?  Might 

natural theology along NT1 lines open up new or alternative possibilities?  Might one begin all 

over again?130  Having addressed the descriptive responsibility, I now turn to consider 

prescriptive possibility.

39

129 Fergusson, Creation, 64.

130 A book-length version of this chapter is under contract and will be published as Understanding Natural Theology 
by Zondervan Academic.



2. Beginning All Over Again: From Howard E. Root to David Brown

	
 In Chapter 1, I considered the question “What is natural theology?”  By way of response I 

proposed a taxonomy of natural theologies, one that acknowledges the rich diversity while 

resisting Re Manning’s proclivity for equivocal embrace.  What is needed, I suggested, is a new 

or different dialogue partner, and while researching the rich diversity of natural theologies I came 

across, rather serendipitously, an unpublished essay by Peter Barrett in which he makes passing 

reference to Howard E. Root’s 1962 essay, “Beginning All Over Again,” an essay in which Root 

calls for the resourcing of natural theology via the arts.1  In this chapter I will consider Root’s 

contribution to a natural theology of the arts, and this in conversation with David Brown.  I begin 

with an introduction to Root, and then proceed, considering Root’s contribution by way of two 

published essays, an unpublished, co-authored assessment from the Lambeth Palace Library 

archives, and Root’s 1972 Bampton Lectures which I discovered in an uncatalogued box at 

Lambeth Palace Library.  This section concludes with an evaluation of Root’s contribution.  I 

then turn in the next section to Brown, Root’s unacknowledged theological heir.  In that section I 

consider Root and Brown along two lines: radicalism and tradition, and natural theology before 

concluding with an evaluation of Brown’s contribution.  

2.1. Howard E. Root: An Introduction

	
 A significant though oft neglected figure in the recent history of British Christianity, Root 

was born in Oak Park, IL (USA) in 1926.2  He went on to attend the University of Southern 

California, where, after graduating in 1945, he was a Teaching Fellow for two years before 
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moving to Egypt where he was Lecturer in Philosophy and Comparative Religion at the 

American University in Cairo.  Under the influence of Geoffrey Allen, the Anglican Bishop in 

Egypt, Root then moved to England where he matriculated at Oxford as a member of St 

Catherine’s Society (now St Catherine’s College) and read for the Honour School of Theology.3 

	
 Root, whose background was Congregational, read for Anglican ordination at Ripon Hall 

(now absorbed into Ripon College).4  He completed his B.A. in 1951, and after this sought 

ordination, but Thomas Boase, then President of Magdalen, as well as Kenneth Kirk, Regius 

Professor of Moral and Pastoral Theology and the Bishop of Oxford, encouraged him to 

“concentrate on philosophy” instead, noting that “it is very important that one or two of the 

younger clergy should be able to get to grips with modern philosophic thought.” 5  Root followed 

this advice, and his concentration along these lines led to Senior Demy research with Gilbert 

Ryle (1900–76).6  

	
 Root was, according to Thomas Boase, “very seriously considered for a Fellowship 

though in the end he was only given a Senior Demyship.  His marks on his general paper were 

the best in the examination and he stood up extremely well to an hour’s viva from Gilbert Ryle 

41
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and Austin Farrer.” 7  Boase continued: “Ryle is very interested in him and thinks that he is a man 

of real promise.  We have brought him into College, which we do not usually do with Senior 

Demies, and he is settling down very well and making many friends.  He is working at 

philosophy and going to a large number of seminars.” 8  Root’s research had to do with “the 

possibility of a ‘logic of theological language’,” 9 an interest to which he would return in his 1972 

Bampton Lectures.  That said, Root relinquished this Senior Demyship, effective 30 September 

1953, to take up the post of Assistant Lecturer in Divinity at Cambridge with effect from 1 

October 1953.10  He became Chaplain of Emmanuel College, Cambridge in 1954, a position 

which he held through 1956 when he became Dean of the same.  He then became Lecturer in 

Divinity, University of Cambridge in 1957.  In that same year, he applied for, and was elected, 

Wilde Lecturer in Natural and Comparative Religion (1957–60) at the University of Oxford.11  

Up until this time, and for several years after, Root’s efforts continued along what might be 

called a metaphysical trajectory.  

42

7 Boase, Letter to Kenneth Kirk (6 May 1952).

8 Ibid.

9 Root, Senior Demy Essay, Howard E. Root’s Senior Demy File, Magdalen College, Oxford.

10 Root, Letter to The Clerk of the College, Magdalen College, Oxford (13 October 1955).

11 Oxford University Gazette 87/2925 (21 March 1957), 761.  Root’s application for the Lectureship is noted in the 
Minutes of the Meetings of the Electors to the Wilde Lectureship in Natural and Comparative Religion (24 May 
1957), UR 6/RW/1, file 2, Oxford University Archives, Oxford. The file also includes Root’s letter of application, 
letters of reference, and “a brief statement of the general subject upon which I should propose to lecture.” (UR 6/
RW/1, file 2, Oxford University Archives, Oxford.) Many thanks to Marta Lomza (Archives Assistant, Oxford 
University Archives) for her assistance with these and all other materials from the Oxford University Archives.  It 
should be noted that these lectures were never published, but it was just after this time that Root published his first 
essay, “Metaphysics and Religious Belief” (1961), and this followed by a second, “Beginning All Over 
Again” (1962).  See Root, “Metaphysics and Religious Belief,” in Prospect for Metaphysics, ed. Ramsey; Root, 
“Beginning All Over Again,” in Soundings, ed. Vidler.



	
 In a letter dated 28 May 1963, however, Root was asked by Archbishop Michael Ramsey 

“to be an Observer at the Vatican Council for some time between its resumption in September 

and Christmas.” 12  From that point on, Root’s efforts tended towards ecumenical engagement. 

While these two trajectories – metaphysical and ecumenical – may at first glance seem unrelated, 

with further reflection they might each be seen as evincing what the sociologist of religion Peter 

Berger has referred to as “an inductive approach to the theological enterprise.” 13

	
 Root’s participation in, and loyalty to, the Council led to additional opportunities. In a 

second letter, this one from Ramsey to Root dated 30 June 1966, Ramsey noted: “My requests 

for your help seem to multiply, but here is a request which I have a very particular reason for 

making, namely your experience as an Observer at the Vatican Council.” 14  And in a third letter, 

Root concluded: “Ever since you asked me, in 1963, to be one of the Observers at the Vatican 

Council I have become more and more intimately concerned with this particular part of our 

ecumenical task.” 15 

	
 In 1966, Root became the first Professor of Theology at the University of Southampton 

and Honorary Chaplain at Winchester Cathedral.  In that same year, Root received another letter 

from Ramsey, this one asking him to serve on what would later be known as the Anglican-

Roman Catholic International Commission (ARCIC).16  He then served as Chairman on the 

Archbishop’s Commission on Marriage (1968–71), as well as the Academic Council of the 
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Ecumenical Institute for Advanced Theological Studies, Tantur. In 1970, Root applied informally 

to the Electors to the Bampton Lectureship, and on 11 February 1970 received a letter with news 

that he had been invited to give the 1972 Bampton Lectures.17  In 1981, Root was appointed 

Director of the Anglican Centre, Rome.  Root retired in 1991, and died in 2007.

2.2. Howard E. Root’s Contribution to a Natural Theology of the Arts

	
 With these biographical details in mind, I begin in the early 1960s just after Root’s Wilde 

Lectures when Root suggested to his senior colleague Alec Vidler, then Dean of King’s College, 

Cambridge, that they might convene a small group “with a view to discussing their 

dissatisfaction with the state of English, or at least of Anglican, theological thought and to 

consider what might be done about it.” 18  More specifically, they were, according to Vidler, 

dissatisfied with neo-orthodoxy’s jargon and the neglect of natural theology.19  Their discussion, 

and a later conference at Launde Abbey in Leicestershire, resulted in the publication of 

Soundings: Essays Concerning Christian Understanding.20  Probably the most influential volume 

of essays in post-war British Christianity, Soundings preceded, in more ways than one, John 

Robinson’s well-known and much discussed Honest to God, a book which, according to Root’s 

obituary in The Telegraph, “triggered the explosion of liberal theology that dominated the next 
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decade.” 21 That said, Root stood at a distance from this upheaval, and in 1972 delivered a series 

of Bampton Lectures the title of which was “The Limits of Radicalism.” 

	
 Fascinated, and wanting to know more, I began to search for Root’s Bampton Lectures in 

the hopes that they might shed additional light on his 1962 essay.  According to the will of John 

Bampton (1690–1751), the Bampton lectures must be printed and distributed.  Root’s lectures, 

however, were never printed or distributed, and much to their surprise, the Bodleian Library had 

no record of the lectures when I contacted them in April 2014.22  Additional research led me to 

the Lambeth Palace Library where Root’s archives are kept.  According to their online database, 

there were five boxes of uncatalogued material not necessarily available for research.23  Hope 

against hope, I emailed asking if the library staff might be willing to look through the boxes and 

was pleasantly surprised when I was informed that Root’s 1972 Bampton Lectures, “The Limits 

of Radicalism,”  had been located.  There were two full manuscripts, and one of these is now in 

my possession (complete with marginalia), compliments of Lambeth Palace Library.24  
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 Since finding those lectures I have visited Lambeth Palace Library where I discovered 

additional materials relevant to Root’s earlier essays, as well as to the possibility of a natural 

theology of the arts.  Root’s contribution to a natural theology of the arts is significant, but has 

unfortunately been neglected.  In an effort to redress this omission, as well as a more general 

ignorance of his work due in part to his Wilde and Bampton Lectures never having been 

published, I will introduce Root’s 1961 Prospect for Metaphysics essay, “Metaphysics and 

Religious Belief.” 25  I will then turn to his 1962 Soundings essay “Beginning All Over Again” 

before considering E.L. Mascall’s 1963 critique of Root.  Finally, I will discuss an unpublished 

1970 co-authored assessment “Growing Together,” as well as his 1972 Bampton Lectures, “The 

Limits of Radicalism,” both of which provide additional insight into Root’s call for a natural 

theology of the arts.  The focus, however, will throughout be upon Root’s 1962 Soundings essay.   

With that in mind, I turn now to consider his 1961 Prospect for Metaphysics essay.

2.2.1. Metaphysics and Religious Belief (1961)

	
 Prospect for Metaphysics, the volume in which Root’s essay appears, was the result of a 

conference held at Downside Abbey the week of Easter 1959.26  The contributors to this volume 

held in common “the position that we can no longer view natural theology as a tight, rigorous, 

deductive system, taking us to God by a process of unmistakable inference.” 27  Instead of 
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“inference,” they preferred to speak of “intuition.” 28  In his essay, “Metaphysics and Religious 

Belief,” 29 Root was primarily concerned with the question of religion and metaphysics, and more 

specifically, the logic of religious language.  This is not surprising given that Root’s Senior Demy 

research (under the supervision of Gilbert Ryle) had to do with “the possibility of a ‘logic of 

theological language’.” 30  More significant, with reference to this volume, however, is that Root 

maintained “that we have reasons for belief.  We are still that far committed to the possibility of 

metaphysical argument.” 31  Root then concluded: “If we continue to say that there are reasons for 

accepting one set of beliefs rather than another, we are that far committed to something which I 

should call metaphysics.  But it will have to be a metaphysics which can somehow do justice not 

only to our desire for a Natural Theology but also to our religiously inspired distrust of Natural 

Theology.  Just what it would look like is very much worth finding out.” 32  Root maintained the 

possibility of metaphysical argument while acknowledging the difficulty of theological language.  

Joseph Bobik has pointed out that “the elaboration is not pursued by Root; nor does he describe 

what it would look like.” 33  But as Alan P.F. Sell has noted, “Root continues the search for such a 

metaphysic in his essay, ‘Beginning all over again’ (in Soundings, ed. A.R. Vidler, 1963).” 34  It is 

to this second essay, the fruit of Root’s Wilde Lectures, that I now turn.

47

28 Ibid., 11.

29 Root, “Metaphysics and Religious Belief,” in Prospect for Metaphysics, ed. Ramsey, 64–79.

30 (Root, Senior Demy Application.)  
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2.2.2. Beginning All Over Again (1962)

	
 As previously noted, Soundings was the result of a conference at Launde Abbey in 

Leicestershire.  The circumstances leading up to this conference and the resulting volume are 

described by Vidler in his memoir; namely, neo-orthodoxy’s jargon, and the neglect of natural 

theology.35  In the “Introduction” to Soundings, Vidler explained:

The authors of this volume of essays cannot persuade themselves that the time is ripe for 
major works of theological construction or reconstruction.  It is a time for ploughing, not 
reaping; or, to use the metaphor we have chosen for our title, it is a time for making 
soundings, not charts or maps.  If this be so, we do not have to apologize for our inability 
to do what we hope will be possible in a future generation.  We can best serve the cause 
of truth and of the Church by candidly confessing where our perplexities lie, and not by 
making claims which, so far as we can see, theologians are not at present in a position to 
justify.36

From that last phrase we might surmise that Vidler and the contributors are in this volume still 

interested in the logic of theological language, but rather than proposing a solution to that 

problem, they chose instead to focus upon the confession of perplexities.

	
 Root’s essay is the first in the volume, and in it he observed: “Most people who think 

about these things at all agree that natural theology is in a poor state.  Ninian Smart has aptly 

called it ‘the sick man of Europe’.  Everyone has his own ideas about the reason for this malaise. 

Not everyone agrees that it is unfortunate.  There are theologians who would be glad to let the 

sick man die.  Natural theology, outside Catholic traditions, has generally been regarded as the 

poor relation if not the black sheep of the family.”37  Root continued: “Theologians have never 
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been convinced that he had a proper job of work to do.” 38  Here, Root no doubt had Barth in 

mind even if nowhere named, neo-orthodoxy’s jargon and the neglect of natural theology having 

been the two reasons for the conference and volume of which this essay was a part.  But it was 

not just the theologians, but also philosophers who were suspicious of natural theology.  None of 

this is surprising.  The theological and philosophical critiques of natural theology are well known 

and so need not be repeated here.  Suffice to say that, according to Root, “to accept this situation 

would … be the acceptance of a betrayal and the beginning of the end of faith.” 39  I will return to 

that phrase in Chapter 3, but here wish to point out that Root maintained not only the possibility 

of metaphysical argument, but also the necessity of natural theology for faith.  

	
 Root argued that the problem of natural theology could be attributed to a single sentence 

from Descartes, and “that a restoration of natural theology will finally depend upon the 

abandonment of our present understanding of what it is.” 40  	
For Root, Descartes represented the 

conventional approach to natural theology where the unbeliever gained by argument what the 

believer gained by faith.  The problem in that case, of course, was that argument was efficient, 

but not sufficient. Argument could, in other words, deliver the knowledge of God the Creator, but 

not the knowledge of God the Redeemer.  Root, however, found the entire approach problematic 

depending as it did upon a distinction between natural and revealed. Root explained: “Our 

thinking is still confined to the familiar grooves: natural and revealed; reason and faith.  It may 

seem paradoxical, but there would be point in saying that a restoration of natural theology will 

finally depend upon the abandonment of our present understanding of what it is.” 41  
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 This conclusion caused quite a stir; such a stir, in fact, that Eric Mascall (1905–1993), 

Professor of Historical Theology at King’s College London, wrote a book-length response: Up 

and Down in Adria.  Mascall took his title from Acts 27:28, the narrative of Paul’s shipwreck 

which follows the soundings of Acts 27:27.  In his polemical “Introduction,” Mascall critiqued 

“Dr. Vidler’s Leadsmen (for that would seem to be the right term by which to describe them)” 42 

and Soundings arguing that “the book suffers … from three serious deficiencies.  First, it fails to 

ask the really fundamental questions.  Secondly, it looks to the wrong quarters for its answers.  

Thirdly, it fails to look to the quarters in which the answers might be, and to a large extent are 

already being, found.” 43  Later, in his memoir, Mascall went further arguing that Soundings 

“seemed … to evince such a timidity and tentativeness in the face of contemporary secularism as 

to amount for most of its contributors to an abdication from Christian theology altogether.” 44  

	
 Returning to Up and Down in Adria, five chapters follow Mascall’s “Introduction,” and 

the first is chiefly concerned with Root’s essay “Beginning All Over Again.”  Mascall’s critique 

of Root’s essay might be summed up in the following four points: Root neglects tradition, 

conflates natural theology and apologetics, repudiates logic in favor of art and thus deprives 

“natural theology of the status of a rational pursuit,” 45 and gives insufficient criteria.  In sum, 

Root had, according to Mascall, turned from eternal truth to the pagan world.  Mascall suggested, 

in his “Introduction,” that “the Leadsmen … seem to have lost all confidence in the tradition that 

they have received and … envisage their task as, in Mr. Root’s phrase, ‘beginning all over 
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42 Mascall, Up and Down in Adria, 10.

43 Ibid., 14.

44 Mascall, Saraband, 294.

45 Mascall, Up and Down in Adria, 21.



again,’ as if we had nothing to learn from nineteen centuries of Christian experience.” 46  He 

continued in his first chapter, arguing: “Mr. Root gives to his essay the title ‘Beginning all over 

again,’ and this is in itself characteristic of an assumption which is common to most, though not, 

I think, all of the Leadsmen, that there is really very little help for present-day theologians to be 

gained from nineteen centuries of Christian thought that have preceded them.” 47  While Root’s 

title, “Beginning All Over Again,” might be read in this way, I would argue that Mascall’s 

reading of Root along these lines was a rather superficial reading, and this for three reasons.  

	
 First, it should be noted that one cannot say everything at once, and so Mascall’s critique 

that Vidler’s Leadsmen should have faced other questions falls flat.48  As Austin Farrer said in his 

1948 Bampton Lectures: “If we were never to say anything unless we said everything, we should 

all be best advised to keep our lips sealed: but we are all vain enough to think that if we express 

within a limited compass what in fact interests us, it may have the luck to interest our indulgent 

friends.” 49  Clearly, Mascall was not among Root’s indulgent friends.  It might also be noted that 

Mascall critiqued Root for excluding Farrer,50  and so it seems the charge of tu quoque is in order.

	
 Second, the idea that natural theology needs to begin all over again is characteristic of, 

and necessary to, natural theology.51  Far from being a neglect of tradition, this impulse is the 
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46 Ibid., 11.

47 Ibid., 16.

48 See, for instance, Ibid., 12–13, 14.

49 Farrer, The Glass of Vision, ix.

50 Mascall, Up and Down in Adria, 17.

51 One might say the same of theology.  Pattison has, for instance, asked: “is not our life in time a matter of ever 
repeated endings and beginnings, and are not the endings no less necessary for life than the beginnings, and where is 
truth to be found outside the movement between the two, the ‘between’?” (Pattison, A Short Course on the 
Philosophy of Religion, 1–2.)



very dynamism of tradition.52  To begin all over again need not mean the abandonment of 

tradition.  In fact, this probing for an answer was, for Root, the dynamism of tradition necessary 

to the health of Christian belief.53

	
 Third, Root’s 1972 Bampton Lectures, to be considered shortly, address Mascall’s 

concerns, and so even if Root had neglected tradition in his earlier essay, he later rectified this 

perceived omission, and so even if Mascall’s criticism was sound, and I have argued for the 

above two reasons that it was not, it certainly cannot be maintained  post-1972 (and perhaps even 
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52 I will consider this more fully in Chapter 3 in relation to the work of William Desmond, but here suffice to say 
that Root’s notion of natural theology seems consistent with Desmond’s notion of metaphysics when Desmond notes 
that “metaphysical perplexity is not a monolinear epistemic drive from a question to an answer, which then lets us 
put aside the question.  Rather it is a probing for an answer, which renews the question again, and in certain respects 
may indeed deepen perplexity, rather than dispel it.” (Desmond, Being and the Between, 6.)  Put simply, Root’s title, 
“Beginning All Over Again,” seems in some ways similar to Desmond’s notion of the “probing for an answer, which 
renews the question again.” (Ibid.)

53 Mascall would no doubt respond to this as he did to the Soundings volume as a whole when he said: “They admit 
that their leads have not found bottom; perhaps the reason is that their soundings have not gone deep 
enough.” (Mascall, Up and Down in Adria, 14.)  Desmond provides a sort of response to Mascall, one that expands 
upon Vidler’s maritime metaphor.  He notes: “I think that a philosopher is a seeker, and that any genuine philosophy 
is an adventure of thought.  As an adventure, it cannot be judged before the search has begun.  There will be many 
who scoff on the dockside as the ship heaves off.  They will congratulate themselves on their prudence in valuing the 
security of safe harbor, and the solid land.  They will even feel superior to those who launch out into the unknown, 
those who risk their thinking.  They feel sure in advance it will come to shipwreck.  But perhaps these wise 
homebodies are the already defeated.  How dare you do metaphysics?  I am asked.  I do dare.  But you must also 
dare, if you want an answer to your question.  And if we philosophers took to heart these prudent discouragements, 
we might never stir from the spot.  Alas, we too seek for home, but we must seek for home to be at home.  We are 
fools, no doubt, to dream of something more.  But since the world is so wise, and since the standing army of its 
sages is always swelled with new recruits, the stray folly of metaphysical adventuring will perhaps be excused in us. 
(Desmond, Being and the Between, xvi.)  Elsewhere, Desmond suggests: “Creation is an ocean in current; streams 
come from sources unknown, far and near, perfumed with their origin, carrying ships somewhere, to undreamt 
harbors, elsewhere and here, who knows where exactly.  The current seems to stream with overdetermined 
purposiveness and with no definite purpose the poverty of our souls can comprehend.  Even to be able to see that the 
gift is a gift is itself a great gift and a release that brings relief.” (Desmond, God and the Between, 185.)  Consistent 
with this image is David Brown’s observation that “the lack of dialogue between philosophy and theology is in 
danger of sinking both ships … through their failure to stock their ships with the appropriate ballast from the other 
discipline.” (Brown, The Divine Trinity, 102.)  Like Desmond, Root was seeking for home to be at home, and in so 
doing he was enacting the dynamism of, rather than neglecting, tradition.



post-1967).54  Whether or not Mascall’s criticism in Up and Down in Adria led Root to be more 

explicit in his 1972 Bampton Lectures is not here my concern.  While acknowledging a potential 

causal connection, I here wish to focus upon what Root did say; namely, that “the metaphysical 

impulse requires solid nourishment if it is to express itself in a comprehensible natural 

theology.” 55  His point there was not that the theologian ought to abandon tradition, but that 

theology itself is sustained by engagement with human experience, and the arts in particular.56  

	
 Having responded briefly to Mascall’s first and fourth criticisms, which I take to be the 

most significant criticisms, I now wish to return to Root’s previously mentioned discussion of 

“get[ting] ourselves out of the familiar grooves.” 57  That discussion is, I suggest, related to a 

ressourcement emphasis “to reconnect nature and the supernatural.” 58  This emphasis was, 

according to Hans Boersma, one of three conditions by which nouvelle théologie sought to 

“overcome the rupture between theology and life.” 59  In adition to this first emphasis, Boersma 
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54 It might also be noted that Root was conscious of the criteria problem having referenced it as one of two 
“fundamental theological problems” in an unpublished 1967 paper titled “Unity and Comprehensiveness.”  He there 
notes: “But having recognised the essential character of diversity we are not unaware of the problems it creates.  
These would seem to pose the fundamental theological problems for the discussion.  How are we to keep diversities 
in balance with the demand for unity in truth and faith?  We will not even attempt any general answer to this 
question, but we see two sorts of problems which should occupy a central place in dialogue.  The first are more 
theoretical.  How is essential continuity in faith to be understood and guaranteed?  Can this be rightly confined to 
verbal and juridicial categories?  Given the continual need for theological development, what are to be the criteria 
for distinguishing between legitimate and illegitimate development in doctrine, belief and practice?” (Moorman and 
Root, “Unity and Comprehensiveness,” f. 5)  Root continues, but what I have already quoted is sufficient to make 
the point that Root was even as early as 1967 (i.e., five years before his 1972 Bampton Lectures) conscious of this 
“fundamental theological problem” even if he was, at that time, more interested in exploring the problem in relation 
to ecumenical dialogue.

55 Root, “Beginning All Over Again,” in Soundings, ed. Vidler, 18.

56 See also Edwards, Tradition and Truth, 254.

57 Root, “Beginning All Over Again,” in Soundings, ed. Vidler, 11.

58 Boersma, Nouvelle Théologie and Sacramental Ontology, 5. See also Brown, “Sacramentality,” in The Oxford 
Handbook of Theology and Modern European Thought, eds. Adams, Pattison, and Ward, 615–631.  

59 Boersma, Nouvelle Théologie and Sacramental Ontology, 2.



mentions two others: dialogue with contemporary philosophy,60 and a more holistic approach, 

reintegrating “theology and spirituality, as well as constructive and moral theology, should be 

reintegrated.” 61

	
 Returning to the second condition, it should be noted that the circumstances leading up to 

the conference at Launde Abbey in Leicestershire as well as the resulting volume had everything 

to do with entering into dialogue with contemporary philosophical developments.  Providing 

additional detail, Root’s obituary in The Telegraph explains that “he was one of a group of young 

Cambridge theologians who were unhappy at the failure of their senior colleagues to take 

seriously the new, radical approach to theological questions being pursued in German and 

American universities.” 62  In his review of the volume, Henry Chadwick noted: “The authors of 

the essays in Soundings share … a strong desire to relate Christian doctrine to the contemporary 

intellectual situation.” 63  He continued, noting: “The heart of the matter is that Dr Vidler and his 

colleagues are anxious for contemporary English theology to be less stuffy and less shut in.  Let 

us open our windows, they say in effect, to the keen winds blowing around the Church 

outside…. It is a plea for fresh air.” 64  Sam Brewitt-Taylor concurs, pointing out that “the 

networks built by Christian intellectuals in the 1940s allowed newer radical works from 

theologians overseas, such as Paul Tillich and Dietrich Bonhoeffer, to become widely known 

within British theology.” 65  It is well known that Tillich was one of Vidler’s favorite theologians, 
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60 Ibid., 3.  

61 Ibid., 4.  

62 “Canon Howard Root,” The Telegraph.

63 Chadwick, review of Soundings, ed. Vidler, 441.

64 Ibid., 442.

65 Brewitt-Taylor, “‘Christian Radicalism’ in the Church of England, 1957-70,” 84.



and Root explicitly discussed Tillich’s notion of “ultimate concern” in relation to what Root 

called a “post-religious temper,” i.e., “a state of mind and feeling in which questions about God, 

the meaning of life, the nature of reality and human destiny no longer engage living attention.  

Religious questions,” he continued, “are no longer treated seriously, whether in belief or 

unbelief, because they have ceased to be matters of what Tillich calls ultimate concern.” 66  Root 

returns to this theme in his conclusion: 

In the end, any plea for the restoration of natural theology must be an appeal to boldness.  
We shall have to contemplate and absorb the disturbing visions of human nature which 
find expression in serious modern literature.  We shall have to come to terms with a world 
in which old patterns of morality no longer direct or inspire because they no longer have 
life.  We shall have to admit that we have no ready answers to the questions people ask 
because for so long we have insulated ourselves against their questions.67

From this it is clear that Root was influenced by Tillich who in the second volume of his 

Systematic Theology (1957) argued along these same lines.68  That said, it should be noted that 

despite Tillich’s influence upon Root, Root was nevertheless critical of Tillich in his 1961 

essay.69  Also worth noting, is that despite having mentioned Tillich in both essays, Root was 

criticized by one reviewer for having overlooked Tillich.70  This seems strange given Root’s 

explicit engagement, but might signal that Root despite having been influenced by Tillich was 

headed in a different direction.  Tillich, in any case, “rejects the possibility of a genuine natural 
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66 Root, “Beginning All Over Again,” in Soundings, ed. Vidler, 12.

67 Ibid., 19.

68 Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 2, 17.

69 See Root, “Metaphysics and Religious Belief,” in Prospect for Metaphysics, ed. Ramsey, 66.  See also Purdy and 
Root, “Growing Together,” 12.  Purdy and Root there quote Ninian Smart’s critical remarks towards Tillich’s 
Systematic Theology, vol. 1. 

70 Woolwich, review of Soundings, ed. Vidler, in Prism.



theology.  By the method of correlation, ontology finds its completion in revealed theology.” 71  

Like Tillich, Root wished to reestablish contact with modern (wo)man, but unlike Tillich, 

thought natural theology an essential part of the strategy.  The influence of Tillich might thus be 

understood in terms of ressourcement (as outlined by Boersma); that is to say, as being 

subservient to a more general desire for “dialogue with contemporary philosophical 

developments.” 72

	
 This would have been familiar territory for Root who was an Anglican observer at the 

second and third sessions of Vatican II in 1963–1964, an experience which was, I argue, 

significant.  I draw this conclusion from an essay that Root wrote for New Blackfriars, as well as 

three letters written by Root to Archbishop Michael Ramsey.  Taking them in order, I begin with 

a letter from Root to Ramsey dated 27 November 1963, and the second 14 January 1968.  Root 

there said: “I shall always be grateful to you for the opportunity to observe the Council.” 73  Then, 
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71 Ford, “Tillich’s Implicit Natural Theology,” 262.  It should be noted that Ford argued: “Despite his protestations to 
the contrary, we find in his writings an implicit natural theology, by which all revealed theology may be 
judged.” (Ibid., 257.)  See also Weigel, “Tillich’s Theological Significance,” in Paul Tillich in Catholic Thought, eds. 
O’Meara and Weisser, 5–6.  Weigel argued: “He [i.e., Tillich] rejects natural theology on principle, but his whole 
theology is not only a natural theology, but more ominously a naturalistic theology.” (Ibid., 17.)  In that same 
volume, however, O’Connor challenges this, arguing that “it is patent from Tillich’s writings that he does not mean 
by symbol what St. Thomas means by analogy, and this is precisely the reason why it is no basis for a natural 
theology.” (O’Connor, “Paul Tillich: An Impression,” in Paul Tillich in Catholic Thought, eds. O’Meara and 
Weisser, 37.)  Whatever the case may be, my argument is that while Root was no doubt influenced by Tillich, his 
own position was distinct.

72 Boersma, Nouvelle Théologie and Sacramental Ontology, 3.  On a related note, the only discussion of nouvelle 
théologie and art in Boersma is in relation to Daniélou.  According to Boersma: “To overcome the separation 
between technology and the sacred, Daniélou pointed to the mediating role of art.  Since art was tied both to 
technical change and to religious imagination it could position itself at the ‘frontier’ between technology and the 
sacred: ‘While the artist as such is neither physicist nor metaphysicist, without him physics cannot lead to 
metaphysics.’  Daniélou looked to art as a bridge between technology and the sacred.  If one would use art in this 
way, technology could serve as an example of an appropriate ‘Incarnation’ of the Christian faith.” (Ibid., 200.)

73 See Root, Ramsey Papers 46, f. 342.  This first letter would have been written just days after Root finished 
observing the second session as he was, according to records in the Lambeth Palace Library archives (CFR RC 39/1, 
f. 16), there 28 September–10 October, 1–22 November 1963.



in his 1964 essay, “Observing Vatican II,” Root speaks of “this privilege of indirect participation 

in the Council,” 74 explaining: “Those of us who have been present at the Council have been 

granted a special sense of this new theological and ecclesiastical situation.  We are involved in 

the Council and have a loyalty to it.” 75

	
 It is clear, then, that Root’s service as an Observer at the Second Vatican Council was not 

only significant, but led to a number of other opportunities including serving on the Joint 

Preparatory Commission, the Permanent Joint Commission, as well as an academic council with 

Yves Congar, a well-known figure in nouvelle théologie, in 1967.76  But all of this was post-

Soundings.  If I am to argue that Root was in his 1962 essay advocating the ressourcement of 

(natural) theology, then do I not need to show something more?  To some extent, no.  Whether or 

not Root understood himself to be advocating ressourcement in 1962, there is no doubt that this 

is how he understood his 1962 essay in 1970 and 1972.  That said, I think we have good reason 

to think that Root understood what he was doing in 1962, and I base this upon several comments 

that Root makes in “Observing Vatican II.”  The first is not decisive, but is nevertheless 

suggestive.  Commenting on the Anglican observers, Root said: “[F]or many of us there has 

come an exciting glimpse of the vitality of contemporary Roman Catholic theology.  The 

fundamental confrontation at the Council is that of this new theology with an older one.  For 

some of the observers this has been a revelation.  They may have known that theologians like 

Rahner and Congar, say, existed.  What they had not expected was the substantial influence of 
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74 Root, “Observing Vatican II,” 12.  

75 Ibid., 13.  Along these same lines, Root elsewhere noted: “For by the grace of Pope John’s original invitation the 
observers had come to feel themselves not only involved but also somehow committed to the Council.  We were not 
just spectators, least of all disinterested spectators.” (Root, “Ecumenism,” in The Second Vatican Council, ed. 
Pawley, 114–115.)

76 See CFR RC 16/1, ff. 31–32.



this new theology.” 77  I think it significant that Root mentions “some of the observers,” and then 

again, using the third person plural (i.e., “they”) with reference to those observers who likely 

knew little more than that Rahner and Congar existed.  This comment implied that Root, 

exempted as he is from “they,” had knowledge of more than their existence in 1963.  The second 

comment has everything to do with Soundings.  Root wrote: “But now, as the Council itself 

confirms, the twentieth century is confronting us all with the same questions.  The questions 

bring us together.  The more we realize that it is our questions which unite us, the more readily 

we shall find ways of overcoming the barriers which obscure the paths toward common 

understanding.” 78  This section might just as easily have come from Vidler’s “Introduction” to 

Soundings.  Taken together with the 1962 essay which bears the imprint of ressourcement, I think 

it reasonable to suggest that Root was working with a similar conception pre-1963.  Far from 

neglecting tradition, he was arguing for its ressourcement, advocating what he would in his 1972 

Bampton Lectures call a “backward-looking” radicalism.79 

	
 Returning to the 1962 essay, it is clear that Root’s concern was primarily, as he put it, “to 

establish or reestablish some kind of vital contact with that enormous majority of human beings 

for whom Christian faith is not so much unlikely as irrelevant and uninteresting.” 80  That was 

Root’s motivating concern, a concern common amongst 1960s Anglican radicals.  Less common 

was Root’s turn to natural theology to address the problem.  The problem, according to Root, 

was that natural theology had been “weakened by malnutrition.” 81  He explained: “For decades, 
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77 Root, “Observing Vatican II,” 12.

78 Ibid., 13.

79 Root, “The Limits of Radicalism,” III:2.  

80 Root, “Beginning All Over Again,” in Soundings, ed. Vidler, 6.

81 Ibid., 19.



if not generations, Christian faith has lived in a state of imaginative impoverishment.  How 

should it not?  The Church has lived in almost total isolation from the arts.  Academic theology 

has lived on its own fat. The supply of fat is running out.” 82  From Root’s perspective, natural 

theology was malnourished, and this as the result of isolation from the arts.  Theology had 

become irrelevant and uninteresting, having failed to engage individuals “at the deepest levels of 

thought and imagination.” 83  This led him to conclude: “The starting-point for natural theology is 

not argument but sharpened awareness.  For the moment it is better for us that the arguments 

have fallen to pieces.” 84  He explained: 

It is possible that in their time the Five Ways were an exciting expression of the whole 
movement of mind from the actual world to the reality of God.  We can even admit that 
they may have expressed something of that inwardness of human experience which must 
be the permanent source of metaphysical thinking and natural theology.  But there can be 
no dispute that they no longer express anything of this sort.85

Root is here reiterating his previous point that more fundamental than natural theology is the 

inspiration for natural theology, what he here calls “the permanent source of metaphysical 

thinking and natural theology,” i.e. “that inwardness of human experience.” 86  Discussing this 

inwardness at greater length, Root suggested that theologians should look to “the living works of 

59

82 Ibid.

83 Ibid., 17

84 Ibid., 19.

85 Ibid., 18.
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artists who are in touch with the springs of creative imagination.” 87  And here, as well as in his 

call for “the construction of some new model or models for the whole enterprise,” 88 Root sounds 

a bit like Macquarrie, but it would be five years before Macquarrie envisaged a new style natural 

theology, one that “would be descriptive instead of deductive,” and “existential rather than 

rationalistic.” 89  Root was, in other words, a sort of forerunner, both in calling for awareness 

rather than argument, and in advocating what might be called a natural theology of the arts.  

These two essays (1961 and 1962), however, are, as the critics argued, just a beginning.  I turn 

now to consider two pieces from the Lambeth Palace Library archives, the first a co-authored 

1970 assessment, and the second, Root’s 1972 Bampton Lectures.  These two pieces shed 

additional light upon Root’s 1962 essay, and thus the possibility of a natural theology of the arts.

2.2.3. Growing Together (1970)

	
 As previously mentioned, Root’s involvement with the Second Vatican Council led to a 

number of additional ecumenical opportunities, one of which is, for reasons which will become 
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87 Ibid.; cf. Chang, Engaging Unbelief, 156ff.  Therein, Chang states: “Entering our challengers’ story will mean 
entering the movie theater with them.  Yet Christian scholars have been surprisingly remiss in surveying this 
potential common ground.  There does not exist any definitive theology of cinema that parallels Augustine’s 
theology of history or Aquinas’s theology of philosophical reasoning.  The overwhelming majority of theological 
forays into cinema that do exist simply analyze the themes and plots of specific movies.  While such books can be 
helpful, understanding various messages is not the same as grasping the medium.…  Theologians still have not 
measured the unique dimensions of cinema as a medium.” (Ibid., 157–158.)  Chang is, then, a more recent example 
of the aesthetic turn in natural theology, and like Root, singles out cinema as one of the “best text-books for 
contemporary natural theologians.” (Root, “Beginning All Over Again,” 18.)  For a more recent and explicit 
treatment of natural theology and film see Johnston, “The Film Viewer and Natural Theology: God’s ‘Presence’ at 
the Movies,” in The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 595-610.  Worth noting is that both 
Chang’s and Johnson’s efforts evince what Re Manning has referred to as “the complex (and controversial) situation 
of natural theology in American evangelical Christian theology.” (Re Manning, “Introduction,” in The Oxford 
Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 4.)

88 Root, “Beginning All Over Again,” 10.

89 Macquarrie, Principles of Christian Theology, 56.



clear, particularly significant here: The Anglican–Roman Catholic International Commission 

(ARCIC).  For the sake of context: “The Anglican–Roman Catholic International Commission 

was established by Archbishop of Canterbury Michael Ramsey and Pope Paul VI in 1967.  Its 

terms of reference were established by the Malta Report in the following year and it has worked 

in two phases – 1970–1981, and 1983–2005.” 90  Root was invited by Ramsey to serve on the 

Joint Preparatory Commission (1967–1968), which culminated in the Malta Report.91  He was 

thus, more or less, involved in ARCIC from its inception.  He was then invited, once again by 

Ramsey, to serve on the Permanent Joint Commission.92  According to Root’s obituary in The 

Telegraph, he served on that commission until 1981 (i.e., the end of the first phase).  Besides the 

more obvious even if here less relevant point (i.e., that Root had a significant role in ARCIC), I 

also wish to point out that, in addition to the three letters quoted above, Root’s involvement in 

ARCIC supports my argument that his earlier participation in the Second Vatican Council was 

significant.  If he had not served as an Observer at the Council, he likely would not have 

participated in these and other dialogues, dialogues which no doubt contributed to him being 
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90 Anglican Communion, “Unity Faith and Order – Dialogues – Anglican Roman Catholic.”  

91 Ramsey’s letter to Root reads as follows: “My dear Root, My requests for your help seem to multiply, but here is a 
request which I have a very particular reason for making, namely your experience as an Observer at the Vatican 
Council.  I have to appoint eight or nine Anglican members of a joint Roman Catholic-Anglican theological 
commission as an outcome of my own visit to the Vatican.  It will be for this body not to conduct but rather to make 
preparations for the conduct of dialogue between the two Communions by deciding the best scope and subject 
matter for such dialogue.  I want very much to ask you to be a member of this Commission which will be drawn 
partly from England and partly from Anglican Churches elsewhere. It is not to meet more than two or three times as 
its work will be preparatory.  It had been thought that the first meeting would be in the autumn, but it now appears 
more likely that it will be in January.  I greatly hope that you may be able to say ‘yes’.  Yours sincerely, 
M.C.” (Ramsey, Letter to Howard E. Root – 30 June 1966, Ramsey Papers 107, f. 118.  Root’s reply to Ramsey 
dated 1 July 1966 is in the same volume, f. 120.)

92 Ramsey, Letter to Howard E. Root (2 January 1969). For Ramsey’s acknowledgment of Root’s reply see Ramsey 
Papers 167,  f. 249.



asked to serve as Director of the Anglican Center in Rome and the Archbishop’s Counsellor on 

Vatican Affairs.

	
 All this being said, I now wish to consider a co-authored essay from the Lambeth Palace 

Library archives.  Written by Root and William Purdy, Root’s Roman Catholic counterpart, it 

was presented at the first meeting of the Permanent Joint Commission in Windsor 9–15 January 

1970.  The essay’s full title was “Growing Together: An Assessment of the Opportunities for 

Collaboration Between the Two Churches,” 93 and besides repeatedly, and approvingly, quoting 

from Root’s 1962 Soundings essay, it also anticipates Root’s 1972 Bampton Lectures.  Having 

thus situated “Growing Together,” I will argue, first, that it was consistent with his earlier 1962 

essay.94  This is significant for Mascall’s critique might, after eight years with no reply from 

Root, be thought decisive.  This essay, however, confirms that Root had not abandoned his earlier 

position.  Second, it is clear from this essay that Root’s position is, additionally, a position 

shaped by ecumenical concerns.  Beginning all over again was, in other words, for Root, now if 

not previously, an ecumenical affair.  Third, and this is related to the first, this more general 

ecumenical concern does not diminish my previous argument, i.e. that Root was in his 1962 

essay arguing for the ressourcement of tradition.  In fact, this essay, it seems, makes Root’s post-

Vatican II ressourcement even more explicit.  I submit that if the 1970 assessment was, in fact, 

consistent with the 1962 essay, then those concerns made explicit in the 1970 assessment might, 
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93 Purdy and Root, “Growing Together.”  Interestingly enough, this phrase was used by Root in his 1964 essay, 
“Observing Vatican II.”  He there noted: “This is, I suppose, part of that lengthy process of growing together which 
is the aim of all ecumenical activity.” (Root, “Observing Vatican II,” 13.)  

94 It must, of course, be noted that as this was a co-authored essay this statement only holds insofar as the argument 
therein might be called “Root’s.”  That said, given the frequent quotation of Root’s 1962 essay, as well as the 
quotation in the preceding footnote from which this essay seems to have taken its title, it seems fair to draw the 
conclusion that this essay reflects Root’s position, and is additionally consistent with his 1962 essay.  Put simply: 
despite being co-authored, I would argue that this essay accurately reflects Root’s own position.  If this were not the 
case, the quotations of Root’s earlier essay might have been left out (i.e., if the essay reflects Purdy’s, rather than 
Root’s, position) or qualified (i.e., if the essay reflects Root’s position, albeit different from his earlier position).



to some extent, be read back into the 1962 essay.95  Fourth, the role of the artist, as well as the 

role of the Church in relation to the artist, is here made more clear than in Root’s 1962 essay, and 

addresses the criticisms of several Soundings reviewers (e.g., Edwards, Chadwick).  I will 

discuss this fourth point more fully in relation to Root’s 1972 Bampton Lectures.  All this being 

said, I will now work through the assessment highlighting their use of Root’s earlier essay, 

giving additional articulation to the four arguments along the way.

	
 Purdy and Root began, identifying their main focus in this assessment as being “the 

Christian mission to the world of today.” 96  They continued, asking: “What difference would our 

union make to that?” 97  The context is, thus, consistent with Root’s 1962 essay, and, additionally, 

explicitly ecumenical.  They continued, referencing “the complex and dificult task of making the 

Christian commitment intellectually and imaginatively respectable.” 98  Providing additional 

clarification, they noted: “The task needs more than traditional apologetics, which were often 

disfigured by theological gamesmanship and confused by being aimed as much against each 

other as against the unbeliever.” 99  The emphasis upon “the Christian mission to the world of 

today,” 100 as well as the corresponding emphasis upon the role of the imagination in addition to 
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the intellect, are consistent with Root’s 1962 essay, a point reinforced by their numerous 

quotations from that essay.

	
 The first quotation from Root’s 1962 essay appears on the third page after a call to 

consider human experience more broadly, and the relation of “clericalism” or “churchiness” to 

secularism.  I shall consider the former more fully in relation to the work of Brown in this 

chapter’s final section, but here reproduce the quotation from Root’s earlier essay.  He there 

argued: “For decades, if not generations, Christian faith has lived in a state of imaginative 

impoverishment.  How should it not?  The Church has lived in almost total isolation from the 

arts.  Academic theology has lived on its own fat.  The supply of fat is running out.” 101  Purdy 

and Root go on to develop this earlier line of thought in an ecumenical direction.  

	
 The second quotation of Root’s 1962 essay begins: “Christian faith has been an ark of 

retreat.” 102  Here, Purdy and Root are concerned with what they call “the siege mentality” which 

has the following result: “The Church diminishes as a creative force in society, ceases to be 

Incarnational.” 103  They then give illustrations from three fields: literature, science and natural 

theology.  As the third is most relevant here, I will pass over the first two, proceeding directly to 

the third.  Purdy and Root begin with Smart’s well-known suggestion: “Natural Theology is the 

Sick Man of Europe.” 104  They then quote from a 1965 essay in which Smart argued that “unless 

transcendence is taken seriously, there can be no truth-claim in Christianity… These points imply 

something about theological education.  Philosophy should become an integral part of it, where 
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this is not already so.  Even Barthianism (‘philosophy is a waste of theological time’) implies 

this, for one has to see that philosophy is a waste of time, and this is partly a philosophical 

insight.” 105  Commenting upon Smart, Purdy and Root noted: “It is very odd that he should have 

written this towards the end of the Second Vatican Council, just when Catholic seminaries in 

many places were bracing themselves in the euphoric air of that time to depart from long 

tradition in the matter with varying thoroughness.” 106  The conversation then proceeded with 

another quotation from Root’s 1962 essay before Purdy and Root concluded that if seminary 

students’ only exposure to natural theology was in its traditional forms then it might be better to 

leave it out of the curriculum.107  This echoes Root’s earlier sentiment: “What the railway-line 

analogy brings out is that one conventional model will not do at all.  If this is in fact what natural 

theology does it should come as no surprise that both theologians and philosophers would well 

like to be rid of it.  It simply does not work.” 108  In both essays, Root is arguing for a retrieval of 

sorts, i.e. natural theology even if not natural theology traditionally conceived (e.g., the Five 

Ways).  This section concluded on an ecumenical note, but not without qualification.  “Again,” 

they said, “we are not concerned about agreeing for the sake of agreeing - we have something to 

say together to a larger and less sympathetic audience.” 109  Ecumenical, yes, but the more 
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important conversation, they realized, was not between Anglicans and Roman Catholics, but 

between Anglican/Roman Catholics and modern (wo)man.110

	
 Turning to these modern (wo)men, the remainder of the assessment is concerned with the 

following question: “Can we bring people to see that as the area of religious influence has 

shrunk, they as well as the Church have suffered from the shrinking?” 111  More specifically, and 

extremely relevant for this thesis, they asked: “What does contemporary art and literature 

manifest of the hunger?  How many of us feel competent to say?  If we wish to avoid reading 

into contemporary art and literature what we want to find there, we must learn to read it properly.  

This is not so simple as it may seem.” 112  A few brief comments: the first question sounds a bit 

like Tillich, but as I have said previously, there seems to be more at work here.  The second 

question gives insight into Root’s neglect to do just this.113  Purdy and Root continued, arguing: 

“Whoever is prepared to expose himself to both can hardly question that great works of art and 

literature disturb and break through the insulation against reality more surely than cosy epilogues 

or neatly-tailored discussions.” 114  Here, the difference between Root, here Purdy/Root, and 

Tillich begins to emerge.  The argument they are developing is not so much one in favor of the 
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method of correlation as it is for the powers of art.  I will discuss these powers, as well as the 

accompanying limitations, in Chapter 3, but here anticipate that discussion with a quotation from 

Desmond which might serve as a sort of commentary for the just quoted section from Purdy and 

Root.  Desmond argues: 

And indeed art does seem to be the product of creative power out of the ordinary.  It can 
disrupt and de-familiarize our sense of being.  It can refresh our perception.  It can help 
us speak free of the tiredness and dead metaphors.  It can allow us to look at creation 
anew, and indeed to celebrate its worth, in a way science cannot.  It can speak to the 
whole human being, and not just to the instrumentalized intellect…. It can witness to the 
pathos and ecstasis of the human spirit, opening us beyond already sedimented ways of 
being, auguring something more, something richer–and not elsewhere, but here now in 
the here and now.115

For Purdy and Root, “great works of art and literature disturb and break through the insulation 

against reality,” 116 and along these same lines, art, according to Desmond, “disrupt[s] and 

defamilarize[s] our sense of being.” 117  These sentiments are, if not the same, then very similar.  I 

will return to this in Chapter 3.  Here, however, I think it important to observe Root on his own 

terms, in this case together with Purdy.  They continued, explaining: “To begin with, instead of 

concerning ourselves about whether non-theological literature, and art, have suffered from a lack 

of a theological dimension (which is not easy to establish) we should be sure whether the 

absence of it is real or apparent.  Our failure to perceive may be due to a churchiness of our own.  

Theological interest, or at least the kind of seriousness which ought to interest the theologian, is 

not to be discerned only by the presence of theological jargon.” 118  Here, if not previously, the 

difference from Tillich is clear.  Purdy and Root are not arguing for the method of correlation so 
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much as the recognition of “submerged” theological sensibilities.  This is very much along the 

lines of what Brown advocates, and so I will discuss this more fully towards the end of this 

chapter, but also in Chapter 4 with reference to Borofsky.  That said, I here wish to draw 

attention to the final two words in the above quotation: “theological jargon.”  Recall Vidler’s 

description of the nature of the Soundings contributors’ dissatisfaction.  They were as I have 

previously noted, according to Vidler, dissatisfied with neo-orthodoxy’s jargon and the neglect of 

natural theology.119  Once again, then, I would argue that this 1970 assessment is consistent with 

Root’s 1962 essay.  The movement here, as there, is away from theological jargon, towards the 

arts, and this, I argue, is a particular variety of ressourcement.  

	
 Purdy and Root then asked: “What alliance is possible with the artist?” 120  They 

responded: “The best thing we can do for him is to provide him with an audience, something 

which will protect him equally from neglect and from adulation.  It is an environment in which 

he can breath and work, not just sell and wax fat.” 121  And what might be gained through giving 

the artist an audience?  In a word: awareness.  The artist is, after all, for Purdy and Root “the man 

who is most sharply aware, most keenly (perhaps intolerably) sensitive to the human condition 

most relentless in the search for reality.” 122  It is for this reason that Purdy and Root go on to 

criticize Roman Catholics, in particular, for an “over-intellectualism which sometimes goes with 

imaginative and emotional obtuseness and a readiness to think that the arts are always somebody 

else’s business.” 123  The solution, they thought, was to “begin in the seminaries (not as an extra 
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item on the curriculum).” 124  The reality, however, is that seminaries are, now as much and 

perhaps even more so than then, struggling to fit additional courses into an already overloaded 

curriculum.  In any case, the emphasis upon awareness here is consistent with the penultimate 

line of Root’s 1962 essay: “The starting-point for natural theology is not argument but sharpened 

awareness.” 125  To summarize: We must provide the artist with an audience.  In so doing, we 

learn to be aware from the artist who is “most sharply aware.” 126  Returning to Root’s 1962 

essay, he there explained: “This is another way of saying that theologians cannot direct men’s 

minds to God until they are themselves steeped in God’s world and in the imaginative 

productions of his most sensitive and articulate creatures.  That in turn is only another way of 

saying that the enterprise of theology cannot come to life until it takes to heart the principle of 

Incarnation.” 127  “Growing Together,” it should now be clear, has everything to do with 

“Beginning All Over Again,” and “the Christian mission to the world of today” 128 with a natural 

theology whose starting-point “is not argument but sharpened awareness,” 129 awareness learned 

from the artist.  Having thus considered Root’s 1961 and 1962 essays, as well as the unpublished, 

co-authored 1970 assessment, I now turn to Root’s 1972 Bampton Lectures, “The Limits of 

Radicalism.”
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2.2.4. The Limits of Radicalism (1972)

	
 As previously mentioned, despite the detailed instructions of the will of John Bampton, 

Root’s lectures were never printed or distributed.  What follows, then, is a thorough summary of 

these lectures, and then some discussion as to how Root’s 1962 essay might be read through their 

lens.  Like the co-authored 1970 assessment, these lectures are consistent with Root’s 1962 

essay.  Root more explicitly addresses Mascall’s first criticism (i.e., neglect of tradition), as well 

as the criticism of some reviewers (i.e., that he had not sufficiently engaged the arts).  Generally 

speaking, “The Limits of Radicalism” has to do with radicalism and tradition, and these lectures 

might just as easily have gone by that title.

	
 In his first lecture, “Radicalism and theological integrity,” Root was concerned with the 

causes of radicalism, as well as “the question of theological integrity and its relation to radical 

(or any other) movements.” 130  Between bookends – the first an admission that “[r]adicalism is 

an ambiguous word,” 131 and the second a confession that “the determining of limits is not the 

business of these lectures” 132 – Root argued “that one of the present causes of theological 

radicalism may be the academic inclination to reduce theology to linguistic, literary and 

theological studies.” 133  He goes on to discuss this inclination, explaining: “Part of the pathos of 

some radical programmes has been the hope that a throughly revised version of Christian faith 

would not only attract but bring back to the fold a whole host of ‘modern men’.” 134  Against this, 

Root argued that the theologian’s “concern must be with theological truth - if such a thing there 
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be - and although the survival needs of apologetic or of ecclesiastical bodies may concern him, 

they are not to be confused with his role and work.” 135  Theology is what it is, and the work of 

the theologian cannot be done by others.136  In this first lecture, then, Root had reductionism in 

his sights.  Over against reductionism he wished to maintain the integrity of theology.

	
 Root’s second lecture, “Radicals and radicalism,” had to do with “the unusual character 

of theological language,” 137 and might have just as easily been titled “When Things Fall 

Apart.” 138  Root explained that “all the strands were stretched to breaking point,” 139 and this by a 

variety of theological, historical, scientific and philosophical criticisms.  This has resulted in “a 

failure of nerve,” or to use his preferred phrase, “the loss of confidence in one’s tools.” 140  And 

this loss of confidence, said Root, leads to the question: “What is theology about?” 141  Having 

considered similar transformations in contemporary physics and the arts, Root maintained 

theology’s distinctive character and integrity.  Concluding, he considered two radical responses, 

the first a quest for the univocal meaning of theological doctrines, which Root thought a 

“fantasy,” 142 and the second, what Root called “the conservatism of radicalism,” 143  i.e. an 

attempt to treat theological language as poetic utterance in an effort to find “the true essence of a 
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theological concept.” 144  According to Root, both responses reveal a conservative instinct, one 

that has everything to do with tradition.

	
 Root’s third lecture, “Tradition and traditions,” was, according to Root, “the center-piece 

of the first half of these lectures.” 145  Commenting on the previously noted conservative instinct, 

Root explained: “Perhaps it is this conservative fear of loss (rather than a simple desire to reduce 

or explain away) which often inspires the radical move.  The relationship between radicalism and 

tradition may then (at least at times) be far more interesting, as well as more complicated, than 

we had expected.” 146  Root then observed: “At this point there is a jump in the argument…. If 

there must be change, then such change must be forward-looking, not backward-looking.” 147  

Questioning this orientation, he then notes that “in ordinary usage, radical has come to mean a 

perpetual anxiety for the future,” and an “obsession with change.” 148  This leads, naturally 

enough, to the question of continuity and discontinuity, i.e. the question of tradition.  Radical 

theologians, said Root, view tradition as “an enormous weight of baggage, growing century by 

century,” and wish “to unload as much baggage as possible.” 149  Challenging this view, Root 

argued that radicalism has reacted against a static view of tradition.  Taking his cues from T.S. 

Eliot’s “Tradition and Individual Talent,” 150 Root pointed to the “dynamic, on-going nature of 
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tradition.” 151  He then considered Ezra Pound and Pierre Boulez, and argued that we create our 

past before asking: “But if we stress one side of Eliot’s definition, that is the conviction that we 

are in some sense creating our past as we go along, then where do we find our guidelines?” 152  

Root here gives a two-part answer, noting first that “this is inevitable in any kind of 

historiography,” 153 and second that “Christians and theologians have been doing just this ever 

since the writing of the New Testament.” 154  But, to ask Root’s question again, where do we find 

our guidelines or criteria?   There was, according to Root, “no hard criteria,” 155 an admission that 

led him to ask: “Indeed, is this view of tradition no more than a variant of radicalism?” 156   No, 

said Root, for dealing with the given is “a responsibility of almost unendurable weight.” 157  It is, 

to use Milan Kundera’s phrase, an unbearable lightness.  That said, Root turned to consider this 

given element in his next lecture.

	
 In “Theology and ‘The Given’,” Root wondered: if we create our past by fashioning a 

tradition, then how are we to understand this tradition in relation to the history of Christian 

theology?  Is there continuity still?  Yes, but Root suggested that it “involves deep and multiple 

relationships.” 158  He referred to these relationships as “constellations.” 159  More than mere linear 

73

151 Root, “The Limits of Radicalism,” III:5–6.

152 Ibid., III:9. 

153 Ibid.

154 Ibid.

155 Ibid., III:11.

156 Ibid.

157 Ibid.  

158 Ibid.; cf. Brown, Tradition and Imagination, 11, 29, 30–31, 40.

159 Root, “The Limits of Radicalism,” III:11.



development or random collections, these constellations are “the given,” and here there is a sense 

of order, but also of diversity.  As he had it: Root explained: “No two will make use of precisely 

the same elements in that tradition, or arrange and highlight the elements in quite the same 

way.” 160  This brought him, once again, to the question of limits (i.e., guidelines or criteria), and 

here, Root drew upon his previous discussion of constellations, suggesting that we do in fact 

“have a kind of control - a set of limits.” 161  While more specificity may be needed, one must 

recall the context of these statements (i.e., a university sermon), and also Root’s more general 

aim: the recovery of tradition as an alternative to a forward-looking, reductionist radicalism.  

	
 Root’s fifth lecture, “Resources and reconstructions,” addressed “the task of interpretation 

and the attendant questions of resources and reconstructions.” 162  Root began by arguing that 

theological language is distinct, and as such cannot be translated.  Root preferred to speak of 

“elucidation and explication.” 163  These preferred terms, he said, are first of all “additive, the 

opposite of reductionist.” 164  Root then asked: “Where are we to look for additive imagery?” 165  

Put simply: Christian tradition.  He explained: “The latent imagery may not always be found in 

the most obvious places…. The most important imagery from the past lies not in the most 

obvious but, often, in the nearly concealed.” 166  He continued: “There is … a vast supply of 

Christian imagery associated with what we call religious experience…. Anything from pop art to 
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the most impenetrable avant garde may touch off the spark and thereby start the process of 

image-making, or imagery-inspired invention.” 167  Adding to the list of resources, he mentioned 

novels, poetry, television, pop songs and modern art before concluding: “The problem about 

resources is not that they are not there, but that, as theologians, we have not had time to seek 

them out where they are.” 168  He later added scientific discovery to the list, but confessed: “For 

me, the most useable resources today lie much nearer the artistic and literary.” 169  Root 

concludes, noting that he “want[s] to suggest a model quite different from [Leonard] Hodgson’s, 

one which allows us to begin where we are instead of asking us to pretend that we can think 

ourselves into the minds and feelings of men 2000 years ago.” 170

	
 Root’s sixth lecture, “Theological Responsibility,” continued his previously mentioned 

critique of Hodgson.  According to Root, even if we could imaginatively enter into the world of 

these authors we would still be confronted with the issue of translation.  In addition, according to 

Root, Hodgson’s model suggested that we simply pass along what they really meant (i.e., the 

truth), and this fails to account for “earlier, consensus, understandings” in the tradition.171  This 

static notion of truth leads to the question of theological responsibility.  Root explained: “Yet the 

Hodgson formula, by implication, suggests to me that there is a single truth there, if only we 

struggle hard enough to find it, write it down, and then maybe put it in a deep freeze so that our 
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successors will be left in no doubt about our findings.” 172  Root then asks: “Is this our theological 

responsibility?173  No, says Root, for as he later noted: “Tradition, like history, is not a pre-

packaged parcel which we simply receive from the past and hand on to the future.” 174  What, 

then, might a distinctive theological responsibility look like?  Here, Root turns to the analogy of 

the artist.  According to Root, “[t]here are three elements in the work of both, and each has 

within a question of integrity.” 175  These three elements are the commission, material, and 

message.  The commission is “something which is asked for, by individuals or society, the 

community.” 176  The medium or material “is the tradition plus what we … add by way of 

interpretation, re-arrangement, altered emphasis, and by what we omit as well as what we 

retain.” 177  The message “is his own person, his nature.” 178  Acknowledging that it was an 

imperfect analogy, Root nevertheless concluded that it was “a beginning.” 179  He then turned to 

the supernatural as a test case.

	
 Root’s seventh lecture, “The Supernatural,” considers the topic as “a hard test case to 

bring out the import of the radical problem and its meaning.” 180  According to Root, the word 

supernatural “raises not just problems about the meaning of words but about the feasibility of 
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theology.” 181  Root then asks this lecture’s central question: “But will the dispensing with the 

supernatural bring the dividends promised?” 182  No, and even more central to the argument of 

these lectures, Root argued that “the idea of the supernatural is a fundamental theological 

category.  It is built into the word theology itself.” 183  More fully, Root noted: “One cannot 

pretend to be translating the biblical writers, the fathers, the schoolmen and reformers, indeed the 

work of all theologians until about the day before yesterday, if one’s translations lack a category 

(or a way of seeing) which has been integral to the whole Christian tradition.” 184  This led Root 

to conclude: “Let us consider carefully before trading the originals for translations.” 185

	
 Discussions of the supernatural spill over into Root’s eighth and final lecture: “Towards 

theological method.”  Reflecting upon his seventh lecture he there noted: “For good or ill, this 

sense of a need for the category (or order) of the supernatural is essential to anything which calls 

itself theology and not simply a branch of history, or religious studies.  This assertion … is 

closely connected with another theme in these lectures: the integrity of theology.” 186  That said, 

Root restates two claims: “The motives, first, of theological radicalism cannot be questioned.” 187  

He explained: “The radical programme is fundamentally concerned with relevance …. This is a 

most worthy concern.” 188  That said, Root concluded: “To be relevant today is to be more 
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extravagantly theological - or supernaturalistic - than in any time for perhaps centuries.” 189  Root 

then restates his second claim, i.e., that radicalism has a conservative inclination.  He explains: 

“The radical urgency grew from the notion that what Christian tradition enshrined was in some 

important sense true and that all it needed was a modern translation.” 190  This led Root to 

conclude: “From all these observations it may be clear that the question of theological method is 

not one of discovering or re-discovering some new thing which theologians have not know[n] 

(sic) or used before.  It is, perhaps, more a matter of accommodating temperaments.” 191  Root 

argued that “there is no such thing as the theological method,” only “methods and methods.” 192  

He continued: “I do not see our problem as one of establishing a theological method, something 

hitherto unknown or unheard of.  There is no way of doing theology any more than there is for 

philosophy or history.  But there is a special theological problem which is not quite like that in 

any other discipline…. It is the problem of finding our way into the past, into a theological 

tradition which is both of the past and more than the past.” 193  This, said Root, is “the problem of 

enrichment and enlargement,” i.e. “of how tradition is both altered and enlarged and yet remains 

Tradition no matter how many hands or generations it passes through.” 194  Acknowledging, once 

again, the literary precedent (i.e., Eliot, “Tradition and Individual Talent”), Root then concluded:

The limits of radicalism are those which end not in chaos but in the breaking of fresh 
ground.  Let the voices speak.  Let the contestants push to those limits they find for 
themselves.  In the end, theology is not its own master.  Tradition is not an overlord or a 
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censor.  It is there.  What will last will last.  What will fall away will fall away.  Method 
will unfold itself in the exploration.195

A fascinating glimpse into 1960s radicalism, these lectures were a call for a non-reductive 

approach to tradition, backward- rather than forward-looking, and resourced by a variety of what 

Root called “additive imagery.”  The radicalism to which Root was responding has, in some 

sense, passed away, but as Robin Gill recently noted, while “this particular debate looks antique 

today … it can still be instructive.” 196  The extent to which this is so remains to be seen, and so I 

turn now to an evaluation of Root’s call for, and contribution to, a natural theology of the arts.

2.3. Evaluating Root’s Contribution to a Natural Theology of the Arts

	
 Root was, I argue, an early, though for the most part neglected, advocate of natural 

theology and the arts.  His 1961 and 1962 essays, the co-authored 1970 assessment, and 1972 

Bampton Lectures constitute what might be called a (proto) new style natural theology of the 

arts.  To review: in his 1961 essay, “Metaphysics and Religious Belief,” Root maintained the 

possibility of metaphysical argument while acknowledging the difficulty of theological language.  

He was critiqued for failing to elaborate, but I nevertheless think it important to note his 

persistence in maintaining the possibility of metaphysical argument.  In his 1962 essay, 

“Beginning All Over Again,” Root acknowledged that natural theology was in a poor state, but 

nevertheless thought that accepting this would be tantamount to accepting the end of faith.  

Rather than abandoning natural theology, Root critiqued a particular version of natural theology, 

and spoke of beginning all over again.  Advocating awareness, rather than argument, Root called 
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for the ressourcement of (natural) theology via the arts.  In their co-authored 1970 assessment, 

“Growing Together,” Purdy and Root then drew upon Root’s 1962 essay, and argued that what 

was needed was not syllogisms, but imagination.  Consistent with Root’s earlier essay in its 

emphasis upon awareness, imagination, and the arts, this was a thoroughly ecumenical vision 

which emphasized the Incarnation, and related to this, the power of art.  Along these same lines, 

Root called, in his 1972 Bampton Lectures, for a non-reductive approach to tradition, i.e. 

enriched and enlarged by tradition, and resourced by a variety of what Root called “additive 

imagery.” 197  

	
 A compelling vision, Root was, as has been made clear, not without his critics.  Setting 

Mascall aside for the moment, I here mention several reviews of Root’s 1962 essay.  David L. 

Edwards wrote: “Mr. Root’s opening essay, on ‘Beginning All Over Again’ in the philosophy of 

religion, left almost as intense a feeling of its inadequacy, combined with an admiration for, and 

agreement with, its destructive arguments…. He … urges a more alert study of the living works 

of artists, for example serious contemporary novels, so that human experience may once more be 

interpreted with power.  And there he stops.  His essay is a plea for creativity rather than an 

example of it.” 198  Henry Chadwick more or less concurred, noting: “The subject so introduced is 

not, perhaps, sufficiently developed; and at the end the reader may have something of the feeling 

frequently generated by the reading of contemporary British philosophy, that he has been 

listening to a very fine orchestra elaborately tuning up with the greatest possible care, then to 

discover that this admittedly very exciting sound is the only item in the concert they propose to 

play.  The keen expectations aroused by Mr Root’s essay may be fulfilled on a future occasion 

80

197 Root, “The Limits of Radicalism,” V:9.

198 Edwards, review of Soundings, ed. Vidler, 145.



when he has more space at his disposal.” 199  A generous review, I must admit that I had similar 

hopes after reading Root’s 1962 essay, and so when I discovered Root’s 1972 Bampton Lectures 

in the archives at Lambeth Palace Library I thought I might there find fulfillment of those keen 

expectations.  But upon reading the lectures, I realized that Root was on the defensive, giving 

what is to my mind a sufficient reply to Mascall’s first criticism (i.e., a neglect of tradition), but 

brushing aside the question of criteria, concluding: “Let the voices speak.” 200  I later found the 

co-authored 1970 assessment, and though it gives more attention to natural theology than the 

1972 Bampton Lectures, it nevertheless leaves one feeling a bit like Chadwick: excited, 

unfulfilled and expectant.

	
 I by no means wish to diminish Root’s contribution, but in order to begin all over again in 

earnest, Mascall’s fourth criticism must be addressed more sufficiently; that is to say, a more 

sufficient theological articulation of revelation, tradition, and human experience is required, and 

this is why Brown is relevant.  Root anticipates Brown, and Brown, having more sufficiently 

articulated the relationship between revelation, tradition, and human experience, resources Root.  

Brown’s work might thus be seen as having answered Root’s call for a non-reductionist, 

backward-looking radicalism that resources tradition through nearly concealed additive imagery, 

but also as having sidestepped one of the criticisms of Root’s critics.  In addition, it has been 

suggested that Brown might very well be the most cultured man in Europe,201  the result of 

having provided “a more alert study of the living works of artists.” 202  Brown’s example of 

creativity will be considered, then, in relation to Root’s call.  
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2.4. Continuing the Conversation with David Brown

	
 Brown (b. 1948) is, in more ways than one, Root’s theological heir.  Besides sharing 

similar academic trajectories – from universities in their home countries to Oxford to Cambridge 

– both Root and Brown were ordained Anglican priests.  Root was born in 1926 in Oak Park, IL 

(USA), and attended the University of Southern California before teaching at the American 

University in Cairo.  He then pursued further studies at Oxford, and was ordained in 1953.  

Brown was born in the Borders of Scotland, and later attended the University of Edinburgh 

before pursuing further studies at Oxford and then Cambridge.  He was then ordained in 1976.  

Worth noting is that Brown graduated from Oxford in 1972, which is, of course, the year in 

which Root delivered his Bampton Lectures at Oxford.203  By the time Brown moved to 

Cambridge, however, Root was already (from 1966) in Southampton.

	
 Biographical similarities aside, both Root and Brown give significant attention to the 

issue of radicalism and tradition; Root in his 1972 Bampton Lectures, and Brown in two 

volumes: Tradition and Imagination, and Discipleship and Imagination.  In addition to this, both 

Root and Brown have sought to re-vision natural theology; Root in his 1962 essay, “Beginning 

All Over Again,” and Brown in three volumes: God and Enchantment of Place, God and Grace 

of Body, and God and Mystery in Words.  Related to this is a shared concern for modern 

(wo)man, no doubt encouraged by the Second Vatican Council, and an accompanying appeal to 

human experience broadly conceived.  What follows is a more thorough discussion of these two 
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key similarities, similarities which besides being observed, might be seen as the previously 

mentioned theological resourcing of Root with Brown.

2.4.1. Radicalism and Tradition

	
 As I have just said, both Root and Brown have given significant attention to the issue of 

radicalism and tradition.  Having already summarized Root’s “The Limits of Radicalism,” and 

with lectures III, IV and V in mind, I will in this section focus upon Brown, and then Root and 

Brown on radicalism and tradition.  My argument here is, first, that Brown’s project is consistent 

with Root’s 1972 Bampton Lectures, and second, that it is more fully articulated, and thus more 

helpful in exploring the possibility of a natural theology of the arts.  

	
 For the sake of context: Brown deals with radicalism and tradition primarily in two 

volumes: Tradition and Imagination: Revelation and Change, and Discipleship and Imagination: 

Christian Tradition and Truth.204  In the former, Brown conflates revelation and tradition, and 

argues for the “continuing development” of tradition.  Put differently, he extends Newman’s 

insight (i.e., development) back into Scripture.  He explains: “I want to focus the reader’s 

attention upon the way in which even the stories within Scripture itself have not stood still.  In 

very many cases they have been subject to imaginative ‘rewriting’, both within the canon and 

beyond, and that ‘beyond’ needs to be taken with no less seriousness than what nominally lies on 

the biblical page.” 205  Brown advocates “an open tradition,” by which he means a willingness “to 
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learn from approaches beyond the narrow compass of the Christian community itself.” 206  But 

tradition still has the potential to critique.  Brown argues that “each stage of the transmission of 

tradition, including those aspects that were jettisoned, has the potential to act as a critique of our 

own present concerns and obsessions.” 207  Every stage is thus important, and perhaps more 

importantly, tradition as a whole might, in seeking to address issues not addressed by the 

scriptural writers, improve upon the New Testament.208  Along these lines, he concludes: “What 

we therefore seem to have is a community of faith in continual process of change as fresh 

contexts trigger fresh handlings of inherited traditions.” 209  

	
 Like Brown, Root was willing “to learn from approaches beyond the narrow compass of 

the Christian community itself.” 210  Recall Root’s suggestion regarding resources (i.e., “additive 

imagery”).  He suggested: “The latent imagery may not always be found in the most obvious 

places.” 211  He continued, explaining: “There is, then, a vast supply of Christian imagery 

associated with what we call religious experience…. The problem about resources is not that 

they are not there but that, as theologians, we have not had time to seek them out where they 

are.” 212  Root, in other words, argued for theology’s ressourcement via a wide range of human 

experience including the arts,213  and went so far as to say: “I take it that, for theology, there are 
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no borders to our resources.  The only borders are the ones we choose to make by our own 

neglect.” 214  Brown has similarly sought “to widen the range of material that is thought relevant 

to constructive theology.” 215  He argues: “A God active outside the control of the Church needs 

to be acknowledged, and the implications heeded.  That entails a careful listening exercise, the 

final result of which cannot be predetermined in advance.” 216  Like Root, Brown acknowledges 

the role of these resources, but at the same time wants to resist an instrumental rationality that 

sees value in terms of use (e.g., worship).217  That said, I think he would agree with Root who, as 

previously noted, suggested: “Anything from pop art to the most impenetrable avant garde may 

touch off the spark and thereby start the process of image-making, or imagery-inspired 

invention.” 218  Root’s language of “touch[ing] off the spark” sounds quite a bit like Brown’s 

language of “triggers.”  Brown’s project is, thus, consistent with Root’s argument, in his 1962 

essay as well as his 1972 Bampton Lectures, for theology’s ressourcement via a wide range of 

human experience including the arts.  It should also be noted that, like Root, Brown has suffered 

the criteria critics.  Jeremy Begbie, for instance, has argued: “The issue, then, is not about 

whether or not criteria ‘set in advance’ are operating, but which criteria are operating––and, to 

repeat, here Brown is less than clear.” 219  I will not at this point attempt to answer Brown’s 
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critics.  I mention them here only to draw the parallel between Root, whom Mascall criticized 

along these same lines, and Brown.

	
 In the two sections that follow I want to consider Root and Brown, first in relation to 

Tillich, and then in relation to Lieven Boeve.  Some, after reading Root and Brown conclude, 

prematurely in my opinion, that Root and Brown are simply recycling the method of correlation.  

I will argue that this conclusion is not only premature, but mistaken.  Setting Tillich aside, and 

turning to Boeve, I will then argue that Root and Brown are distinct from Boeve who advocates 

what Root would have called a forward-looking radicalism.  With this in mind, I turn to consider 

Root and Brown in relation to Tillich.

	
 Tillich famously advocated the method of correlation, and while, as I have noted, Root 

was no doubt aware of, and interested in, Tillich, he was nevertheless critical of Tillich.  Brown 

has been similarly critical, and so I think it mistaken to conclude that Root and Brown are simply 

recycling Tillich’s method of correlation.  Both Root and Brown, it seems, are concerned, not 

with correlation, but with cultural context.220  Like Root, Brown resists Tillich, but presses for 

acknowledgment of “the importance of cultural context.” 221  For Brown, these new contexts “can 
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give the necessary spur to new ways of thinking.” 222  He later describes these new contexts as 

“triggers.”  More fully, Brown explains: “What happens, I suggested, was that triggers in the 

wider society encourage an imaginative re-engagement with the story that can lead to significant 

new emphases and insights.” 223  Tradition is thus a resource to which these “triggers” encourage 

return, what Brown here calls “imaginative re-engagement.”  While Brown describes this as 

“turning back on itself to offer a critique of earlier views,” 224 previously “the ‘correction’ of 

biblical perspectives,” 225 it is important to keep in mind the further qualification “as it were.” 226  I 

do not want to spend too much time here on Brown, particularly since the suggestion of 

“correction” is likely one of his most controversial claims, and thus an ongoing conversation, but 

I do want to say something here so that I might then discuss Brown in relation to Root.

	
 The language of “correction” is, I would argue, polemical.  It is intentionally provocative.  

Brown does not wish to diminish the biblical perspective, but rather seeks to call attention to, and 

in some sense account for, the way in which the church has shifted.227  Along these lines, Brown 

has more recently clarified his position, noting: “Even as I introduced talk of ‘correction’ I 

continued to describe the Bible as ‘indispensable’, while in subsequent usage I generally 

employed some such phrase as ‘correctives to the general thrust of scripture’, which allows that 

the new view might well sit under some more fundamental scriptural principle.” 228  With this in 

87

222 Brown, Tradition and Imagination, 374.

223 Brown, God and Enchantment of Place, 1.

224 Brown, Tradition and Imagination, 374.

225 Ibid., 1.

226 Ibid., 374.

227 Ibid., 1.

228 Brown, “Response,” in Theology, Aesthetics, and Culture, eds. MacSwain and Worley, 285.



mind, Brown can with Root, together avoiding Tillich, say: “Let the voices speak.” 229  Having 

considered Root and Brown in relation to Tillich, I now turn to consider them in relation to 

Boeve.

	
 In his 2003 monograph, Interrupting Tradition: An Essay on Christian Faith in a 

Postmodern Context, Boeve, then Professor of Fundamental Theology at KU Leuven (Belgium), 

argued for “recontextualisation.”  His argument there was, put simply: “Tradition develops when 

the context shifts.” 230  In some ways like Root’s notion of the re-creation of tradition, Boeve’s 

position is nevertheless distinct from the backward-looking radicalism that Root sought to defend 

for, as Boeve notes: “The result of recontextualisation is thus not so much ‘more’ tradition but 

rather ‘different’ tradition.” 231  While he maintains that “[i]dentity and rupture go hand in 

hand,” 232 he nevertheless confesses that “modernity’s rupture with tradition …. leaves the present 

author wondering whether discontinuity in the modern period does not do away with all 

continuity.” 233 While seeking to maintain the balance, Boeve tends towards discontinuity, with 

continuity being understood in terms of rupture.234 While his more recent work shies away from 
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the language of rupture,235 there is still an emphasis upon agitation, with Boeve speaking of 

“agitating … discourses rather than founding, reconciling and reassuring them.” 236 

	
 More could, and perhaps should, be said here, but what has been said is sufficient to 

make my point: Boeve’s is a forward-looking radicalism which Root would, I think, describe as 

evincing “a perpetual anxiety for the future,” and an “obsession with change.” 237  Closer to what 

Root had in mind, I would argue, is Brown’s notion of an open tradition.238  Brown has argued 

that modernism’s “principal fault” was “its contempt for tradition.” 239  Against this, Brown 

argues that traditions should be “allowed to function as open, both towards their past and to the 

wider context in which they are set.” 240  Here, then, we have a backward-looking radicalism.  

Considered from this perspective, Brown’s work might be seen as having answered Root’s call.  

Having considered Root and Brown in relation to both Tillich and Boeve, I turn now to consider 

Root and Brown on natural theology.

2.4.2. Natural Theology

	
 The preceding discussion had mainly to do with Root’s 1972 Bampton Lectures.  The 

discussion which follows returns to his earlier work, and his 1962 essay in particular.  My 
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argument here is, first, that Brown’s project is consistent with Root’s 1962 essay, and second, that 

it is more fully articulated, and thus more helpful in exploring the possibility of a natural 

theology of the arts.  In order to substantiate this argument, I will in this section focus upon 

Brown, pointing out key similarities as they arise.  Brown discusses natural theology explicitly at 

several points, the earliest occurrence being in his second book, The Divine Trinity (1985).241  

This would be followed by discussions in his Continental Philosophy and Modern Theology 

(1987),242 and then his Invitation to Theology (1989).  This last book provides the most general 

overview of Brown’s early views on the subject, and so it is to this book that I now turn.  

	
 In his Invitation to Theology, Brown discusses natural theology.  He there puts little stock 

in the traditional arguments (i.e., as philosophical arguments).  Of greater interest to Brown is 

Schleiermacher’s feeling of absolute dependence, as well as the experience of beauty and “that 

sense of wonder and awe.” 243  He mentions, almost as an aside, that “polls in the United States 

and Britain indicate that a very much higher percentage of the population are prepared to claim 

religious experience than regularly attend church.” 244  He then concludes that “what they [i.e., 

the figures] appear to indicate is that the religious quest is generated not only by the search for an 

overall unifying framework for life but also by belief in an awareness, however dim, of 

something corresponding to that search, and that this can exist independently and apart from any 
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adherence to the claims of revealed religion.” 245  Brown later develops this line of thought, 

especially in God and Enchantment of Place, but even here, the direction is clear.246  

	
 Brown then takes up the previously mentioned conversation of awe and wonder, but 

quickly turns to Protestant opponents of natural theology (e.g., Karl Barth, Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

and Eberhard Jüngel) for whom sin renders natural theology inefficient (i.e., with reference to the 

knowledge of God the Redeemer). Brown responds with an Incarnational logic,247 and I here 

wish wish to make the connection between Root and Brown, Root having in his 1962 essay 

argued: “This is another way of saying that theologians cannot direct men’s minds to God until 

they are themselves steeped in God’s world and in the imaginative productions of his most 

sensitive and articulate creatures.  That in turn is only another way of saying that the enterprise 

of theology cannot come to life until it takes to heart the principle of Incarnation.” 248  Clearly, the 

Incarnation is, for both Root and Brown, central.
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 Returning to Brown, he continues, on the opposing page, arguing that “we have not 

touched the depths of our debt to ‘natural theology’, this appeal to God’s revelation in the natural 

order.” 249  Even this is telling.  Natural theology is, for Brown, no revelation-free theology, but 

instead, for lack of a better phrase, a revelation-relocated theology.250  And this is precisely the 

reason for the taxonomy of Chapter 1.  To reject natural theology as being idolatrous, the logic 

being that any attempt to speak of God apart from his revelation can only lead to ruin, misses the 

mark for Brown nowhere claims to speak of God apart from revelation.  Rather, like nouvelle 

théologie, Brown rejects a sharp distinction between the natural and the supernatural, and so sees 

the two separated, if at all, then only by a veil.251  In any case, that Brown here typifies natural 

theology as natural religion (NT1) is, if it was not before, more than clear, and this even if one 

were only to read the final sentence in the above quoted paragraph.252  

	
 In the book’s final chapter, Brown turns to the current debate of “Reason and Belief,” 

describing “the nature of the debate, as it currently exists within the Anglo-American, analytic 
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tradition of philosophy.” 253  Not surprisingly, Brown begins with Swinburne and Plantinga.  

More relevant here than his summary of their positions is the section which follows: “A wider 

context.” 254  He there argues that, when it comes to knowledge, the choice all too often seems to 

be one between proof and faith.255  Brown rejects this choice as a false dichotomy, and suggests 

that “it seems to me to be a mistake to assume that analytic philosophy of religion can offer us 

the whole picture concerning the reasonableness or otherwise of religious belief.” 256  This is 

consistent with Brown’s later work in which he suggests that the conventions of analytic 

philosophy “are symptomatic of a malaise that affects theology in general, and that is the 

assumption of very limited horizons as its domain which are in fact the product merely of the 

Western world’s more recent history.” 257  From this, it is clear that Brown, like Root, wishes to 

move beyond the traditional arguments, and that his appeal is, again like Root’s, to human 

experience broadly conceived.258  To review: Both Root and Brown emphasize the Incarnation, 

and then, employing an Incarnational logic, turn to human experience broadly conceived.  In so 

doing, they depart from traditional forms of natural theology, as well as more recent versions 

being expounded within the analytic philosophy of religion.

	
 Related to this is a third similarity; namely, a concern shared with Root for modern 

(wo)man.  And this emphasis, I think it is safe to say, comes directly from the Second Vatican 

93

253 Ibid., 121; cf. Brown, The Divine Trinity, 33ff.; Brown, “Introduction,” in Newman, ed. Brown, 10–11.

254 Brown, Invitation to Theology, 124ff.

255 Ibid., 124.

256 Ibid., 126.

257 Brown, God and Enchantment of Place, 8–9.

258 He thus goes on in the next section to discuss the “Appeal to experience,” and concludes with an emphasis upon 
the reasonableness of belief rather than proof. (Brown, Invitation to Theology, 131.)



Council, and in Root’s case, the radical temper seen in Soundings.  These two streams converge 

for Root in 1963, and it is thus difficult to disentangle them, and the same might be said for 

Brown as he has clearly been influenced by both.  In any case, my more central point (i.e., that it 

was for both men a concern) stands, and perhaps more interesting than that they share this 

concern is that it is, to some extent, this concern which motivates their work in natural theology 

with its accompanying emphasis upon human experience broadly conceived.

	
 As previously noted, Root was concerned “to establish or reestablish some kind of vital 

contact with that enormous majority of human beings for whom Christian faith is not so much 

unlikely as irrelevant and uninteresting.” 259  And in the “Interim Conclusion” to his God and 

Enchantment of Place, Brown expresses similar concern.260  To summarize: the Church and its 

theologians once took seriously a broad range of human experience, but do so no longer.  The 

result of this narrowing of focus has been the dismissal of people’s religious experience.  Faced 

with the decision of their own religious experience or that which the Church and its theologians 

deem genuine, people have, in large part, chosen their own religious experience.  If the Church 

and its theologians are to engage these individuals they must begin by considering the possibility 

that God may be active outside of the Church, and so these experiences genuine.  Natural 

theology for Brown, then, has less to do with shoring up arguments than it does with a 

theological recovery of the wide range of human experience.261  Brown, like Root, takes human 

experience seriously, and this, for both Root and Brown, is the result of an Incarnational logic.  

Their retrieval of natural theology can only be understood in this context.  That said, Root’s later, 
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unpublished co-authored assessment and Bampton Lectures resource his earlier essays, and 

Brown resources all of this with a more fully articulated account of radicalism and tradition, and 

natural theology (together with everything that entails).  

2.5. Conclusion

	
 In this chapter I have considered Root’s contribution to a natural theology of the arts, and 

this in conversation with David Brown.  Root advocated a (proto) new style natural theology, and 

was, in addition, an early advocate of natural theology and the arts.  This twin emphasis 

constitutes Root’s contribution to the conversation.  Situated between the publication of the first 

two volumes of Tillich’s Systematic Theology (1951, 1957) and Macquarrie’s Principles of 

Christian Theology (1966), Root’s 1962 essay “Beginning All Over Again” offered a unique 

perspective, one bearing traces of Tillich’s influence in its call for awareness of the arts, but 

rooted in a non-correlationist, Anglican theological heritage shared with Macquarrie.  Other 

theologians took up Tillich’s theological approach (e.g., Robinson), but Root critiqued these 

radical theologians in his 1972 Bampton Lectures, developing a more robust response to 

Mascall’s criticisms along the way.  He was, in other words, on an alternative, theologically 

nuanced trajectory.  Put simply: Root was no Tillich.  He thought natural theology essential to 

faith, and the arts essential to natural theology.  They were, more specifically, resources in the 

ongoing development of tradition.

	
 This commitment to a wide variety of resources – including, though not limited to, the 

arts – had less to do with correlation than the recognizably Anglican tendency to question the 

division between natural and revealed.262  It was for this reason that Root rejected the 
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conventional model for which he used the analogy of a railway-line.  On that model, natural 

theology can only take us so far.  Natural theology was from Root’s perspective, however, no 

preliminary, but rather, as Macquarrie had it, “an accompaniment of revealed theology.” 263  It 

thus had less to do with the sphere under consideration (i.e., natural or revealed), and more to do 

the method of thinking.  This is, once again, a characteristically Anglican emphasis, examples of 

which can be seen in Archbishop William Temple’s 1932–1934 Gifford Lectures,264 as well as 

Macquarrie’s 1975 book, Thinking About God.  

	
 In that work, Macquarrie speaks of natural theology as “a critical reflection” (i.e., a 

method of thinking),265 and this is very much the sort of thing that Root had in mind,266 both with 

reference to the question of theology more generally (which he addressed in his inaugural lecture 

at the University of Southampton),267 as well as the task of natural theology more specifically.  

Recall Root’s 1970 discussion in “Growing Together” of the need for the recognition of 

submerged theological sensibilities.  This and other similarities between Root and Macquarrie 

merit further exploration, but it is here sufficient to note that Macquarrie was clearly aware of 

Root’s 1962 essay, and quoted it approvingly.268  It is for this reason that I say that Root’s was a 

(proto) new style natural theology.  Whether or not Macquarrie’s new style natural theology was 

the result of Root’s influence is a separate matter, but it seems likely, and with the recent 
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267 Root, “The Question of Theology.”
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resurgence of interest in Macquarrie (e.g., Morley, Bennett-Hunter), some exploration of Root’s 

work and influence upon Macquarrie and other new style natural theologians is in order even if 

beyond the scope of this thesis.  

	
 Clearly, Root is of great historical interest, but to make the philosophical and theological 

substance of this chapter even more explicit, I have argued that Root was unique for advocating 

the persistence and necessity of both metaphysics and natural theology – and more specifically a 

natural theology of the arts – while resisting more extreme theological approaches (e.g., Tillich’s 

correlationist approach, Death of God theology).  His approach may well have been radical, but 

it was, in Root’s words, a “backward-looking radicalism.”  Rooted in the Anglican tradition, he 

sought to address a theology in crisis with a more robust understanding of nature as an 

accompaniment to grace.  Along these same lines, Brown has argued for a more holistic view, 

rooted in the Incarnation and informed by a divine generosity which leads to the transformation 

of natural religion along sacramental lines.269  Taken together, Root and Brown provide a 

theological starting point for beginning all over again, a fine alternative to what I take to be the 

misguided efforts of a Torrance-styled natural theology of the arts (NT4, e.g., Monti), or any 

attempt to recover Barth as natural theologian, or, less ambitiously, a theologian of nature (NT5, 

e.g., Gorringe).  Natural theology is, thankfully, more varied, and so other varieties possible.  

One need not use nor abuse Barth, but might instead pursue the conversation at the other end of 

the spectrum with Root and Brown for whom natural theology was, and in Brown’s case is, still 

necessary.  While some might think this an evasion of Barth’s critique, and so call for a critique 

of Barth prior to proceeding, I think this unnecessary here.  Like Macquarrie, I think Barth’s 

view of revelation disconnected and precarious, i.e. “a security that is too dearly purchased, and 

97

269 See Brown, God and Enchantment of Place, 5ff.



that is in any case a false security.”270  Why this is so will become more clear in Chapter 3, but 

suffice it here to say that theology must be connected with everyday life, and this means 

acknowledging that reality exceeds determinacy (i.e., univocity).  From this perspective, the 

Barthian view truncates reality and leads to the death of God.271  More positively, Root’s notion 

of theology as criticism (i.e., analogous to literary criticism), supplemented by Brown’s hyper-

empiricism (aka phenomenological approach),272  leads to, or at the very least has potential for, a 

sort of re-enchantment.273  All this being said, Brown’s justification for his project has thus far 

tended to be theological (i.e., sacramental) rather than philosophical, and though he plans “to 

return to the issue,” 274  there is, for the sake of the Root-Brown hybrid, a need to identify some 

feature or features in the human condition that make Root’s and Brown’s appeals to the arts 

appropriate.  It is to this task that I now turn. 
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271 This point was made by Macquarrie.  He noted: “Most of the ‘death of God’ theologians began as Barthians, 
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272 Brown’s concern is that theology has been insufficiently empirical, and he cites “the range of data considered” in 
his own work as being a significant contribution. (Brown, God and Enchantment of Place, 6; cf. 407, 411.)

273 Brown, God and Enchantment of Place, 10.

274 Ibid., 3.  Brown plans to write a theological aesthetics in his retirement that will include philosophical issues. 



3. The Resurrection of Natural Theology: Towards a Metaxological Reformulation

	
 In Chapter 2 I considered Howard E. Root’s contribution to a natural theology of the arts, 

and this in relation to the more recent work of David Brown.  Root was committed to 

metaphysics, but as his 1961 essay concluded: “it will have to be a metaphysics which can 

somehow do justice not only to our desire for a Natural Theology but also to our religiously 

inspired distrust of Natural Theology.  Just what it would look like is very much worth finding 

out.” 1  Brown is similarly inclined, and though he provides more adequate theological 

articulation, he has yet to provide an account of, as he puts it, “the criteria under which I was 

operating.” 2  In this chapter, then, I am seeking more adequate philosophical articulation for the 

Root-Brown hybrid.  

	
 While it may at this point seem natural to pursue the conversation along analytic lines, I 

think this approach inconsistent with concerns shared by both Root and Brown.3  In an earlier 

work, Brown references the sociologist Peter Berger’s book A Rumour of Angels as being 

“particularly good at forcing us to think more widely about how intimations of the supernatural 

are innate to our experience.” 4  Re Manning concurs, noting: “Whilst not presented explicitly as 

a work in natural theology, in his suggestive 1969 book A Rumour of Angels Berger identifies 

five aspects of human experience that move, as he puts it, ‘inductive faith’ to make statements 
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4 Brown, Invitation to Theology, 131.  Brown then concludes: “Of course none of this proves the existence of God, 
but then that is not the point.  The point is to indicate a context in terms of which a belief in a divine source of value 
immanently at work in the world can seem entirely reasonable, if not proven.” (Ibid.)  See also Brown, Continental 
Philosophy and Modern Theology, xii.



about God…. In this chapter, I aim to follow Berger and to present an account of an alternative 

perspective on natural theology from continental philosophy.” 5  While some might think 

continental philosophy a strange place to turn, Re Manning has argued that, despite “something 

of a block to any interest in natural theology,” continental philosophy “is vitally marked by an 

engagement with issues that are essential to natural theology.” 6  Acknowledging that “the central 

features of natural theology, as normally conceived, seem to be strikingly absent from the 

writings of continental philosophers,” 7 Re Manning suggests that “all is not as it seems on the 

surface.” 8  According to Re Manning, natural theology from this perspective rejects the contrast 

between natural and revealed theology, and in its place suggests “that what natural theology 

lacks is not so much revelation but faith.  From a continental perspective, then, natural theology 

is not so much a human theology (of the ‘bottom-up’ kind so derided by its Barthian critics), but 

a faithless theology.” 9  While helpful in drawing our attention to a perspective on natural 

theology from continental philosophy, Re Manning nevertheless neglects William Desmond who 

is anything but faithless, and, I might add, interested in those things which Re Manning suggests 

the continental philosophers are not (e.g., “the canonical arguments for the existence of God”).10 
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8 Ibid., 264.
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10 Ibid., 263.



It seems natural, then, to consider Desmond as yet another alternative perspective on natural 

theology from continental philosophy.  

	
 I begin with an introduction to Desmond via his 1999 essay, “God, ethos, ways.”  In so 

doing, my aim is to justify consideration of Desmond, i.e. as an alternative perspective from 

continental philosophy.  Having justified the choice of Desmond along these lines, I then argue 

that Desmond’s natural theology is best described as NT1 (natural theology as natural religion), 

before introducing two concepts essential for understanding Desmond’s metaphysics: the 

fourfold sense of being, and the modalities of wonder.11  With these concepts in mind, I go on to 

consider Desmond in relation to Root and Brown in an effort to recover Root through and 

beyond Brown (i.e., to provide more sufficient metaphysical articulation).  

3.1. An Alternative Perspective from Continental Philosophy12

	
 Desmond (b. 1951) is Professor of Philosophy at the Higher Institute of Philosophy, the 

Katholieke Universiteit Leuven (Belgium).  His first book, Art and the Absolute (1986), is, as the 

subtitle indicates, a study of Hegel’s aesthetics.  Like Hegel, Desmond sees art as having “an 
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12 A version of this section will be published as “Rolling with Release into the Future: William Desmond’s Donation 
to a Natural Theology of the Arts,” in Theology and the Metaxological, eds. Simpson and Sammon.



absolute dimension,” 13 but unlike Hegel who, according to Desmond, seeks “totalitarian 

closure,” 14 Desmond pursues “‘open’ wholeness.” 15  This “more ‘open’ reading of Hegel,” 16 what 

Desmond later refers to as “an open dialectic,” 17 is characteristic and consistent with his second 

book, Desire, Dialectic, and Otherness (1987, 2014).  In that book he explains that, while 

dialectic has its limits, a more generous hermeneutic is needed, one in search of “further 

openness.” 18  Desmond developed this line of thinking in two additional books – Philosophy and 

Its Others (1990) and Beyond Hegel and Dialectic (1992) – before publishing Being and the 

Between (1995), the first of three volumes, followed by Ethics and the Between (2001) and God 

and the Between (2008).  Taken together, these three volumes constitute his most significant 

work, a sort of philosophical triptych in which he addresses metaphysical thinking and the 

fundamental senses of being.19  Four more books were written during this time: Perplexity and 

Ultimacy (1995), Hegel’s God (2003), Art, Origins, Otherness (2003), and Is There a Sabbath for 

Thought? (2005).  Since then, Desmond has published The Intimate Strangeness of Being (2012), 

a series of relates essays.  In addition to these twelve books, and one more co-authored and 

published in Spanish, Desmond has, according to his faculty page, edited eight books and written 

eighty articles for various journals and books.  Clearly, I will have to be selective, focusing upon 

those books and essays most relevant to natural theology, and more specifically, the Root-Brown 
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hybrid developed in Chapter 2.20  While God and the Between might initially seem the most 

appropriate place to begin, I begin instead with an earlier, more succinct treatment, his 1999 

essay “God, ethos, ways.” 21  Besides providing an alternative perspective on natural theology 

from continental philosophy (and by alternative I mean an alternative, or supplement, to “the 

theology of the faithless” Re Manning describes),22  Desmond’s essay provides a key to, and 

overview of, his contribution to natural theology. 

	
 In “God, ethos, ways,” Desmond argues that “the ways” (aka “the arguments for God’s 

existence,” “the proofs”) cannot be abstracted from “the ethos” (aka “the ontological ethos,” “the 

between,” “a world-view”).23  More fully, he argues that “we do an injustice to the ‘proofs’ if we 

abstract them from the ontological context in which they are formulated; we have to 

acknowledge a complex interplay of ways and ethos.  The result is not only a task for rethinking 

the ways, it is also a task for more adequate metaphysical reflection on the ontological character 

of the ethos.” 24  From Desmond’s perspective, natural theology is all too often thought to be 

synonymous with ways or proofs, but Desmond calls for a deeper mindfulness, i.e. a mindfulness 
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and connections.  We should feed the orphan, nurture it, and not grill it.” (Ibid.  See also Desmond, “God, ethos, 
ways, 29n4.)



of the ethos.  Put simply: the ethos matters, and has, in Desmond’s estimation, received far too 

little attention.

	
 What is the ethos?  The ethos (aka “the middle,” “the milieu of being”) is where 

metaphysical thinking takes shape.  Put differently, the ethos is, as Christopher Ben Simpson 

explains, “the matrix or milieu of all our subsequent (if always already present) constructions.” 25  

In addition to this primal ethos, Desmond names a second ethos (aka “the reconfigured ethos”) 

which, as Simpson explains, “is made up of the more determinate judgments and valuations that 

we come up with to get a handle on the fullness of the between.” 26  One might thus speak of the 

ancient ethos, the modern ethos, etc.  In any case, it is this second ethos which the ways all too 

often reflect.  More fully, Desmond explains: “There is first an ontological ethos of what I call 

the between; we are in this between and our participation shapes its form.  Our participation 

contributes to this second ethos which is the reconfigured ethos, in light of our fundamental 

perception and presuppositions, and basic sense of good and evil, and so on.  Then there are 

ways, arguments, proofs; most of these reflect the second ethos; not many put their roots into the 

primal ethos; and if they do not, they will tend to reflect, shall we say, the preoccupations of the 

Zeitgeist, perhaps the idolatries and bewitchments.” 27  The problem, in other words, is that 

natural theologians have failed to mind the first ethos.  Desmond is thus concerned to recover a 

deeper mindfulness, and by this he means not only the ethos more generally but the first ethos in 

particular.

104

25 Simpson, Religion, Metaphysics, and the Postmodern, 26. 

26 Ibid.

27 Desmond, “God, ethos, ways,” 23.



	
 Considered from this perspective, Desmond’s contribution to natural theology is nothing 

less than the whole of his metaxological metaphysics (i.e., an open, intermediating rather than 

self-mediating, dialectic), concerned as it is with the first or primal ethos.  The central features of 

natural theology are, then, very much present in Desmond’s work, and yet, without the 

framework presented in “God, ethos, ways,” one might very well miss the point.  What follows is 

a close engagement with Desmond’s essay in which I argue that Desmond’s contribution has 

everything to do with the (first) ethos, and more specifically, the interplay of ethos and way.  I 

will discuss this more fully, but suffice it here to say that mindfulness of the (first) ethos, as well 

as the interplay between ethos and way, leads to metaxological reformulation.  Like Root, 

Desmond is beginning all over again, but his beginning goes further than Root’s call for 

beginning all over again, and in so doing provides more adequate metaphysical articulation for 

the Root-Brown hybrid.  All this being said, I turn now to “God, ethos, ways.”

	
 Desmond begins: “A common view of the arguments for God’s existence sees them as 

neutral uses of reason that are purportedly convincing, or not, on the basis purely of a reason 

separate from any religious claims of revelation or faith.  Their neutrality guarantees their appeal 

to reason, considered as a power common to all human beings, transcending the differences of 

Greek, Jew, Christian, Moslem, infidel and so on.  These differences are not relevant, it is 

claimed.  I suppose that this view of the proofs is now widely criticized, not only by those not 

religious but also by believers.” 28  Desmond then rehearses the criticisms of these two parties.  

Those not religious attack the proofs on “evidentiary or rational grounds.” 29  This is the 
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“enlightenment critique.” 30  Believers, on the other hand, “embrace a not dissimilar view to press 

the necessity of a commitment of faith.” 31  This Desmond calls “fideistic self-legitimation.” 32  

While these two views may, at first glance, appear dissimilar, Desmond argues that they share a 

common problem; namely, that each “operates in terms of ontological presuppositions 

inadequately thematized.” 33  

	
 He then turns to consider “the so-called ontological argument,” beginning with Kant’s 

critique of the ontological way.  Desmond, however, is less concerned with “the specifics of 

Kant’s arguments” than he is with “the ethos of their formulation,” i.e. “the modern world-

view.” 34  Put simply, Desmond thinks that Kant’s critique amounted to “a rejection of the 

reduction of God to conceptual immanence.” 35  This leads Desmond to accuse Kant of failing “to 

explore more deeply the so-called concept of God that we might find in immanence.” 36  He 

thinks Kant’s version of the ontological proof too Cartesian, with “no sense of the context of 

prayer that informs Anselm’s version of the proof.” 37  Desmond thus seeks to return the 

ontological argument to this context, i.e. “its Anselmian milieu … one of prayer and 

meditation.” 38  This is Desmond’s metaxological reformulation of the ontological proof.
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 While more could be said with regard to Desmond’s metaxological reformulation (which 

he develops more fully elsewhere), I here wish to pursue another aspect of Desmond’s argument 

which has to do with the previously mentioned interplay of ethos and way.  For Desmond, it is 

this interplay, rather than some once-for-all univocal (in this case ontological) way, which holds 

promise for natural theology.  Finite configurations must be loosened (i.e., through the interplay), 

and when they are, we are, according to Desmond, opened “into the excess of overdetermination 

where the signs communicating God are all the more powerful, more powerful even in their 

essential ambiguity.” 39  In addition to a deeper mindfulness of the ethos, and the resulting 

reconfiguration of the ways, Desmond here draws attention to an oft neglected dynamic: the 

interplay of ethos and way.  

	
 What does Desmond mean by the interplay of ethos and way?  Desmond answers: “The 

interplay means that ways must be returned to the ethos and understood in their relativity to that 

context.” 40  One might think this nothing more than a recognition of cultural embeddedness, but 

as Desmond explains, “to reroot them [i.e., the ways] is not just to tell a historical, hermeneutical 

tale relative to the suppositions of a particular era that we have now outgrown (it is not a 

question of historical relativism merely: this may have some application to the human 

reconfiguration of the ethos but not to the primal ethos).  Rather it is also a question of a 

systematic exploration of the fundamental ontological presupposition at stake in the primal ethos, 

refracted through the reconfigured.” 41  More than a call for recognition of cultural 
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embeddedness, which has to do with the second or finite ethos, Desmond’s call is a call for a 

deeper mindfulness, i.e. a mindfulness of the first ethos.  Aware of the first ethos, one then 

becomes mindful of the interplay between ethos and way, and this leads to metaxological 

reformulation.

	
 Returning to Desmond’s description of proofs as “‘proofs’ that probe,” I wish to make 

two observations, the first in relation to what Re Manning has referred to as “a widely accepted 

and deeply ingrained standard narrative of the rise and fall of natural theology,” 42 and the second 

in relation to prayer.  Like Re Manning, Desmond rejects this standard narrative, the so-called 

demise of natural theology.  Desmond argues that “there can be no end to philosophical reflection 

on ways to God: not only on the ways already formulated but on the keeping open of those ways 

and the probe for new ways that reflect current configurations of the ethos.” 43  Proofs probe, and 

the natural theologian is, like the philosopher, “a perpetual beginner.” 44  Desmond’s view is here 

consistent with my discussion of natural theology in Chapter 1 as persistent, for what is a 

perpetual beginner if not persistent?  Additionally, Desmond’s language calls to mind Root’s 

1962 essay, “Beginning All Over Again,” providing a more robust response to Mascall for whom 

beginning all over again could mean nothing except the neglect of tradition, i.e. reductionism.  

Desmond’s perpetual beginner is persistent, and, in beginning all over again (i.e., perpetually), 
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that there is something rather than nothing,” Ibid.), and the modalities of wonder (e.g., astonishment, perplexity, and 
curiosity) in particular, of central importance.

44 Desmond, Is There a Sabbath for Thought?, 107; cf. Desmond, Desire, Dialectic, and Otherness, xvi.



epitomizes Root’s backward-looking radicalism.  Desmond’s gaze, however, looks not, as the 

theologian’s, to tradition, but rather, as a philosopher’s, to the ethos.45  Second, Desmond 

describes this probing, with reference to Anselm, as a kind of prayer.  “Prayer and thought pass 

into one another,” he says, but then, in the endnote, he asks: “Fides quaerens intellectum: prayer 

seeking thought?  And thinking comes to a limit where it becomes a praying …?” 46  The first 

movement here is more or less familiar, but the second less so.  What does he mean by this? 

What is this thinking that becomes a praying, and how is it related to prayer seeking thought?  

Desmond unpacks this elsewhere, noting:

The standard form of “being between” religion and philosophy is the one inherited from a 
long tradition and expressed in this quest: fides quaerens intellectum.  While not denying 
this, I would ask about the less evident quest of intellectus quaerens fides (sic).  I do not 
just mean the converse of the first.  There is a more radical “between,” as it were, 
“beyond” the satisfactions of determinate cognition concerning finite things and 
processes, and the excellences of self-determining knowing at home with itself.  
Something more than the warrants of science and the self-determinations of moral 
autonomy is solicited from us.47
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45 These should not be thought of as being mutually exclusive, but rather, as being between Jerusalem and Athens.

46 Desmond, “God, ethos, ways,” 30n8; cf. Re Manning, “A Perspective on Natural Theology from Continental 
Philosophy,” in The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 266–268.  For an excellent discussion 
of the origins of this concept, see Köhler-Ryan, “Gifted Beggars in the Metaxu,” 271–277 in particular.  Köhler-
Ryan summarizes: “thought and prayer are alike gifts, and … humans are ontologically porous.” (Ibid., 258.)  Or 
again: “In this wise, we are open to intermediations in the metaxu; our thoughts and prayers are porous to each other; 
and philosophy and religion recognize one another as counterparts, each a rich resource rising toward and in 
communication with ultimacy.” (Ibid., 260.)  Here, it is clear that, for Desmond, “thought” is shorthand for 
“philosophy,” and “prayer” for “religion.”  Like philosophy and religion, thought and prayer are porous to each 
other.

47 Desmond, Is There a Sabbath for Thought?, 19.  Desmond’s Latin is here incorrect and should read: “intellectus 
quaerens fidem” (i.e., fidem being the accusative) rather than “intellectus quaerens fides.”  



What is this something more solicited?  The short answer: faith beyond the loss of faith.48  What 

does this mean?  Briefly: Metaphysical thinking, according to Desmond, begins with 

astonishment.  Astonishment, however, leads to perplexity, and perplexity to curiosity.  

“Curiosity,” as Simpson explains, “is driven toward definiteness, determination, and univocity.” 49  

It is “the principal understanding of mindfulness as such in the modern ethos.” 50  Returning to 

Desmond’s “less evident quest of intellectus quaerens fides (sic),” 51 one might begin to put this 

together.  This thinking that becomes a praying (i.e., faith beyond the loss of faith) is “beyond” 

astonishment, perplexity, and curiosity.  Curiosity, after all, breaks down.  But there is, for 

Desmond, a breakthrough beyond this breakdown.52  Perplexity returns, and this “second 

perplexity” leads to “second astonishment.”  I will discuss this more fully in this chapter’s 

second part, but here wish to observe, in relation to Desmond’s “‘proofs’ that probe,” that this 

probing “beyond” curiosity is according to Desmond like prayer, i.e. “awakening to the passing 
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48 For the long answer, see Simpson, Religion, Metaphysics, and the Postmodern, 34–45.  Similar ideas can be found 
in Paul Ricœur (i.e., second naïveté) and his student Richard Kearney (i.e., anatheism, or “God after God”), but, due 
to the nature of my argument in this chapter (i.e., resourcing the Root-Brown hybrid with Desmond’s metaxological 
metaphysics as opposed to, say, Desmond in relation to other continental philosophers, phenomenology, 
hermeneutics, etc.), I will not be pursuing this point with reference to either Ricœur or Kearney.  For Ricœur’s 
discussion of second naïveté, See Ricœur, The Symbolism of Evil, 347–357, and for Kearney’s discussion of 
anatheism, see Kearney, Anatheism. 

49 Simpson, Religion, Metaphysics, and the Postmodern, 38.

50 Ibid., 39.

51 Desmond, Is There a Sabbath for Thought?, 19.  Here again, Desmond’s Latin is incorrect.  

52 The reader might here think of Tillich who also used the language of “breakthrough,” but as Uwe Carsten Scharf 
has explained, Tillich’s breakthrough has to do with divine-human interplay, i.e. it “gives witness to the new 
constellation that emerges when divine and human clash.” (Scharf, The Paradoxical Breakthrough of Revelation, 5.)  
Breakthrough is thus, for Tillich, a moment, an event.  Sharf provides more detail, but more important here is that 
Desmond’s breakthrough is distinct in being an eruption of “the original power of being that variously figures itself 
forth in the aesthetic, the religious, and the ethical.” (Desmond, Philosophy and Its Others, 259.)



communication of the divine in the finite metaxu.” 53  For Desmond, prayer is something in which 

we already participate, having been released into the generous middle.54

	
 I have thus far argued that Desmond offers an alternative perspective on natural theology 

from continental philosophy, and that he is more specifically concerned to recover a deeper 

mindfulness of the (first) ethos, as well as the interplay of ethos and way.  He is, in other words, 

interested in those things which Re Manning suggests the continental philosophers are not (e.g., 

“the canonical arguments for the existence of God”).55  Desmond’s prayer seeking thought is, in 

addition, distinct from “the theology of the faithless” Re Manning describes insofar as Desmond 

maintains faith, i.e. faith beyond the end of faith.  For Desmond, proofs probe like prayer, and 

the natural theologian is, like the philosopher, “a perpetual beginner.” 56  Like Root, Desmond 

looks back (i.e., begins all over again), but rather than rejecting, reroots and then reformulates.  

His reformulation, however, is secondary to his “more adequate metaphysical reflection on the 
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53 Desmond, Is There a Sabbath for Thought?, 130.

54 This is in some ways similar to Brown’s “divine generosity, a generosity that is seen as manifest more generally in 
the ‘sacramental’.” (Brown, God and Enchantment of Place, 5.)  While Desmond approaches the conversation as a 
philosopher, rather than a theologian, he nevertheless on occasion uses the language of sacrament in relation to 
divine presence.  In Philosophy and Its Others, he speaks of “the reemergence of sacramental earth,” (Desmond, 
Philosophy and Its Others, 158.) in Is There a Sabbath for Thought? of “sacramental rituals keeping open a space of 
porosity between the human soul and what ultimately exceeds it,” (Desmond, Is There a Sabbath for Thought?, 5.) 
and in God and the Between, of “a sacramental sign.” (Desmond, God and the Between, 18.)  More fully, in the first 
of these he notes: “Being religious, as recollected in the inwardness of the metaxologically open self, may help 
midwife the reemergence of sacramental earth.” (Desmond, Philosophy and Its Others, 158.)  And in the last of 
these he comments: “We behold a beautiful boy or girl, woman or man, and the beauty can lift one up unbidden and 
yet also be unbearable, almost.  It flows over one, and away from one, though one reaches to it, but it is always in 
excess, and gone.  It comes forward to meet one, and yet is fugitive in its forwardness.  A gift has been offered; it 
seems everywhere and nowhere; and one might be surprised into asking: Is this gift a sacramental sign?  But what 
this all means, one does not know, and perhaps may never know.” (Desmond, God and the Between, 18.)  Some 
might think this well beyond the bounds of philosophy, but, for Desmond, “there is no ‘pure’ philosophy, if this 
detaches it from all intermingling with other significant ways of being.” (Desmond, Philosophy and Its Others, 15.)

55 Re Manning, “A Perspective on Natural Theology from Continental Philosophy,” in The Oxford Handbook of 
Natural Theology, ed. Re Manning, 263.

56 Desmond, Is There a Sabbath for Thought?, 107.



ontological character of the ethos.” 57  The ethos is thus central for metaxological reformulation.  

That said, the extent to which Desmond might reroot the Root-Brown hybrid depends upon 

whether or not his natural theology might, like the Root-Brown hybrid, be described as NT1, and 

it is to this matter that I now turn.

	
 Recalling the five types outlined in Chapter 1 – natural theology as natural religion 

(NT1), natural theology as proof/argument (NT2), natural theology as signs (NT3), natural 

theology as natural Christian theology (NT4), and natural theology as theology of nature (NT5) 

– I will argue, by process of elimination, that Desmond should not be classified as NT2, NT4, or 

NT5.  Desmond should not be classified at NT2 as proof/argument is, for Desmond, insufficient.  

Regarding proof, he has suggested: “This is not simply a matter of reasserting old ‘proofs’ of 

God or devising new.  It calls for an exploration of what is prior to determinate ‘proof.’  This is 

not to deny that in trying to situate ‘proofs’ in light of the primal ethos, it might well happen that 

something of their slumbering promise is refreshed.  It is not a matter of slighting them, but of 

stepping back, so to say, from the foreground of certain arguments, to try to discern some of the 

enabling metaphysical conditions that fund their intelligibility and potential persuasiveness.” 58  It 

is clear from this that Desmond is more interested in “the enabling metaphysical 

conditions” (i.e., the ethos) than he is in “determinate ‘proof’.” 59  But what of argument?  Might 

he like Swinburne be interested in argument rather than proof and thus be classified as type NT2?  

Here again, the answer must be no for as he has more recently noted: “Arguments alone will not 

wake people who are under the spell of an enchantment.  More is needed.” 60  By “more,” he 
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57 Desmond, “God, ethos, ways,” 14. 

58 Desmond, God and the Between, 3.

59 Cf. Desmond, God and the Between, 131–132.

60 Ibid., 2.  See also Desmond, Being and the Between, 229.



means a deeper mindfulness, i.e., a mindfulness of the first ethos.  In light of the above, 

Desmond cannot be classified at NT2.  But what of NT4 and NT5?  Might he be classified as 

either of these?  Here again, the answer must be no for he begins with philosophy (i.e., 

metaphysics) rather than religion.61  His is not a Christian metaphysics, nor a Christian natural 

theology, but a metaxology, i.e., a metaxological metaphysics with a corresponding 

metaxological reformulation of natural theology.  

	
 NT1 and NT3 remain.  The language of “signs” is prevalent throughout Desmond’s work, 

and this might lead some to classify his natural theology as NT3, but I think this incorrect.  In 

order to explain why, some additional background is necessary.  Desmond speaks of “the 

intimate strangeness of being,” and by this he means “the middle condition of our thought of 

being.” 62  But why strange, and how intimate?  Desmond answers, pointing out that “being is 

strange because it has an otherness, indeed marvel, of which we are not the conceptual masters; it 

is intimate, in that this very strangeness allows no stance of thinking ‘outside’ being––we are 

participants in what we think about.” 63  The ethos is, in other words, itself intimately strange,64 

and it is in this intimately strange, overdetermined ethos that Desmond’s signs are communicated 
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61 That said, Desmond acknowledges that “the originating occasion of philosophy is religious.” (Desmond, Is There 
a Sabbath for Thought?, 6.)  More fully, he explains: “While there is a difference between being religious and being 
philosophical, there is an intimacy between them, and one is older than the other and a more nurturing source of an 
openness to ultimacy.” (Ibid.)  Religion and philosophy are, in other words, porous each to the other.  Brown speaks 
similarly of “the high degree of interpenetration [i.e., of theology by philosophy].” (Brown, The Divine Trinity, ix.)  
He continues, arguing “that philosophy and theology cannot be kept artificially apart, as they are at present within 
the Anglo-Saxon tradition.” (Ibid., x.)

62 Desmond, The Intimate Strangeness of Being, 120.

63 Ibid.

64 Ibid., 147.



(i.e., as “overdetermined signs of God”).65  That these signs are, for Desmond, overdeterminate – 

as opposed to determinate, indeterminate, or self-determinate – is significant for, besides being 

metaxologically situated, and therefore distinct, these signs given in immanence are hyperbolic, 

related as they are to what Desmond calls the hyperboles of being, and are, as such, open (i.e., 

porous) to that which exceeds immanence.66  They do not, in other words, merely point to reality, 

but are instead porous to that reality which is transcendence itself, what Desmond refers to as 

“Third Transcendence (T3): original transcendence as still other.” 67  Desmond’s natural theology 

is in this sense different from that of Evans for whom signs function in one of two ways: they 

might point to (i.e., mediate) God’s reality, or be used as the basis for arguments.  Evans 

emphasizes the first of these two functions (thus his being designated NT3 rather than NT2), but 

even so, Desmond’s articulation of the signs is, as I have now argued, distinct, and so should not 
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65 Desmond, God and the Between, 33, 45.  Earlier, in that same work, Desmond notes: “Probing of the thought of 
God in inwardness can loosen in us the bewitching effect of a finite configuration of the ethos, and open us, through 
the passageways of inwardness, to the thought of God as overdetermined, a thought that, in its excess to us, is a sign 
communicating of God.” (Ibid., 4.)

66 Desmond explains: “These overdetermined signs I will later explore in terms of what I call the hyperboles of 
being.  There is something ambiguous, in a saturated sense, about the hyperboles.  They are overdeterminate signs in 
immanence communicating of what exceeds exhaustive immanent determination or self-determination.” (Ibid.)  

67 Desmond, God and the Between, 22.  For the sake of context, T3 must be understood in relation to First 
transcendence (T1) and Second transcendence (T2), the former referring to “transcendence of beings as other in 
exteriority,” (Ibid.) and the latter, “transcendence of self-being, self-transcendence.” (Ibid.)  To be clear, 
“transcendence itself” (T3) is, for Desmond, synonymous with “God.” (Desmond, “Finding Measure in Exceeding 
Measure,” 329.)  There is, of course, more that would need to be said if one wanted to develop this more fully, not 
least that, as Desmond puts it, “there is no way of getting from finite being (creation) to God, as if we were going 
somewhere else.  We are going nowhere.  We are simply mindfully dwelling on being as given.  This is to be opened 
to the ontological promise of the ethos of being.” (Desmond, God and the Between, 133.)  That said, it must be 
noted that these signs are, for Desmond, “not merely equivocal, since they communicate something of the 
mysterious surplus of God.” (Desmond, God and the Between, 173–174.)



be described as NT3.68  His natural theology should be described as NT1.  From this perspective, 

Desmond is, in addition to being an alternative perspective from continental philosophy, the ideal 

dialogue partner for recovering Root through and beyond Brown.  Before discussing this more 

fully, I turn now to consider more fully two key concepts essential for unpacking Desmond’s 

contribution: the fourfold sense of being, and the modalities of wonder.

3.2. Beginning All Over Again with Desmond

	
 In this second part I will introduce two concepts essential for understanding Desmond’s 

metaxological metaphysics: the fourfold sense of being, and the modalities of wonder.

3.2.1. The Fourfold Sense of Being

	
 Desmond began his doctoral dissertation – later published as Desire, Dialectic, and 

Otherness – with the problem of otherness, and more specifically, “the contemporary concern 

with finitude.” 69  Seeking to explicate what he calls a “more generous hermeneutic,” 70 Desmond 

proposes four fundamental possibilities, or “relations between man and what is other.” 71  These 

relations recur throughout Desmond’s oeuvre, and include the univocal, the equivocal, the 
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68 More like Desmond’s articulation of the signs is Brown’s broad sacramentality.  According to Brown, “a divine 
structure is already implicit in certain forms of experience of the natural world, whether these be of majesty, beauty, 
or whatever.  In other words, it would be a matter of an immanent given rather than of certain neutral features 
pointing instrumentally beyond themselves.” (Brown, God and Enchantment of Place, 22.)  Connecting the dots: 
Brown’s “divine structure” is in many ways like Desmond’s “ethos,” his “majesty, beauty, or whatever,” like 
Desmond’s “hyperboles of being,” and his emphasis upon “an immanent given” along the same lines as Desmond’s 
“signs in immanence.”

69 Desmond, Desire, Dialectic, and Otherness, 3.

70 Ibid, 7.

71 Ibid., 8.  Desmond rehearses these four fundamental possibilities time and again.  See, for example, Desmond, 
Philosophy and Its Others, 4–6; Desmond, Being and the Between, xi–xii, 177; Desmond, God and the Between, 9–
10; Desmond, The Intimate Strangeness of Being, 161–162.



dialectical, and the metaxological.  Put simply, the univocal stresses sameness, and the equivocal, 

difference.  The dialectical is, according to Desmond, self-mediating, stressing as it does the 

self.72  What then of the metaxological?  He answers: “The metaxological relation has to do with 

a logos of the metaxu, a discourse concerning the middle, of the middle, and in the middle.  Thus 

it has a close affinity with the dialectical relation …. But, unlike the dialectical, it does not 

confine the mediation of external difference to the side of the self.  It asserts, rather, that external 

difference can be mediated from the side of the other, as well as from that of the self.” 73  This, 

says Desmond, “is not only self-mediation but also intermediation.” 74 

	
 Desmond is here concerned with desire as the dynamic which, in its unfolding, moves 

through the complex middle, both horizontally and vertically.75  Desire, it might be said, drives 

through the middle seeking wholeness, but finds instead openness.  This is what Desmond 

previously called “a more ‘open’ reading of Hegel,” 76 or “open whole,” 77 and later, “an open 

dialectic,” 78 i.e., a metaxologically opened dialectic.  Desmond describes this unfolding as “an 

Augustinian odyssey, embarked on in the wake of Hegel.” 79   He explains: “Overall we will 

follow an itinerary reminiscent of St. Augustine’s description of the double movement of his own 
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72 Desmond, Desire, Dialectic, and Otherness, 9.

73 Ibid.

74 Ibid., 10.

75 Ibid., 17.  Along these same lines, Desmond elsewhere notes: “The porous between opens, inside and outside, 
downside and upside.  Likewise, the self-surpassing of metaphysical thinking is not only immanently horizontal but 
vertically transcending.” (Desmond, The Intimate Strangeness of Being, xxv.)

76 Desmond, Art and the Absolute, xix.

77 Ibid., 77; cf. Desmond, Desire, Dialectic and Otherness, 93.

78 Desmond, Philosophy and Its Others, 5.

79 Desmond, Desire, Dialectic, and Otherness, 17.



thought, which proceeded, he said, ab exterioribus ad interiora, ab inferioribus ad superiora 

[from exterior to interior, from inferior to superior].” 80  This movement animates Desmond’s 

fourfold logic, and might be taken as shorthand for his metaxological metaphysics.  That being 

said, I turn now to a second key concept related to the fourfold sense of being; namely, the 

modalities of wonder.

3.2.2. The Modalities of Wonder

	
 Before discussing the modalities of wonder it should, for the sake of context, be noted 

that the question of being – What is being? – is, from Desmond’s perspective, persistent.  

“Ageless and ever-fresh,” he suggests, “it has been asked again and again, and yet in all the 

answers, the asking once again stands before us, one more time.” 81  Prior to this question (i.e., 

perplexity), however, we find ourselves in the middle.  Desmond explains: “Metaphysical 

thinking is precipitated in the between.  We find ourselves in the midst of beings.  At first, we do 

not know our beginning; for we have already begun, before we begin to know that we are, and 

that there are beings, and that we are in the middle of things…. In the adventure of transcending, 

we wake to the mystery of being, impelled towards an end we know not, from a beginning we 

comprehend not, in a milieu whose lords we are not.” 82  We find ourselves in the middle, having 

already begun, a mystery before the question of being.  

	
 But the question of being (i.e., perplexity) is not primal.  Rather, as Desmond puts it: 

“The advent of metaphysical thinking is in a primal astonishment.  Astonishment itself is primal.  
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80 Ibid.  See also Ibid., 238n32.

81 Desmond, Being and the Between, 3.

82 Ibid., 5–6.



It is elemental and irreducible.” 83  This first astonishment, what Desmond elsewhere refers to as 

“original wonder before the givenness of being,” 84 is “an indeterminate opening of 

transcendence,” 85 the first of five modalities or moments, a progression which gives way to first 

perplexity, curiosity, second perplexity, and second astonishment.  Simpson refers to this as “A 

‘Phenomenology’ of Being-Between,” as well as a “phenomenology of mind” which “relates to 

the progression of individual consciousness.” 86  In some ways helpful, it should nevertheless be 

noted that Desmond prefers to speak of “the trans-dialectical metaxu” rather than “the frame of 

phenomenology,” 87 and this as the result of his rejection of Kantian dualism.88  In any case, these 

modalities or moments are the result of the “‘too muchness,’ the overdeterminacy of being in 

which we participate,” 89 and this is the first of two points I wish to make in relation to first 

astonishment.  Put simply: being is, for Desmond, overdeterminate.  Desmond thus speaks of a 

“hermeneutics of generosity,” as well as “the generosity of being that is intimated in 

astonishment.” 90  There is a “too muchness” to being.  Desmond describes it thus: “In 
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83 Ibid., 8.  To clarify: primal astonishment is the subjective response to the objective ethos.

84 Desmond, The Intimate Strangeness of Being, 5.  Speaking of his preference for “astonishment,” Desmond 
explains: “Astonishment is closest to original wonder.  I use the term ‘astonishment’ because contemporary usage of 
the word wonder easily slides into the sentimental.” (Ibid., 8.)  He later notes: “A caution: the word ‘wonder’ strikes 
one today as a bit too subjectivized: it is seen as the ‘gosh’ feeling, the ‘wow’ experience to which we give vent 
before the surprising and the strange.  I do not deny the gosh and wow of wonder but there is an ontological bite to 
original wonder, perhaps captured better in English with the word astonishment.” (Ibid., 263.)

85 Desmond, Being and the Between 11.

86 Simpson, Religion, Metaphysics, and the Postmodern, 34. 

87 Desmond, “The Metaphysics of Modernity,” in The Oxford Handbook of Theology and Modern European 
Thought, eds. Adams, Pattison and Ward, 561.  

88 Desmond, “Being True to Mystery: On Saturated Phenomena and the Hyperboles of Being,” 22.  

89 Desmond, “Wording the Between,” in The William Desmond Reader, ed. Simpson, 226.

90 Desmond, The Intimate Strangeness of Being, 25.



astonishment one does not take possession of, or grasp anything.  One finds oneself illuminated 

by a sudden surge of light: something––exactly what is hard to fix––is being revealed.  One does 

not take hold of an object, one is taken hold of by this surge of light, taken out of oneself.  One is 

impelled to self-transcendence by an initially unchosen illumination that is not objectified.” 91  He 

continues, noting: “Astonishment is therefore an overdetermined beginning.” 92  Before turning to 

my second point it seems worth noting that, for Desmond, “something … is being revealed” in 

astonishment,93  and that this commitment to the overdeterminacy of being is, from Desmond’s 

perspective, what differentiates his position from Heidegger’s.  I will return to Heidegger in a 

moment, and intend to discuss Desmond’s notion of revelation more fully in this chapter’s third 

section, but here turn to a second point related to first astonishment.  

	
 In addition to emphasizing the overdeterminacy of being, Desmond links astonishment 

with porosity.94  This openness is there from the beginning when the givenness of being, which 

gifts astonishment, results in metaphysical openness, what Desmond calls porosity.  I turn now 

from the first modality to the second; from first astonishment to first perplexity.  Perplexity is 

“astonishment astonished,” 95 and “is often felt as a lack of definite cognition, driving out beyond 

itself to overcome that lack.” 96  The movement here is from intimacy to strangeness, fullness to 

lack, overdeterminacy to indeterminacy.  In each case, the latter, like perplexity itself, is 

derivative, and this is essential to bear in mind for as Desmond has observed, “we are tempted to 
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91 Desmond, Being and the Between, 8. 

92 Ibid.

93 Ibid.

94Ibid., 11.

95 Ibid., 20.

96 Desmond, The Intimate Strangeness of Being, 9.  



claim that erotic perplexity is the originary source.” 97  Desmond refers to this as “the amnesia of 

agapeic astonishment,” 98  and, shortly thereafter, as “the abstraction of erotic perplexity from its 

source in the agape of being.” 99  Desmond thinks Heidegger guilty of this particular 

metaphysical sin, and so seeks to differentiate himself from Heidegger, arguing: “The truth is 

much more complex.  There is a doubleness in the middle all along.  That is, agapeic 

astonishment and erotic perplexity always mingle.” 100  These first two modalities of wonder are 

for Desmond distinct, but not separate.  They always mingle, but the first is primal, the second 

derivative.101  Having now discussed these first two modalities of wonder, I turn to the third: 

curiosity.

	
 According to Desmond, “we become curious about this thing and that, and thus we seek 

to surpass, indeed even to do away with, both astonishment and perplexity.” 102  This is not to say 

that curiosity is unhealthy.  Desmond clearly states: “There is healthy curiosity.” 103  The problem 
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97 Desmond, Being and the Between, 14.  

98 Ibid.  

99 Ibid., 15.  Desmond discusses his use of these two adjectives (i.e., “erotic” and “agapeic”), noting: “There is an 
eros to perplexity; there is also the promise of agapeic mind.  The eros of perplexity is driven to transcendence, 
troubled initially by a sense of lack.  The thrust of mind’s transcending seeks to overcome that lack, make 
determinate what is vague and indefinite, complete what is partial and unintegral.  In other words, the eros of 
perplexity is impelled towards as complete a comprehension of the whole as is possible.” (Ibid., 7.)  
“Astonishment,” on the other hand, is “an overdetermined beginning.  It is not mind in the mode of pursuing a 
problem or seeking to produce a calculation.” (Ibid., 8.)  He continues, noting: “This is what agapeic astonishment 
implies primally: love of other-being as other, which is not first chosen by self-conscious will but given, a gift to 
self-being.” (Ibid., 10.)

100 Ibid., 15.

101 Along these lines, Desmond elsewhere explains: “Where Heidegger gives a privilege to Angst, I see his thought 
as more nurtured by erotic perplexity than by agapeic astonishment.  Not surprisingly, nothingness is given more 
attention than being as overdetermined plentitude.”(Desmond, The Intimate Strangeness of Being, 23n9.)

102 Ibid., 280.

103 Ibid., 281.



is that “there seems also to be an undue or too intrusive inquisitiveness in which we are curious 

about what does not properly concern us.” 104  Desmond calls this a “prying curiosity,” 105 to 

which he contrasts “the inter-esse of curiosity,” i.e. “an openness to what is, a participation in the 

porosity of being.” 106  The problem is that this determinate curiosity is all too often thought to be 

wonder, and so replaces wonder.  Against this tendency, Desmond wants to “dip back again and 

again into the primal modality of the originating astonishment.” 107  Failure to do so is “a 

contraction of the plurivocity promised in the other modalities.” 108  This is a significant point for 

natural theology for as Desmond explains: “This is the tale of almost all post-Cartesian 

metaphysics.  As in premodern metaphysics, we still find a logic of determinacy.  In premodern 

metaphysics, however, the process of being itself gives rise to determinate beings; and the pathos 

of the metaphysician, indeed the self-transcendence of all mindfulness, involves some 

acknowledgment of the ontological marvel of that giving.” 109  Here again, Desmond calls for 

deeper mindfulness, i.e. a mindfulness of the first ethos.  Philosophy need not be science.110  

Wonder becomes determinate curiosity, determinate science.111  But this need not be so.  As 

Desmond explains: “Metaphysical thinking, in fact, has more than one significant response 
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available to it in respect of this ordeal.  The major one taken in the tradition is to renew the 

desideratum of metaphysics as science.” 112  This is the response chosen by McGrath and Monti, 

both of whom are following Torrance (NT4).  That said, Desmond continues: “The other 

response is to purify and renew the sources of perplexity, and to think more deeply the meaning 

of agapeic astonishment, and the marvel of the givenness of being in the between.” 113  More 

succinctly: resurrected astonishment via resurrected perplexity, the latter being what Desmond 

refers to as “the purgatory of this second hyperbolic perplexity.” 114  For Desmond, “curiosity 

does not have the last word, as it does not have the first.” 115  There is a “resurrection of 

astonishment and perplexity in the ‘too-muchness’ of being as given.” 116  Metaphysical 

perplexity persists and gives way to second astonishment.

	
 Desmond describes this more fully by way of a thought experiment, what he calls 

“posthumous mindfulness.”  First described in Philosophy and Its Others, posthumous 

mindfulness (aka posthumous mind) is “a thinking from the future when we are dead, about the 

ontological worth of the present, imagined beyond death as our past.” 117  More fully, Desmond 

explains: “Posthumous mind, as the metaphysical imagination of being dead, involves mind in a 

step beyond time, and so is both in and out of time.  It involves a doubling of the self between the 

here and the beyond.  In looking on life as if dead, the self discovers distance in time, outliving 
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time, rummaging through time for what made it good.” 118  The problem, according to Desmond, 

is that we have lost the elemental, i.e., “the elemental givenness of metaxological being, beyond 

instrumentalized mediation.” 119  Instrumentalized mediation is the “self-mediation of 

instrumental mind…. [which] seeks to change our initial condition of confusion into clarity––

clarity controlled and exploited by our own will.” 120  To sum up, then, the problem according to 

Desmond is that we have succumbed to the univocalizing tendencies of instrumental mind.  That 

said, Desmond wishes to renew perplexity and astonishment in the face of the elemental 

givenness of being, and that is where “posthumous mind” comes in.  “Posthumous mind” renews 

perplexity and astonishment in the face of elemental givenness of being.  Or as Desmond has it: 

“The metaphysical imagination of posthumous mind forces us to consider: freed by death from 

the lie of selfhood closed on itself in grandiose but monadic self-congratulation, the released self 

asks: What in being do we love for itself?” 121  In any case, according to Desmond metaphysical 

perplexity persists, and this persistent perplexity (i.e., second perplexity) leads to the resurrection 

of astonishment (i.e., second astonishment).  

	
 I have in this section introduced two concepts essential for understanding Desmond’s 

metaxological metaphysics: the fourfold sense of being, and the modalities of wonder.  With 

these in mind, I now turn to consider the metaxological reformulation of the Root-Brown hybrid.
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3.3. Recovering Root through and Beyond Brown

	
 Generally speaking, Desmond’s metaxological metaphysics recovers Root through and 

beyond Brown by shifting the conversation from proof and arguments to the enabling 

metaphysical conditions; more specifically, the ethos.  Metaphysics, far from being dead or 

complete, is for Desmond renewed in a second perplexity which then gives way to resurrected, 

second astonishment.  This persistence enables natural theology’s persistence, and the persistence 

of the latter is, I might add, no mere stubbornness or refusal to acknowledge defeat.  Rather, it is 

a mindfulness of the metaphysical conditions which themselves call for, and necessitate, 

persistence.  To appropriate Root, these conditions necessitate beginning all over again, again 

and again.122  

	
 In this section I will consider the nature of this new beginning in dialogue with Root and 

Brown.  As I discussed in Chapter 2, Root advocated “awareness,” and Brown “a careful 

listening exercise, the final result of which cannot be predetermined in advance.” 123  Desmond, 

however, speaks of “mindfulness,” and this, I suggest, has everything to do with this new 

beginning, i.e. the metaxological reformulation of the Root-Brown hybrid.  I begin with a brief 

review of Root’s notion of “awareness” before turning to consider Desmond’s notion of 

“mindfulness” more fully, and this in relation to the wholeness of the art work.  I then offer a 

metaxological response to Mascall in an effort to reformulate the Root-Brown hybrid.
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3.3.1. “Awareness” and “Mindfulness”

	
 Root advocated “awareness” over and against argument in his 1962 essay,124  and in 1970 

suggested together with Purdy that we might learn from the artist “who is most sharply aware, 

most keenly (perhaps intolerably) sensitive to the human condition, most relentless in the search 

for reality.” 125  From this, it is clear that “awareness” was, for Root, related to the arts and “the 

search for reality.” 126  The same might be said for Brown’s “listening exercise,” 127 but Desmond 

in my view provides more adequate articulation, advocating “mindfulness” in relation to the 

ethos.  He explains: “Metaphysical mindfulness of the primal ethos is reminiscent of the ancient 

understanding of the philosopher as seeking to understand the ‘whole’.  What this means is 

complex, but I speak of the between rather than the whole simply, since it reflects our situation in 

the ethos, which if it is a whole, is an open whole, since it cannot be defined in terms of a totality 

of determinations, but rather in terms of the overdetermined excess of the givenness of being.” 128  

This is clearly more complex than Root’s “awareness,” and so will require some explanation 

before any attempt is made to reformulate the Root-Brown hybrid.
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 Against Hegel’s dialectical conception of the Absolute which seeks totalitarian closure, 

Desmond maintains a movement to wholeness sans closure.  Turning to the art work, he 

explains: “The art work exhibits a certain wholeness, but if we attend to this we find there is a 

kind of compacted fullness which seems to be inexhaustible in terms of finite analysis.  For this 

compacted fullness of the art work is not just a recollective gathering up of the past.  It is also a 

kind of implicit spanning of the future.  The art work is always a promise of repeated 

reinterpretations, repeated resurrections.” 129  In exhibiting wholeness, the art work is an example 

of “mindfulness.”  This seems consistent with Root and Purdy.  With Desmond, however, Root’s 

“awareness” learned from the artist becomes a “mindfulness” of the art work’s manifestation of 

wholeness.130  But the work of art offers more.

	
 As an articulation of astonishment, the work of art elicits “appreciation,” 131 which is itself 

a manner of being mindful, and this results in posthumous mindfulness.  Along these lines, 

Desmond explains: “I am suggesting that the metaphysician has to be jolted into this displaced 

mindfulness of being, displaced in the between to be able to think about the enigma of the 

happening of the between, the beings in it, the mindful human being, displaced into thought 

about the fact that being is given at all, when there might be nothing at all.” 132  From this 

perspective, the great work of art is not merely an example of “mindfulness,” but also has the 

potential to jolt us into “mindfulness,” and this, says Desmond, “places us close again to the 
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primal intimacy of being.” 133  More fully, he explains: “Art and the great artist can have a 

significant role in renewing our rapport with creation, recharging our responsiveness to being as 

mystery, and hence mediately to its ultimate origin.  In this light, there is always a religious 

dimension to art, just in its power to precipitate astonishment and perplexity.”134  A significant 

point, Desmond’s suggestion that art might renew our relationship with creation, with 

astonishment and perplexity (i.e., wonder) being the result, means that one need not turn, as both 

Tillich and Root did, to “disturbing visions of human nature,” 135 but might also cultivate 

“awareness,” or “mindfulness,” of that which transcends (i.e., in the here and now, rather than in 

some eschatological sense as Monti and others maintain).

	
 Drawing attention to the power of art, particularly in relation to “a religious dimension,” 

will no doubt make some uncomfortable, and so it should be noted that Desmond also maintains 

art’s limits.  He argues that “art cannot be the sanctus (sic) sanctorum in which the burden 

carried by religion, science and metaphysics can be sustained, and renewed.  Art can be a carrier 

of transcendence, only if these others [i.e., religion, science and metaphysics] are themselves in 

robust spiritual shape. Its health rises or falls by its sustenance in community with these its 

others. If these are sick, it cannot be their cure.…  Art is not the remnant which will save the rest. 

The impossible burden of transcendence is God. Without the religious, we collapse under the 

burden.” 136  Without limits, one might very well end up with something like Jeffrey L. Kosky’s 
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suggestion “that one need not look only to traditional religion or religious traditions for refuge 

from the vicissitudes of human being in the world set up by modern disenchantment.” 137   Kosky 

argues that we might dwell “in this in-between, never fully enchanted, never fully disenchanted, 

never fully secular, never fully religious.” 138  While Desmond would no doubt agree that we 

dwell in the between, the between is, for Desmond, not neutral, but overdetermined and porous 

to the divine.  Having drawn Root, Brown, and Desmond together on this point, I now turn more 

fully towards metaxological reformulation.  

3.3.2. A Metaxological Response to Mascall

	
 I have spoken of metaxological reformulation, and this, to be clear, amounts to, or in any 

case begins with, a mindfulness of the ethos.  There are, however, many ways of being mindful.  

Desmond explains: “Being aesthetic, religious and ethical are different configurations of being 

mindful…. Philosophy, too, is a distinctive mode of being mindful.” 139  With this in mind, I wish 

to return to the Root-Brown hybrid for while metaxological reformulation is, most generally, 

related to the ethos, and so the whole of Desmond’s metaxological musings, I will for the sake of 

this discussion focus upon metaxological reformulation with reference to Root and Brown.  More 

specifically, I will argue that Desmond gives a more adequate, metaxological response to Mascall 

who critiqued Root for neglecting tradition, conflating natural theology and apologetics, 

repudiating logic in favor of art, and failing to provide sufficient criteria.  
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 As I argued in Chapter 2, Brown delivers a more adequate articulation of tradition, and in 

so doing provides a theological response to Mascall’s first criticism.  Beginning all over again 

need not mean the neglect of tradition.  Rather, it entails an openness to the past, as well as the 

wider context.  Brown’s “open tradition” is, I argued, consistent with Root’s approach, and yet 

not subject to Mascall’s first criticism.  Desmond supplements Brown’s theological response with 

his more adequate philosophical articulation.  Mindfulness of the ethos calls for, and 

necessitates, persistence, and this means, amongst other things, beginning all over again, again 

and again.  This is the previously discussed interplay of ethos and way which, according to 

Desmond, leads to metaxological reformulation.  On this account, beginning all over again is not 

only theologically possible (i.e., without neglecting tradition), but philosophically necessary.  

“We always need to begin again,” says Desmond.140  Beginning all over again, for Root, never 

meant the neglect of tradition, but Brown and Desmond provide a more adequate, 

metaxologically reformulated response.

	
 Having addressed this first criticism, I now turn to Mascall’s second criticism.  According 

to Mascall, “the natural theologian, when he is doing his natural theology, will serve God best by 

doing the best natural theology of which he is capable rather than by concerning himself at that 

moment with its power to interest and attract those who are outside the Church.  This does not 

mean that at other times he may not consider the relevance of his special work to the latter task.  

But when he is doing that he will be doing apologetics and not natural theology, and one 

impression that I derive from Mr. Root’s essay is that he is not altogether clear about the 

difference between the two.” 141  Mascall went on to suggest that “the primary task of the natural 
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theologian is to take note of the objections that have been urged against the possibility of natural 

theology by some schools of theologians and by some schools of philosophers and to reconstruct 

his natural theology in such a way that it will be impervious to these attacks.” 142  Root, however, 

maintained that “the health of natural theology … matters only because it is bound up with more 

important things.” 143  As Root went on to argue, “theologians cannot redraw the picture until 

they regain contact with those ranges of thought, feeling and imagination which now live a life––

even for the Christian believer––quite independent of theology.” 144  This is, once again, 

consistent with Brown who has more recently argued: “There is too much of a mismatch between 

what the Church takes to be significant and the actual experience of the wider population…. A 

God active outside the control of the Church needs to be acknowledged, and the implications 

heeded.” 145  The issue, in other words, is not that Root conflates natural theology and 

apologetics, but that Root and Mascall disagree on the matter of how to go about reconstructing 

natural theology.  

	
 For Mascall, reconstruction had to do with shoring up arguments, but for Root, these 

arguments, one might now say, reflected the second ethos.  Natural theology had been replaced 

by a particular form of natural theology, one seeking determinate proof through argument.146  

Desmond, however, speaks of breaking through the idolatries of this second ethos “into the first 

ethos of elemental ontological possibility.” 147  Responding to Mascall, then, I would argue that 
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Root, in seeking to “regain contact with those ranges of thought, feeling and imagination which 

now live a life––even for the Christian believer––quite independent of theology,” 148 was not only 

seeking “to establish or reestablish some kind of vital contact with that enormous majority of 

human beings for whom Christian faith is not so much unlikely as irrelevant and 

uninteresting,” 149 but also to break through the idolatries of the second ethos.  Root was, in other 

words, advocating something like Desmond’s interplay of ethos and way in an effort to move 

beyond the false hope of determinate proof.

	
 It is no wonder, then, that Mascall criticized Root for repudiating logic (in favor of art) 

for in seeking to break through the idolatries of the second ethos Root challenged the idea that to 

be mindful is to be logical.150  According to Desmond, however, being mindful “cannot be 

confined to any one mode of thinking or to philosophy itself…. To be mindful is an exigency that 

issues its imperative in every significant way of being, including those other to philosophy.” 151  

Mindful of, but exceeding univocal logic, Root’s call for “awareness” was, I would suggest, 

metaxological in spirit even if not in name.  From this perspective, Mascall played the part of 

“the logic-chopper … a recurring type, a recognizable reduction of being mindful to a certain 
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analytical, one might say, legalistic precision.”152  Captive to the modern ethos, he failed to 

return to the primal ethos, while Root, in calling for “awareness,” exhibited a deeper 

mindfulness, i.e. of philosophy and its others.

	
 If Mascall’s third criticism was philosophical, and indeed it was, his fourth – i.e. that 

Root fails to provide sufficient criteria – was most assuredly theological for Mascall thought that 

in turning to art for inspiration Root had turned from eternal truth to the pagan world.  Like Root, 

Brown has been accused of failing to provide sufficient criteria, and this despite “a whole section 

entirely devoted to questions of authority and criteria and also to the various ways in which these 

were indicated implicitly during the course of the discussion of specific topics.” 153  One such 

such critic, Jeremy Begbie, more or less ignores this section, and like Mascall, plays the role of 

criteria critic.154  Begbie argues: “The critical divergence between us does not lie at this level.  

Rather it is exposed when Brown writes that the biblically-oriented insights I develop are never 
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challenged by ‘how God is found to act elsewhere’.  I can only respond: ‘And which God might 

this be?  Presumably, following Brown, a God about whom claims of presence and activity are to 

be judged according to criteria independent of and superior to those attested by Scripture.’  But 

again, we are left unclear as to quite what these non-negotiable criteria might be, and, no less 

importantly, what reason or reasons we might have for embracing them.” 155  The key words in 

this section are “non-negotiable criteria” for in using them, rather than a non-qualified “criteria,” 

Begbie means to distinguish that which he thinks necessary from that which Brown has already 

provided.  

	
 Against such willful ignorance I wish to call attention to the nine types of criteria which 

Brown has already provided (i.e., as a resource to Root).  These include historical criteria, 

empirical criteria, conceptual criteria, moral criteria, criteria of continuity, Christological criteria, 

degree of imaginative engagement, effectiveness of analogical construct, and ecclesial criteria.156  

Begbie would no doubt protest, but as Brown has noted, questions of criteria apply equally to 

Begbie and the canon for “all Christians … apply criteria drawn from their wider experience and 

knowledge.” 157  In other words, criteria may very well be a problem, but if so, then it is a 

problem for Mascall and Begbie no less than it is for Root or Brown.  Two wrongs, however, do 

not make a right, and so Brown’s charge of tu quoque is, even if true, insufficient.  More 

sufficient, I will argue, is Desmond’s “metaxological monotheism.” 158

	
 In order to understand Desmond’s “metaxological monotheism” I must first say 

something of his understanding of polytheism, as well as what he calls “a monotheism of 
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universal univocity” (aka “a univocalizing monotheism”).159  Beginning with polytheism, it is, 

put simply, equivocal, and monotheism offers a univocal response.  This monotheism, however, 

is according to Desmond “a monotheism of universal univocity that tends to suppress the pagan 

rapture of the elemental.  This is not the monotheism of the absolute original.” 160  Discussing this 

“univocalizing monotheism” and polytheism in more detail, Desmond notes: 

First, paganism has been criticized as divinizing what is not divine, and for some the 
superiority of monotheism is its dedivinization of such putative idolatry.  There being 
only one God, all others must be impostors. A sacred impostor is not a neutral 
simulacrum, it is temptation to apostasy from the One.  War must be made on polytheism, 
which is polyidolism.  Yet there can be a univocalizing monotheism which risks a kind of 
light pollution: we cease to see above us the stars in the sky or feel the earth beneath us.  
A polemos against the pagan is generated by an exclusive One: it is either the One or it is 
nothing, and the many as other to the One must be either nothing or made into nothing.  
Thus can come a monotheistic totalitarianism which issues in hatred of claims other than 
its own.  By contrast, one might claim that true attendance on the agapeic One is not 
closed to strange showings of the unmeasured One but is alert for any unexpected 
revelation.161

He thus concludes: “The dedivinization of the world is true in that creation is not God.  The 

dedivinization is untrue if it extirpates every trace of the divine in creation.” 162  The problem, for 

Desmond, is not polytheism, but “a univocalizing monotheism” (aka “a monotheistic 

totalitarianism”) for this is a monotheism that leads to “sterile soil,” i.e. atheism.163  This, to be 

clear, is the Barthian response (which, as previously noted, leads to the death of God).  Against a 
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sterilizing, “univocalizing monotheism,” however, Desmond maintains a “metaxological 

monotheism” that is “alert for any unexpected revelation.” 164  From this perspective, Mascall and 

Begbie might be seen as having advocated a “univocalizing monotheism,” and Root and Brown a 

“metaxological monotheism.” 

	
 If, however, we are to let the voices speak, one might then wonder how to differentiate 

true from false revelation.  Desmond gives a metaxological answer to this question (which was 

seeking a univocal response), and this by way of a series of questions and answers.  He asks:

From whence comes the divine?  No one knows.  Who can comprehend its mystery?  No 
one.  What certainty is given us?  Not easy to say.  Riddle on riddle may bring some 
breach to the soul’s closure on itself.  Strangers whirl to savage gods: Is this 
manifestation?  Yes and no.  Sparrows twitter in the hedges: Is this manifestation?  Yes 
and no.  A boy grips his father’s hand as the plane lifts off: Is this manifestation?  Yes and 
no.  A child howls after hearing his mother is dead: Is this manifestation?  Yes and no.  Is 
it weaseling to say yes and no?  Yes, it may be.  No, it may also be startlement before 
ambiguities that will not fade away and that yet for us make a way.  To be on a way we 
need not go away, for home is intimately strange.  Being at home in not being at home; 
not being at home in being at home: this is our intermediate condition.  All being in the 
between may be porous to divine communication, but you could not prove this 
univocally, for we cannot appoint its where or its how or its what.  We can make ready.  
We need not be foolish virgins.165

Root would no doubt agree.  Recall his plea: “Let the voices speak.” 166   

	
 This metaxological offering will no doubt fail to appease the univocal gods, but, from 

Desmond’s perspective, a deeper mindfulness is needed, one willing to concede Brown’s point 

that questions of criteria are difficult and problematic.  Reality, as Desmond has it, is not 
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164 Desmond, God and the Between, 187.  Desmond here sounds like Brown who suggests that his “own preference 
is for a suggestion of Augustine, that we think of the world as rather like a sponge with the divine as the water that 
permeates everywhere.” (Brown, “Response,” in Theology, Aesthetics, and Culture, eds. MacSwain and Worley, 
269.  See also Brown, Through the Eyes of the Saints, 165; Brown, “Experience Skewed,” in Transcending 
Boundaries in Philosophy and Theology, eds. Vanhoozer and Warner, 165.)  In addition to Augustine’s sponge, 
Brown mentions also John Henry Newman’s saints and angels. (Brown, “Introduction,” in Newman, ed. Brown, 14; 
Brown, “Response,” in Theology, Aesthetics, and Culture, eds. MacSwain and Worley, 296.)

165 Desmond, God and the Between, 188–189; cf. Brown, Tradition and Imagination, 374.

166 Root, “The Limits of Radicalism, VIII:12.  



univocal, and so calls for “non-negotiable criteria” (i.e., univocal criteria) might be said to ignore 

the more complex reality (i.e., reality itself).  As Desmond notes: “There can be a clarity that is 

the enemy of human life in its univocalizing assault on the ambiguous matrix of creative life.” 167  

The position of the criteria critic (e.g., Mascall, Begbie), if I might be allowed to appropriate 

Desmond, is one in which an insistence on being theological (i.e., Christological) might very 

well end up being atheological for in seeking to hear the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but 

the truth, the critic all too easily emphasizes the first and third while neglecting the middle (i.e., 

unexpected revelation).168  Surely this is what John E. Smith had in mind when in his essay he 

spoke in his 1960 Harvard University Dudleian Lecture of an “impiety toward the divine creation 

… [which] runs the risk of losing its very life.” 169  Here again, this is a difficult matter, unlikely 

to be settled here, but I do think Desmond’s “metaxological monotheism” a step in the right 

direction.  

3.4. Conclusion

	
 Desmond thus reformulates the Root-Brown hybrid, offering a deeper mindfulness of the 

ethos.  Advocating an interplay of ethos and way, Desmond begins all over again.  More 

specifically, with reference to Root and Brown, he provides a more sufficient response to Mascall 

and Begbie via a “metaxological monotheism” situated in the between, and open to divine 

communication.  
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167 Desmond, Is There a Sabbath for Thought?, 5.

168 As previously noted, Desmond has written: “But there is an insistence on being logical which, when we think 
about it, is slightly illogical.” (Desmond, Philosophy and Its Others, 215.)

169 Smith, “The Permanent Truth in the Idea of Natural Religion,” 19.



	
 This metaxologically reformulated Root-Brown hybrid is, I suggest, the answer to Root’s 

call for “a metaphysics which can somehow do justice not only to our desire for a Natural 

Theology but also to our religiously inspired distrust of Natural Theology.” 170  How so?  

Consider: Our distrust is rooted in a desire for determinacy (i.e., univocity) vis-à-vis revelation, 

but our desires, in this case, are – to appropriate C. S. Lewis – “not too strong, but too weak.” 171  

Insofar as our desire seeks no more than determinacy, it truncates reality for reality is not simply 

univocal, but also equivocal, dialectical, and metaxological.  Our desire, in other words, rightly 

seeks more than determinacy.  Determinacy thus gives way to indeterminacy, and so distrust.  All 

too often, theologians then settle for a self-mediating, dialectical solution (i.e., theology of 

nature) where otherness (i.e., natural theology) is mediated from the side of the same (i.e., 

revealed theology).  Natural theology becomes theology of nature.  This too is a truncated reality.  

Seeking the wholeness of dialectical fulfillment, one finds metaxological openness instead.  More 

than determinate proof, the distrust of determinacy, or the dialectical solution found in a theology 

of nature, a metaxological natural theology requires recognition of the fourfold sense of being, 

and an awareness of the modalities of wonder which, taken together, lead to the hyperboles of 

being.  Rooted in the overdeterminate ethos, a metaxological natural theology is by its very 

nature excessive and open.  Desmond thus provides a frame for our desire and distrust, 

anticipates the dialectical move, and calls for something more.  This more, however, is no mere 

call for revival, but instead, a call for attention to the ethos and the interplay of ethos and way 

which results in persistent reformulation.
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170 Root, “Metaphysics and Religious Belief,” in Prospect for Metaphysics, ed. Ramsey, 79; cf. Macquarrie, 
Thinking About God, 135–136.

171 Lewis, The Weight of Glory, 26.  Lewis was, of course, there discussing the Christian virtue of Love, but the logic 
applies equally here: more is needed.



	
 To make the philosophical and theological substance of this chapter even more explicit, 

Desmond’s metaxological metaphysics – a way of being in the between – opens up new 

opportunities for the natural theologian, and not only because he advocates the persistence of 

metaphysics (i.e., rooted in the overdeterminate ethos, and so distinct from Heidegger).  This is 

of course crucial, but I here wish to highlight several key features which give shape to a 

metaxological natural theology.  A metaxological natural theology is, first, no optional extra, but 

is instead essential to faith (i.e., as an accompaniment to so-called revealed theology).  Second, a 

metaxological natural theology looks not to the future, nor merely to fallenness, but to creation 

and its origin.  It is thus distinct from approaches which go no further than the Fall and its 

“disturbing visions of human nature,” 172 but also those approaches which, like Anthony Monti’s, 

see “art as knowledge of creation understood eschatologically (and therefore teleologically).” 173  

Desmond thus reformulates Root, stripping away the traces of existentialism while maintaining 

Root’s metaphysical persistence and emphasis upon the arts.  Third, the metaxologically 

reformulated Root-Brown hybrid looks back to, draws upon, and develops the tradition.  A 

unique constellation, this hybrid natural theology is, like the art work, a “gathering up of the 

past…. a kind of implicit spanning of the future…. a promise of repeated reinterpretations, 

repeated resurrections.” 174  As an open whole, it is in one sense complete, but because it is an 

open whole, incomplete and so open to future reformulations.  This point is central for, in 

addition to allowing for development and reformulation, it makes clear that determinate proof is 

not the aim.  This is no univocal or dialectical natural theology.  It is, rather, a kind of quotidian 
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172 Root, “Beginning All Over Again,” in Soundings, ed. Vidler, 19.

173 Monti, A Natural Theology of the Arts, 164.

174 Desmond, Art and the Absolute, 70–71.



piety, an awareness of everyday life.  More specifically, it is an awareness of what Berger called 

“signals of transcendence.” 175  Desmond has discussed this with reference to the hyperboles of 

being (i.e. signs given in immanence which exceed immanence).  Given this reality, a 

metaxological natural theology cultivates piety toward the divine creation via an “ordinary 

everyday awareness.” 176  Turning now from the theoretical frame, I will in Chapter 4 consider 

the work of a particular artist in order to show how such awareness might be sharpened.

139

175 Berger, A Rumor of Angels, 52.  He explained: “By signals of transcendence I mean phenomena that are to be 
found within the domain of our ‘natural’ reality but that appear to point beyond that reality.” (Ibid., 53.)

176 Ibid.



4.  Cultivating Awareness: Considering Jonathan Borofsky

	
 In this chapter I will consider how the metaxologically reformulated Root-Brown hybrid 

(NT1) might be applied in practice.1  Following Root, I will look to “the living works of artists,” 2 

and following Brown, to “those who appear beyond the bounds of Christian orthodoxy but [who 

are] still engaged with the question of God.” 3   As Brown has observed: “The twentieth century is 

often described as a time of loss of faith and in many ways that is true, but a surprising number 

of artists continued to engage actively with the Christian faith in their art.  The natural tendency 

of Christians has been to focus on those who are explicit believers …, but to do so exclusively 

would be merely to repeat the mistake against which I have been protesting.  God does not just 

speak through the like-minded.” 4  Having said that, Brown then turns to consider Max Ernst and 

Francis Bacon, “two pagan artists who challenge our understanding of the Christian faith in ways 
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1 Root’s 1962 essay was criticized for failing to take this additional, and necessary, next step.  H. Chadwick, for 
instance, wrote: “The subject so introduced is not, perhaps, sufficiently developed; and at the end the reader may 
have something of the feeling frequently generated by the reading of contemporary British philosophy, that he has 
been listening to a very fine orchestra elaborately tuning up with the greatest possible care, then to discover that this 
admittedly very exciting sound is the only item in the concert they propose to play.  The keen expectations aroused 
by Mr Root’s essay may be fulfilled on a future occasion when he has more space at his disposal.”(Chadwick, 
review of Soundings, ed. Vidler, 444.)  In a subsequent review, David Edwards wrote: “Mr. Root’s opening essay, on 
‘Beginning All Over Again‘ in the philosophy of religion, left almost as intense a feeling of its inadequacy, 
combined with admiration for, and agreement with, its destructive arguments…. He … urges a more alert study of 
the living works of artists, for example serious contemporary novels, so that human experience may once more be 
interpreted with power.  And there he stops.  His essay is a plea for creativity rather than an example of 
it.” (Edwards, review of Soundings, ed. Vidler, 145.)  

2 Root, “Beginning All Over Again,” in Soundings, ed. Vidler, 18.

3 Brown, “The Glory of God Revealed in Art and Music,” in Celebrating Creation, ed. Chapman, 45.  See also 
Brown, God and Enchantment of Place, 150–151.  Brown there speaks – with reference to Paul Klee, Paul Cézanne, 
and Vincent van Gogh – of “a new form of natural theology, where claims about the spiritual nature of the world 
could be made through form and colour.” (Ibid.)

4 Brown, “The Glory of God Revealed in Art and Music,” in Celebrating Creation, ed. Chapman, 47–48. 



that lead, I believe, to its deepening and not to its destruction.” 5  Wishing to affirm Brown’s 

emphasis upon “learning from pagans,” as well as Root’s prior emphasis upon learning from the 

artist, I nevertheless wish to point out that Brown gives scant attention to contemporary art.6

	
 In giving scant attention to contemporary art, Brown is not alone.  Consider the 

previously mentioned efforts of Anthony Monti and T.J. Gorringe.  Of the thirteen examples 

which Monti considers, only four might be called contemporary, and even these are treated 

briefly.7  Gorringe, on the other hand, considers a much wider variety of artists, but none beyond 

1966.  Richard Viladesau does no better in his Theological Aesthetics, none of the plates dated 

post-1961.8  Better than Monti, Gorringe, or Viladesau in addressing contemporary art is George 

Pattison who devotes twelve pages of discussion to Glynn Williams, Antony Gormley, Bill Viola, 
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5 Ibid., 48.  Rina Arya has more recently sought to highlight the religious aspects of Bacon’s work.  See Arya, ed., 
Francis Bacon: Critical and Theoretical Perspectives; Arya, “Painting in a Godless World,” in Contemplations of 
the Spiritual in Art, ed. Arya, 195–216; Arya, Francis Bacon: Painting in a Godless World; Arya, Abjection and 
Representation, 92–94, 102.

6 Of the thirty-five plates in Brown’s Oxford University Press volumes (1999–2008), only six date from the 
twentieth-century, and with the exception of one architectural example, not one of these is post-1955.  The books’s 
cover images do no better with none more recent than 1910.  Turning to the combined 2,010 pages of these books, 
the only references to what might be called contemporary art are as follows: one page of material on modern 
environmental art (e.g., Richard Long, Robert Smithson, Joseph Beuys and Andy Goldsworthy), (Brown, God and 
Enchantment of Place, 94–95.) a one sentence reference to two of the Young British Artists (Damien Hirst and 
Tracey Emin) and then four or five sentences on Douglas Gordon. (Brown, God and Mystery in Words, 14–15.)  
Peter Howson is discussed in a bit more detail in one of Brown’s essays written together with Ann Loades. (Brown 
and Loades, “Learning from the Arts,” in Who Is This Man?, eds. Baker and Davage, 75–76.)  In that same essay, 
the authors refer to Paula Rego, (Ibid., 94.) and Brown elsewhere refers to Yoko Ono, Bill Viola, Paula Rego, Tracey 
Emin, John Bellany and Douglas Gordon, but only briefly. (Brown, “How Real is the Conflict?,” in Re-
Enchantment, eds. Elkins and Morgan, 256–257.)  

7 Monti considers particular works (i.e., with figures/plates) by Giorgione (1506–1508), Botticelli (c. 1477), Jan van 
Eyck (1434), Jan Vermeer (c. 1662) and Rembrandt (1668–1669) before noting: “Lest we believe that ‘spiritual truth 
is completely enfleshed’ only in works from the distant past, let us close this discussion of the visual arts with 
examples of modern and contemporary artists.” (Monti, A Natural Theology of the Arts, 114; 106–114.)  He then 
considers (sans figures/plates) Alberto Giacommetti, Mark Rothko (1944, 1945, 1944), Alice Aycock (1980), Ross 
Bleckner (1983), Leigh Merinoff (1996) and Bill Viola (1983, 1992), two modern and four contemporary artists, and 
this in the space of nine paragraphs. (Ibid., 114–117.)

8 Viladesau, Theological Aesthetics.  Of the book’s five plates, not one is post-1961.



and Craigie Aichison.9  But these are, without exception, “examples of contemporary works of 

art in British Churches.” 10  Pattison’s work is, in other words, consistent with Brown’s emphasis 

upon learning from pagans, but fails to move beyond the walls of the Church.  There is, then, a 

need to consider the work of non-Christian, contemporary artists working beyond the walls of 

the Church.11  In an effort to address this lacunae in the literature I intend to begin with a work of 

contemporary sculpture by a non-Christian artist working beyond the walls of the Church.  I will 

then consider a second work by this same artist.

	
 In selecting an artist for consideration it seemed reasonable to choose an artist whose 

work I had experienced, and additionally, as an American it seemed reasonable to select an 

American artist.  Thanks to the Frederik Meijer Gardens and Sculpture Park in Grand Rapids, MI 

(USA) – the most significant sculpture park in America’s midwest – I had seen the work of a 

number of contemporary sculptors (e.g., Jim Dine, Andy Goldsworthy, Antony Gormley, 

Dietrich Klinge, Roxy Paine, Jaume Plensa, etc.) including several works by Jonathan Borofsky.  

I later saw another work by Borofsky at the Nasher Sculpture Center in Dallas, TX (USA).  My 

aim in considering Borofsky was, as Brown has suggested, to avoid simply imposing “a 

predetermined theological or biblical grid … upon the world without regard to how empirical 
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9 Pattison, Art, Modernity and Faith, 2nd ed., 178–189.

10 Ibid., 178.  See also Pattison, Crucifixions and Resurrections of the Image, 129–141.  Pattison there discusses a 
paper given by Gormley at Durham Cathedral in 1996.  

11 There is, of course, disagreement on how best to answer the question “What is contemporary art?”  That said, I do 
not intend to engage that conversation here.  For the purposes of this thesis, I accept Terry Smith’s suggestion.  He 
observes: “In the visual arts, the big story, now so blindingly obvious, is the shift––nascent during the 1950s, 
emergent in the 1960s, contested during the 1970s, but unmistakable since the 1980s––from modern to 
contemporary art.” (Smith, What is Contemporary Art?, 5.)  Elsewhere, and along these same lines, Smith suggests 
that “a worldwide shift from modern to contemporary was prefigured in some late modern art during the 1950s, that 
it took definitive shape in the 1980s, and that it continues to unfold through the present, thus shaping art’s 
imaginable futures.” (Smith, Contemporary Art, 8.)  See also Stiles and Selz, eds., Theories and Documents of 
Contemporary Art; Meyer, What Was Contemporary Art?; Osborne, Anywhere or Not at All; Danto, After the End of 
Art.



realities might require modifications of that grid.” 12  He prescribes “a careful listening exercise, 

the final result of which cannot be predetermined in advance.” 13   Having now listened, I will 

argue that Borofsky’s work is rife with religious and theological significance, and this despite his 

rather ambiguous, and sometimes even intentionally evasive, posture.  Relevant to the natural 

theologian, these themes and symbols have all too often been dismissed or overlooked for as 

Brown has noted, “we lack the education to attend to the signs that speak of divine immanence, 

and so instead see only humanism.” 14   I begin, then, with my own experience of Borofsky’s 

Walking to the Sky (hereafter WS) before turning to the conflicting interpretation given by the 

museum curators.  Their resistance to the transcendent is then considered in relation to various 

explanations given by art history, theology, and philosophy, and this in an effort to reverse the 

trend; that is to say, to expose ideological tendencies which clog the ways to God.  Having 

named these tendencies, I then introduce Desmond’s hyperboles of being and unclogging of 

ways to God before returning to Borofsky’s WS considered along the lines of Desmond’s 

“metaxological monotheism.” 15  That said, I begin with some consideration of my experience of 

Borofsky’s WS.
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12 Brown, God and Enchantment of Place, 265.

13 Ibid., 2.

14 Ibid., 80; cf. Eliade, “The Sacred and the Modern Artist,” in Symbolism, the Sacred, and the Arts, ed. Apostolos-
Cappadona, 82.

15 This chapter might also be seen as an example of Berger’s argument from ordering. See Berger, A Rumor of 
Angels, 56–57.



4.1. Walking to the Sky

	
 Jonathan Borofsky (b. 1942) is an American artist best known for his wall drawings, 

installations and public sculptures.16  I first encountered Borofsky’s work in 2009 at his Human 

Structures and the Light of Consciousness exhibition at Frederik Meijer Gardens and Sculpture 

Park, and more recently, saw his WS (2004, Plate 1) at the Nasher Sculpture Center.  WS was the 

third in a series, after Man Walking to the Sky (1992, hereafter MWS, Plate 2), and Woman 

Walking to the Sky (1994, hereafter WWS, Plate 3).  MWS was exhibited at Documenta IX in 

Kassel, Germany, and later purchased by the city for permanent installation.  It is 80 feet tall, set 

on a 60 degree angle and features a solitary, life-size, male figure walking to the sky.17  

	
 Apparently, the idea for MWS came from a story Borofsky’s father told him as a child.  

He explains that “the idea for this sculpture, no doubt reaches back into my childhood. When I 

was six years old, I used to sit on my father's knee, and he would tell me stories about a friendly 

giant who lived in the sky.  The important thing about this giant was that he did good things for 

people. In his stories, my father and I used to go up to the sky and visit with this friendly giant 

every day.” 18  More recently, and with regard to this series, it has been noted that “Borofsky was 

fascinated by the philosophical title of a Paul Gauguin painting, ‘Where Do We Come From?  

What Are We?  Where Are We Going?’” 19  In fact, Borofsky has suggested: “Maybe the 
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16 Rosenthal, ed., Jonathan Borofsky.  See also “Paula Cooper Gallery: Jonathan Borofsky: Bibliography.”

17 WS (Edition of 3), on the other hand, is 100 feet tall, set on a 75 degree angle and features 10 life-size human 
figures.  

18 Borofsky, “Man Walking to the Sky.”  See also “Art works of Jonathan Borofsky - Let Walk to Fly.”  In the latter, 
Borofsky notes: “People ask me quite often why I make large figures.  When I was six years old I used to sit on my 
father’s knee and I would ask him to tell me stories, and my favorite story was that of a giant that lived in the 
sky.” (Ibid., [transcribed 5:02–5:19])

19 Garcia, “Walk to the Sky With Jonathan Borofsky.”  See also Vogel, “A Skyward March, Not a Memorial.”



sculpture represents every one of us being involved in the same question, in the deepest sense.” 20  

My own experience with WS was along these same lines, “bringing to mind the question of 

God,” 21 and yet the “Label Text” on the Nasher Sculpture Center website concludes: “‘Walking 

to the Sky’ is a compelling tribute to the power of our aspirations and the resilience of the human 

spirit.” 22   Appropriating Iris Murdoch, the curators might question my experience, asking: “Is 

there, however, any true transcendence, or is this idea always a consoling dream projected by 

human need on to an empty sky?” 23  Either way, it seems strange that the curators move so 

quickly from a “wide range of associations” to “the power of our aspirations and the resilience of 

the human spirit.” 24   Their neglect of these association might be explained from a variety of 

perspectives including art history, theology, and philosophy.

	
 From the perspective of art history, it might be said that the Nasher curators ignored a 

wide range of associations because, as James Elkins has noted, “it is nearly impossible to mix art 

and religion.” 25   He explains:

The art world can accept a wide range of “religious” art by people who hate religion, by 
people who are deeply uncertain about it, by the disgruntled and the disaffected and the 
skeptical, but there is no place for artists who express straightforward, ordinarily religious 
faith.  To fit in the art world, work with a religious theme has to fulfill several criteria.  It 
has to demonstrate the artist has second thoughts about religion, and the religious ideas 
have to be woven into the work, because otherwise it looks as if art is playing 
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20 Garcia, “Walk to the Sky With Jonathan Borofsky.”

21 Desmond, God and the Between, 22.

22 “Label Text.”  Similar to this is the scene with ladders in the recent film, The Imaginarium of Doctor Parnassus 
[1:13:05ff.].  Therein, a saleswoman says (with reference to the ladders): “Reach for the clouds.  Discover your true 
potential.  You too can become rich, famous, celebrated…. Discover the power within you.” (Ibid., [transcribed, 
1:13:08 – 1:13:18].)

23 Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good, 57.

24 “Label text.”

25 Elkins, On the Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art, 37.  



propagandist for religion.  It also has to appear that the artist is meditative and uncertain 
about both art and religion: ambiguity and self-critique have to be integral to the work.  
And it follows that irony must pervade the art, must be the air it breathes.26

Borofsky is most certainly “meditative and uncertain about … religion,” 27 and this explains, 

from Elkins’s perspective, why Borofsky’s work has been accepted by the art world despite its 

religious themes (i.e., the previously mentioned wide range of associations).  That said, 

Borofsky’s WS is outwith the taxonomy that Elkins proposes for it is neither 1) “conventional 

religious art,” 2) “art that is critical of religion,” 3) “art that sets out to create a new faith,” 4) “art 

that burns away what is false in religion,” nor 5) “art that creates a new faith, but 

unconciously.” 28   Elkins thus reinforces the description of the curators with a non-exhaustive 

description, one that effectively disallows my experience of the work (i.e., as valid from the 

perspective of art history).

	
 Jonathan A. Anderson has responded to Elkins, arguing that the problem has less to do 

with religion than it does with theology.  He explains: “The ‘strange place of religion in 

contemporary art’ is that religion appears viable for critical engagement only when stripped of 

theological depth…. When we speak about religion having no interpretive voice in contemporary 
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26 Ibid., 47.

27 Ibid.

28 Elkins, On the Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art, 37.  He concludes: “I think that I can demonstrate 
that virtually all attempts to combine art and religion, at least since the end of international modernism around 1945, 
fall into one of these five categories.  Each of the five has a history, strengths, and weaknesses––and each one goes 
to prove my pessimistic point that it is nearly impossible to mix art and religion.” (Ibid.)  In a later essay, he writes: 
“Some of art history … is a shadow discourse.  It wants to say things about transcendence, the sacred, the spiritual, 
and the religious, but in an academic setting––and for many reasons that continue to confuse and fascinate me, it 
feels it cannot.” (Elkins, “Iconoclasm and the Sublime,” in Idol Anxiety, eds. Ellenbogen and Tugendhaft, 133.)  
David Jasper presents an alternative taxonomy, i.e. “four different ‘places’, let us call them, in which the encounter 
between contemporary – or at least modern – art and the spiritual may be discovered.” (Jasper, “The Spiritual in 
Contemporary Art,” in Contemplations of the Spiritual in Art, ed. Arya, 233.)  Jasper’s “places” include: the spiritual 
and history, the spiritual and place, the spiritual and community, and the spiritual and the liturgical.  These types, 
however, seem less helpful (i.e., from the perspective of art history) than those presented by Elkins.



criticism, what we are really referring to is the absence of a substantive theological voice in 

contemporary criticism.  Religion has indeed reappeared throughout contemporary art, but there 

are not really any functional theological categories operating in contemporary art criticism with 

which to interpret its content in a theological register –– or at least not with any rigor or 

rhetorical power.” 29  Anderson thus advocates a theological art criticism,  noting: “There are 

three distinct situations that come to mind in which theologically oriented criticism may be more 

or less desirable, listed in order of increasing precariousness: (1) contemporary artwork that is 

making overt religious references in its form, subject matter, or title (whether the artist is 

personally religious or not); (2) artwork of any subject matter made by a person of religious 

faith; and (3) artwork specifically dealing with subjects of interest to a theological tradition (e.g., 

the human condition, the problem of suffering, and so on).” 30  More exhaustive and inclusive 

than Elkins’s taxonomy, Anderson’s theological approach encompasses Borofsky’s WS, a work 

which could be read as making overt religious references in both its form and subject matter.  

	
 That said, Anderson’s proposal is not without difficulty.  As he makes clear: “Serious 

theological art criticism will be serious interdisciplinary scholarship, seeking theological 

understanding within other disciplines and critical methods.  And that’s an awfully tall order, not 

least because it is theologically demanding.  Navigating the possibilities and pitfalls of 

theological discourse simultaneously with those of contemporary art is extremely difficult, and 

the strain of this task often causes religious criticism to default to strategies of collating 
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29 Anderson, “The (In)visibility of Theology in Contemporary Art Criticism,” in Christian Scholarship in the 
Twenty-First Century, eds. Crisp, Porter, and Ten Elshof, 65.  

30 Ibid., 68.



superficial similarities between points of doctrine and contemporary artworks.” 31  Anderson is 

surely right to resist an instrumental rationality, but rather than here turning to someone like 

Brown or Desmond – likeminded in their resistance of an instrumental rationality – Anderson 

turns to Kevin Vanhoozer, and concludes with a call for spontaneity and improvisation.32  What 

this means in practice is less than clear, and in any case lacks sufficient philosophical and 

theological articulation.  In order to explore the wide range of associations on which my own 

experience of the work draws, it first seems necessary to, as Desmond puts it, “unclog our 

porosity to the divine.” 33  More fully, Desmond has, from the perspective of philosophy, argued 

that the ways to God have been clogged by a postulatory finitism.  The problem is thus neither 

religious, nor theological, but, more fundamentally, metaphysical (i.e., anti-metaphysical).

	
 Postulatory finitism is, according to Desmond, “a project on the basis of a certain 

understanding of the human being from which God and gods have been excluded.” 34  More fully, 

Desmond explains: “‘Postulatory finitism’ is a kind of atheistic inversion of Kant’s ‘postulatory 

moral deism.’  It proposes something like this: if we want to think of life as finite and nothing but 

finite, then we must think nothing beyond.  The question of God, for instance, not only becomes 

difficult but may not even emerge for consideration.  For the postulatory finitism goes 
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31 Ibid., 77–78.  A glaring omission here is the complete lack of reference to Brown’s essays, in particular the 
following three: Brown, “The Trinity in Art,” in The Trinity, eds., Davis, Kendall, O’Collins; Brown, “The 
Incarnation in Twentieth Century Art,” in The Incarnation, eds., Davis, Kendall, O’Collins; and Brown, “Images of 
Redemption in Art and Music,” in Redemption, eds., Davis, Kendall, O’Collins.  Surely, if seeking to articulate a 
theological art criticism one should look to those examples which exhibit something of the “serious interdisciplinary 
scholarship” being called for.  

32 Vanhoozer, it might be noted, follows Kathryn Tanner in her criticism of Brown’s position.  See Vanhoozer, The 
Drama of Doctrine, 161n46.  

33 Desmond, God and the Between, 11.

34 Desmond, Is There a Sabbath for Thought?, 40; cf. Brown, God and Enchantment of Place, 80.



underground, so to say, and influences what will be allowed to emerge as a genuine perplexity.” 35  

From this perspective, the Nasher curators, and art historians more generally, exhibit a 

“postulatory finitism.”  Their minds have been made up.  There is no room for religion, nor for 

theology.  Against this position, however, Desmond maintains that “there are boundaries of 

finitude where we find ourselves punctured by an impotence that cries out for something beyond 

itself.” 36   This, says Desmond, is “a hyperbolic sleeplessness that exceeds the terms of 

postulatory finitism.” 37  Desmond thus speaks of a “metaphysical hospitality to transcendence,” 

and an “attentiveness to the hyperboles of being.” 38

	
 There are, according to Desmond, “four especially significant hyperboles.” 39  These 

include “the idiocy of being,” “the aesthetics of happening,” “the erotics of selving,” and “the 

agapeics of community.” 40  The hyperboles “can stun us into astonishment and rouse thought that 

is hyperbolic to finite determinacy or our own self-determination.  In the stunning of 

mindfulness, our thinking can become porous to what exceeds finite determination rather than 
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35 Desmond, Is There a Sabbath for Thought?, 25.

36 Ibid., 48.

37 Ibid., 25.

38 Desmond, God and the Between, 11.

39 Ibid.

40 Ibid., 11–12.  The first hyperbole has to do with “the sheer ‘that it is’ of given finite being”; the second, with “the 
incarnate glory of aesthetic happening as given”; the third, with our being finite and yet “also infinitely self-
surpassing”; and the fourth, with “a surplus generosity that makes itself available in an absolved porosity.” (Ibid.)  
That said, Desmond later notes: “The sublime is something hyperbolic that rears up in a dimension of height within 
the aesthetic happening of the between.  This terrifying and exhilarating height hints at the immanent transcendence 
of the divine.” (Ibid., 230.)  



insisting that immanent finitude is the horizon greater than which none is to be thought.” 41  

Desmond continues, noting: “These hyperboles dovetail with what I see to be the existential, 

aesthetic, ethical, and religious unclogging of ways to God.” 42  A full treatment of the hyperboles 

and unclogging of ways to God would require far more than I can here provide, but the essential 

point is that these hyperboles and unclogging of ways to God are the metaxological alternative to 

the postulatory finitism exhibited by the Nasher curators.  The wide range of associations need 

not be ignored, but, with Desmond, might be pursued by the natural theologian as proofs that 

probe like prayer.  As Brown has noted: “It is not that God is forced upon anyone.  Rather, it is a 

matter of favourable conditions being set under which experience of the divine does at least 

become a realistic possibility.  What status should be accorded to the traditional arguments for 

God’s existence is too large an issue to open here.  So let me merely state baldly my own view, 

that none is valid, in the sense of offering decisive proof.  What they do is open up the individual 

to certain possibilities.” 43  Returning to Borofsky’s WS with all of this in mind, I will, in a 

manner consistent with Desmond’s “metaxological monotheism,” emphasize the wide range of 

associations.  I will begin with the religious more generally in dialogue with the Romanian 

historian of religion Mircea Eliade.  Next, I will focus upon the Judeo-Christian in particular; 

more specifically, Jacob’s ladder and the ladder-to-heaven motif.  My intention thorughout will 
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41 Ibid., 11.  Simpson explains: “God, in the metaxological conception, is not a product of projection but of 
hyperbole (BB 256–57; HG 4).  That is to say that the metaxological God is not mere ‘hyperbole’ –– an exalted way 
of speaking about something else (say, ethics) –– but an hyperbole in the sense of a thinking that finds itself beyond 
itself, on a trajectory toward an infinite other, an actual infinitude that cannot be fully subsumed under or 
comprehended in terms of finitude or of lesser infinitudes like the infinite succession of external becoming (T1) or 
the intentional infinitude of original selfhood (T2) (DDO 151; BB 408, 448).” (Simpson, Religion, Metaphysics, and 
the Postmodern, 106.)

42 Desmond, God and the Between, 12.

43 Brown, God and Grace of Body, 293-294; cf. Desmond, Being and the Between, 229; van Erp, The Art of 
Theology, 25.



be to argue that Borofsky’s WS is rife with religious and theological themes relevant to the 

natural theologian.

4.1.1. Considering Religious Associations in Dialogue with Mircea Eliade

	
 Mircea Eliade (1907–1986) was interested in what he called “archaic ontology,” i.e. “the 

conceptions of being and reality that can be read from the behavior of the man of the premodern 

societies.” 44  According to Eliade, there are two aspects of this archaic (aka original) ontology.  

First, “reality is acquired solely through repetition or participation.” 45  Archaic man seeks to 

move from chaos to cosmos through repetition of the cosmogony.  Reality is thus conceived 

along Platonic lines as “a function of the imitation of a celestial archetype.” 46  The second aspect 

highlighted by Eliade is that “he who reproduces the exemplary gesture … finds himself 

transported into the mythical epoch in which its revelation took place.” 47  After discussing the 

celestial archetype, Eliade goes on to discuss the symbolism of the Center, i.e. the axis mundi, 

e.g. Jacob’s ladder.48

	
 Whether one accepts Eliade’s “archaic ontology” as ontology, or instead as anthropology, 

is not my concern.  Rather, I am here concerned to demonstrate that WS participates in a visual 

trope which, at the very least, suggests the possibility of transcendence (i.e., in immanence).  As 

Eliade explains: “On the most archaic levels of culture this possibility of transcendence is 
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44 Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Return, 3.

45 Ibid., 34.

46 Ibid., 5.  It should be noted that Eliade is using “archetype” differently than Jung.  Eliade explains: “I use the term 
‘archetype,’ … as a synonym for ‘exemplary model’ or ‘paradigm,’ that is, in the last analysis, in the Augustinian 
sense.” (Ibid., xxix.)

47 Ibid., 35.

48 Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, 37. 



expressed by various images of an opening; here, in the sacred enclosure, communication with 

the gods is made possible; hence there must be a door to the world above, by which the gods can 

descend to earth and man can symbolically ascend to heaven.” 49   From this perspective, WS 

symbolizes transcendence, and not merely “the power of our aspirations and the resilience of the 

human spirit.” 50   To their credit, the Nasher curators acknowledge this possibility, but their 

acknowledgment is only in passing, and all too quickly gives way to the human (i.e., as the 

measure of the human).51  They write:

True to the dream and fantasy imagery that populates Borofsky’s work, “Walking to the 
Sky” evokes a wide range of associations.  Figures rising into the sky can suggest death 
and the passing of souls to the heavens, but the overall impression is one of optimism.  
The figures are easily recognizable: they are the kinds of people one sees everyday.  Here, 
they seem to be defying gravity, ascending to new heights under their own power.  Like 
many of Borofsky’s previous works, “Walking to the Sky” is a compelling tribute to the 
power of our aspirations and the resilience of the human spirit.52
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49 Ibid., 26.

50 “Label text.”

51 Desmond, Is There a Sabbath for Thought?, 34.

52 “Label text.”  Borofsky’s dream records are available in Borofsky, Jonathan Borofsky: Dreams 1973-81; 
Borofsky, Dreams.  See also Rosenthal, ed., Jonathan Borofsky, 194-197.  The latter contains five dream records, 
duplicates of those recorded in one or both of the first two volumes.  The first of Borofsky’s two dream books, 
Dreams 1973–81, contains, by my count, one-hundred and three dream records.  The second, Dreams, contains, by 
my count, ninety-six dream records, ninety-three of which appeared in Dreams 1973-81.  Taken together, they 
include one-hundred and six unique dream records that range from four to two-hundred thirty-four words, with an 
average word count of just under fifty words.  



“Figures rising into the sky,” and the mention of “death and the passing of souls to heaven” call 

to mind Plato’s Republic and Phaedrus,53 and also the ash Yggdrasil of Norse mythology.54  But 

as Eliade has, with reference to the modern world, noted: “The sacred is not obvious, as it was 

for example in the art of the Middle Ages.  One does not recognize it immediately and easily, 

because it is no longer expressed in a conventional religious language.” 55  The problem, in other 

words, has less to do with the impossibility of mixing art and religion (i.e., as Elkins has argued) 

than it does with the refusal to acknowledge ever-present religious and – to give Anderson some 

credit – theological themes.  Perhaps these themes are thought less relevant, but as Pattison has 

noted, “the Greeks and the Bible still haunt us.” 56  Following Desmond, I argue that we must be 
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53 In the former we read of an “two openings in the ground next to each other, and two others opposite them in the 
sky above,” and of “souls, when judgment had been passed, leaving by one of the openings.” (Plato, Republic, X.
614c: 465.)  In the latter, he “liken[ed] the soul to the composite nature of a pair of winged horses and a 
charioteer.” (Plato, “Phaedrus,” in Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, Phaedo, Phaedrus, 246a: 471.  See also Gadamer, 
“The relevance of the beautiful,” in The Relevance of the Beautiful, 14–15.)  More fully, Plato explained: “Soul … 
traverses the whole heaven, appearing sometimes in one form and sometimes in another; now when it is perfect and 
fully winged, it mounts upward and governs the whole world.” (Plato, “Phaedrus,” in Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, 
Phaedo, Phaedrus, 246b: 473.)  He continued: “The natural function of the wing is to soar upwards and carry that 
which is heavy up to the place where dwells the race of the gods.” (Ibid., 246d: 473.) 

54 Sturluson, Edda, 17–19.  Along these lines, one might consider Carl Jung’s notion of the “collective unconscious” 
and “[t]he contents of the collective unconscious” (i.e., “archetypes”); the World Tree in particular. (Jung, The 
Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, 3–4, 110.)  Borofsky was clearly influenced by Jung (Curran, “Jonathan 
Borofsky: Nobody Knows His Name, Everybody Has His Number.”), an influence which is clear when Borofsky 
notes: “My documenta piece like the ‘Man Walking to the Sky’ reaches a larger audience because it has a figurative 
quality, because it hopefully attaches some archetypal connection in everybody’s brain, because we’re all climbing 
to the sky in our own way.” (Kittelmann, ed., Jonathan Borofsky, 83.)  See also Davidson, God’s and Myths of 
Northern Europe; Davidson, Myths and Symbols in Pagan Europe; O’Donoghue, From Asgard to Valhalla; Murphy, 
Tree of Salvation.

55 Eliade, “The Sacred and the Modern Artist,” in Symbolism, the Sacred, and the Arts, ed. Apostolos-Cappadona, 
82.

56 Pattison, Crucifixions and Resurrections of the Image, 145.



mindful of both these themes (and more) lest creation be dedivinized.57  As Brown has noted, 

“revealed religion builds on natural religion rather than wholly subverts it.” 58   With this in mind, 

I turn to consider what is to my mind the most obvious, yet here completely neglected, 

association; namely, Jacob’s ladder and the ladder-to-heaven motif.  

4.1.2. Jacob’s Ladder and the Ladder-to-Heaven Motif

	
 Building upon the Platonic and Norse associations just mentioned, I will in this section 

consider Borofsky’s WS in relation to Jacob’s ladder and the ladder-to-heaven motif.  

Completely neglected by the Nasher curators, this association from revealed religion spans the 

gulf between natural and revealed, drawing as it does upon Eliade’s “archaic ontology” while at 

the same time opening up additional possibilities with reference to revealed religion.59  Jacob’s 

ladder thus seems a good example for natural theologians, but also, if one wished to pursue the 

conversation with Elkins and Anderson, for a metaxologically informed theological art criticism.  

That said, I will argue that Borofsky’s WS might be seen as a contemporary Jacob’s ladder, and 

this despite its lack of an explicit title or Borofsky’s intentions.  

	
 Genesis 28:10-17 has been variously depicted, and this in a variety of styles and 

mediums.  To cite but a few examples: an early fresco from the catacombs in Rome (Plate 4), a 
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57 Desmond, God and the Between, 187.  Along these lines, Eliade has noted: “This is not the place to repeat the 
analyses that I have offered elsewhere; but it is possible to show that on the different interdependent levels of dream, 
active imagination, mythological and folk creation, rituals, metaphysical speculation, and ecstatic experience, the 
symbolism of ascension always signifies the shattering of a ‘petrified’ or ‘blocked’ situation, the bursting-open of a 
‘ceiling,’ a sudden possibility of transition to another mode of being and, ultimately, the freedom to ‘move,’ or, in 
other words, to change systems, to abolish a system of conditionings.” (Eliade, “Brancusi and Mythology,” in 
Symbolism, the Sacred, and the Arts, ed. Apostolos-Cappadona, 101.)  Eliade here sounds a bit like Desmond, 
suggesting that “the symbolism of ascension” has something to do – and here I am connecting the two – with 
unclogging ways to God, or, as Eliade has it, “abolish[ing] a system of conditionings.” (Ibid.)

58 Brown, God and Mystery in Words, 1.

59 With reference to John 1:51, for example.  See Brown, God and Mystery in Words, 50.



12th century ladder icon (Plate 5), illuminations from the Lambeth and Nuremberg Bibles (Plates 

6 and 7), a couple of 16th and 17th century paintings (Plates 8 and 9), and a 19th century 

engraving (Plate 10).60  In what follows I will consider the ladder icon and the dream of Saint 

Romuald as early examples of the ladder-to-heaven motif.  

4.1.2.1. The ladder icon and the dream of Saint Romuald

	
 The ladder icon has its roots in the seventh century; more specifically, The Ladder of 

Divine Ascent (St. Catherine’s Monastery, Sinai, hereafter LDA), a visual work inextricably tied 

to The Ladder of Divine Ascent by Saint John Climacus.  Climacus was “elected abbot of the 

main monastery at Sinai, now known as Saint Catherine’s, and it was there that he wrote the 

Ladder of Divine Ascent at the request of the sitting abbot of the monastery at Raithu.” 61  In 

addition to LDA, we might consider three ladder icons from the collection of the Museum of 

Russian Icons in Clinton, MA (Plates 11 and 12).  Regarding these icons, Raoul N. Smith notes: 

“The Museum’s three icons follow traditional iconography for Ladder icons–the ladder (with a 

variety of number of rungs), Saint John holding a scroll, Christ welcoming successful climbers 

into Paradise, personages climbing the ladder, some falling or being pulled down, and the jaws of 
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60 For additional examples in painting, see Raphael, Jacob’s Dream (1518); José de Ribera, El sueño de Jacob 
(1639); William Blake, Jacob’s Dream (1805); Helen Frankenthaler, Jacob’s Ladder (1957); Evelyn Dunbar, Jacob’s 
Dream (1960); Marc Chagall, The Dream of Jacob (1960–1966); Jasper Johns, Catenary (Jacob’s Ladder) (1999).  
For a less explicit woodcut print, see David Shrigley, Untitled (Man climbing ladder) (2005).  For engravings, see 
William Blake, I Want! I Want! (1793–1818); Gustave Doré, Jacob’s Dream.  For sculpture, see Richard Hunt, 
Jacob’s Ladder (1978); Jack Maxwell, Jacob’s Dream (2006); Damien Hirst, Jacob’s Ladder (2008).  For 
installation art, see Kader Attia, Continuum of Repair: The Light of Jacob’s Ladder (2013).  For architecture, see the 
west facade of Bath Abbey (west front, 1520).  See also “Ladder of Jacob,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha: 
Volume Two, ed. Charlesworth, 401–411.  For a survey of approaches to the narrative, including some discussion of 
the aforementioned pseudepigraphical text, see Kugel, The Ladder of Jacob, 9–35.  For a fascinating study of 
dreams with occasional reference to Jacob’s ladder, see Koet, ed., Dreams as Divine Communication in Christianity.

61 Smith, “The Ladder of Divine Ascent–A Codex and an Icon.”  See also Saint John Climacus, The Ladder of 
Divine Ascent; “Ladder,” in The Oxford Dictionary of Christian Art and Architecture, ed. Murray, Murray, and 
Jones, 123.  



hell open to receive falling climbers.” 62  It should be noted that Borofsky’s WS differs from these 

traditional icons in almost every regard save one: persons climbing.  Even here, Borofsky’s work 

differs from these icons in that these persons are climbing, not a ladder, but a pole.  

	
 Distanced from its original context, however, steps no longer seem necessary.63  The pole 

is, of course, related to the axis mundi (i.e., as world pillar), and also more in line with the 

language of minimalist sculpture, but it also opens up new interpretive possibilities.  It might, for 

instance, suggest an easier ascent, particularly when taken together with Borofsky’s upright 

figures in plain clothes, veritable every(wo)men.  The personages in the icons are, after all, 

members of religious orders who face demons and the open pit of hell on their ascent to heaven.  

Borofsky’s figures, on the other hand, seem to be making their ascent, more or less, without 

difficulty.  

	
 But does this sort of distancing (i.e., lack of formal similarity) make it less likely that WS 

might be seen as a contemporary Jacob’s ladder?  I answer: no.  At the very most these 

differences might be used to argue that WS is a disenchanted Jacob’s ladder, but this is no 

defeater to my argument.  Whether enchanted, disenchanted, or re-enchanted, WS is a prime 

example of the ladder-to-heaven motif, a point that will become increasingly clear.  There are 

other examples of the ladder-to-heaven motif which display a lack of formal similarity to ladder 

icons, and so WS is not unique in this regard.  Take, for example, Attavante’s sixteenth-century 

illumination of The Dream of Saint Romuald (hereafter DSR, Plate 13).64  This particular 
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62 Smith, “The Ladder of Divine Ascent–A Codex and an Icon,” 15.

63 Smith explains: “John Climacus … gives the ladder a central and concrete significance–it is a ladder with thirty 
rungs (corresponding to the age of Christ at his baptism), each representing a spiritual step to heaven.” (Ibid., 6.)

64 Le Gendre, Illuminations from the Wildenstein Collection, 31.  This particular depiction differs from Nardo di 
Cione’s “Trinity, with SS Romuald and John the Evangelist” in which we see a ladder rather than a staircase.  



illumination does not portray Christ, angels or demons, and without demons the ascent here, as 

well as in WS, seems less treacherous, more sure.  Like the pole of WS, the stairway of “The 

Dream of Saint Romuald” ends, or so it would seem.  What we see is the rise and run of twenty 

full steps as well as the rise of a twenty-first step with fourteen full figures ascending to Heaven 

and the lower half of two additional figures, their upper halves having disappeared into a 

heavenly portal.  It might be argued that the portal makes all the difference, but Borofsky’s WS 

achieves the same effect even if in a very different medium.  Without the option of painting a 

portal, and using the visual language of minimalism, Borofsky opted to cut WS’s pole off, but 

again, from the perspective of the ground the pole appears to go on forever, the actual clouds 

fulfilling the task of Attavante’s portal.  One might argue, then, that Borofsky’s work is the more 

effective for it does not merely suggest continuation, but is an optical illusion that seemingly 

confirms it.

	
 Generally speaking, examples of the ladder-to-heaven motif share a number of features.65  

These include: 1) a ladder or staircase (whether L-R, R-L, or vertical), 2) a dreamer at the ladder 

or staircase base, 3) figures ascending and/or descending, 4) a heavenly portal and/or clouds, and 
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65 See “Ladder,” in The Oxford Dictionary of Christian Art and Architecture, 2nd ed., eds. Murray, Murray, and 
Jones, 123.  See also Ross, “Jacob’s Ladder,” in Medieval Art, 131–132.  Ross explains: “The subject was illustrated 
as early as the third century (e.g., frescoes in the synagogue of Dura Europas) and appears frequently in medieval 
manuscripts, sculpture, and mosaic.  Jacob may be shown reclining or sleeping on his pillow of stone, and *God 
may appear at the top of the diagonally positioned ladder.  The number of angels represented diverges as well as the 
number of rungs on the ladder (fifteen rungs, according to *Herrad of Landsberg, representing the *virtues; the 
ascending angels represent the *contemplative life and the descending angels, the *active life).  The path of the 
ladder from earth to heaven was also understood by Christian theologians as a symbol for the Virgin *Mary.  Jacob 
may be shown awake after this vision and pouring oil on a pillar he made of the stone to commemorate the site as 
Bethel, the house of God.  The Stone of Scone beneath the coronation chair in Westminster abbey is traditionally 
Jacob’s pillow stone.” (Ibid.)  See also Eliade, “Symbolisms of Ascension and ‘Waking Dreams’,” in Myths, Dreams 
and Mysteries, 99–122; Campbell, The Mythic Image, 167–169, 184–207, 386–387; Schuster and Carpenter, 
Patterns that Connect, 72–77; Brown, God and Enchantment of Place, 247–248.  Campbell notes: “The image of an 
axial ladder let down through an opening in midsky, as though from the golden sun-door of noon to the navel of the 
earth, is a universal mythological motif, the mythic prototype, in fact, of the stairway of the temple 
tower.” (Campbell, The Mythic Image, 168.)



sometimes a figure, typically Christ (or “YHWH”),66 at the top.  There are, of course, variations.  

Consider, for instance, the inviolate mountain icon.67  The Virgin is there depicted holding the 

Son in her left arm, and in her right hand, a small version of Jacob’s ladder which, in some 

examples, points to Christ.  Borofsky’s WS includes a staircase of sorts (i.e., a pole), several 

“dreamers” at the pole’s base (who stand, looking up at the climbers), figures ascending, and an 

implied portal and clouds (depending on the day’s weather).  In addition to these examples from 

art history, I wish to consider several contemporary examples, and this to demonstrate that where 

WS’s features differ from these characteristics of the ladder-to-heaven motif it might be 

attributed to the language of contemporary sculpture as these other examples will bear out.  They 

too differ from the classic examples just considered, but nevertheless bear striking resemblance 

to WS.

4.1.2.2. The Ladder-to-Heaven Motif in Contemporary Sculpture

	
 Turning from these more traditional examples of the ladder-to-heaven motif to 

contemporary sculpture, I will now consider Borofsky’s WS alongside Ezra Orion’s Staircase 

(1980, Plate 14),68 Martin Puryear’s Ladder for Booker T. Washington (1996, hereafter LBTW, 

Plate 15), and Kader Attia’s Continuum of Repair: The Light of Jacob’s Ladder (2013–2014, 

Plate 16).  There are, of course, other examples, some less explicit or more indirect (e.g., Juan 
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66 For an example with “YHWH,” see Wenceslas Hollar, “Jacob’s Vision of a Ladder, Genesis 28” (17th century).

67 Tradigo, Icons and Saints of the Eastern Orthodox Church, 202–204.  An early sixteenth century example of “The 
Virgin: Inviolate Mountain” from the collection of the Musée des Beaux-Arts de la Ville de Paris can be seen online; 
cf. “Our Lady of Mount Nerukosechnaya” from the collection of the Kolomenskoe Museum, Moscow.

68 This work is in some places referred to as Stairway, but it is referred to as Staircase on the artist’s site.  To 
complicate matters, it is more commonly referred to as Jacob’s Ladder.  I will refer to the work as Staircase.  See 
also Puryear’s “Drawing for the set of Griot New York,” in Elderfield, ed., Martin Puryear, 91.  Puryear’s drawing is 
strikingly similar to Orion’s Staircase.  One might also think of Brancusi’s Cock (1924).



Fernando Herrán, “Progresión,” 2011, Plate 17) than others,69 but these will suffice to make my 

point, i.e., that WS is a contemporary Jacob’s ladder by a non-believing artist in a non-sacred 

context with no explicit reference to the Jewish or Christian traditions that is nevertheless filled 

with religious/theological themes.  Several related examples will be considered along the way in 

relation to these three primary contemporary analogies.  That said, we turn to consider Orion’s 

Staircase.

	
 Ezra Orion (b. 1934) is an Israeli artist best known for his earthworks.  Staircase is 18 

meters tall, and made of reinforced concrete. It was installed at the entrance to Givat Mordechai 

(i.e., Mordechai’s Hill), a neighborhood in southwest-central Jerusalem.  More explicit than WS, 

Staircase is nevertheless strikingly similar to WS, and this despite differences in both height and 

materials.  It achieves a similar effect, and this without the figures of MWS, WWS or WS.  The 

stairs, it seems, do the work of Borofsky’s figures, inviting, and yet precluding ascent.  They 

invite ascent by their very presence, and yet preclude it by the steep incline of both staircase and 

steps.  The work is, in this sense, different from Orion’s earlier work, Endless ladder (1979, Plate 

18), but is, to my mind, more successful in achieving its effect.  Returning to consider WS in 

relation to Orion’s Staircase, it would seem that, despite lacking an explicit title, Borofsky’s WS 

nevertheless draws upon similar inspiration, and as such, might be considered along similar lines.  

That said, neither Orion’s Staircase, nor Borofsky’s WS, are ladders, and so I turn now to 

159

69 The description of this work stated: “Progresión looks like a light and aerial sculpture.  Here, the artist creates a 
playful modulation, a rhythm of wood.  This work is close to another series in which the artist provides a large 
number of irregular stairs (Escalas) used daily by the inhabitants of Medellin.  Shaped in a sculptural form, these 
stairs function as the abstract equivalent of the wooden sculpture, creating a symbolic model of progress and effort, 
of constant striving and transcendence.”  I saw this exhibition while in Paris August 2013.  For more information, 
see Simon, ed., Le Guide du Palais de Tokyo: Nouvelles vague, Juin – Septembre 2013, 55–59 in particular.  
Herrán’s work frequently includes stairs (e.g., “Escaleras,” 2008, 2009; “Espinal Dorsal,” 2009–2010), and though 
the context is far removed from Jacob’s ladder, these works might nevertheless draw upon the ladder-to-heaven 
motif. 



consider two further examples; the first, a ladder which makes no explicit reference to Jacob (i.e., 

in title), and the second, an installation which makes explicit reference in the title, but is, like 

WS, no literal ladder.  Each of these examples, then, varies in either form, subject matter, or title, 

but in every case, draws upon Jacob’s ladder and the ladder-to-heaven motif.  This, I argue, 

demonstrates that strict adherence to those features elaborated above (e.g., a ladder or staircase, a 

dreamer, figures ascending and/or descending, etc.) is, in a contemporary context, not typical, or, 

for that matter, necessary.  And yet, a pattern nevertheless emerges when one considers a number 

of contemporary works along these lines.

	
 Puryear (b. 1941) is an American artist who works primarily in wood, and his Ladder for 

Booker T. Washington (hereafter LBTW) is consistent with this sensibility, the ladder’s “side 

pieces [having been] made by vertically splitting a tall, crooked sapling found on the property 

behind his studio.” 70  (Speaking of world trees) LBTW is 432 inches (36 feet) tall, 22.75 inches 

wide at the base narrowing to 1.25 inches wide at the top.  Initially, given the subject matter, one 

might think of “ambition, ascension, and ultimately transcendence, a ladder can symbolize our 

desire to separate ourselves from the physical world.” 71  But it seems that what Puryear’s ladder 

emphasizes is distance and “the impossibility of reaching the top.” 72  Like Georgia O’Keeffe’s 

painting, Ladder to the Moon (1958, Plate 19),73 it floats in midair, its own sort of bridge to 

nowhere.  And yet, its rungs are within reach, and so it seems in some ways more optimistic than 

O’Keeffe’s Ladder, and both more optimistic than UK artist Zatorski + Zatorski’s The Practical 

Impossibility of Faith (2006, Plate 20), a 6 foot tall cast glass ladder with seven rungs exhibited 
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70 Auping, “Artisan,” in Martin Puryear, ed. Elderfield, 68–69.  

71 Ibid., 68.

72 “Ladder for Booker T. Washington.”  

73 See also Robinson, Georgia O’Keeffe, 495.



at Durham Cathedral.74  Both, like Borofsky’s WS, suggest an easy ascent, but do so in a 

qualified sense.  I turn now to a more recent example, Attia’s Continuum of Repair: The Light of 

Jacob’s Ladder.

	
 Attia (b. 1970) is a French Algerian artist whose work I saw while in London to visit the 

Lambeth Palace Library archives in September 2014.  Continuum of Repair: The Light of Jacob’s 

Ladder, according to the Whitechapel Gallery brochure, “gives us a glimpse of infinity.  He 

revisits the story of Jacob’s Ladder-describing the prophet’s vision of angels ascending from 

earth to heaven.  A towering floor to ceiling structure fills the lofty spaces of the Gallery as a 

cabinet of curiosities, artefacts and books…. The installation is the latest chapter in Kader Attia’s 

research into the concept of repair, which he sees as an underlying principle of development and 

evolution in both culture and nature.” 75  Upon reading this description, several months before my 

trip, I made a note to visit the Gallery.  Walking into Gallery 2, I saw metal bookcases piled high 

with books, and through the spaces between the shelves, an inner sanctum of sorts in which a 

large cabinet sat.  Walking around the bookcases to the rear of the Gallery where there was an 

opening between two bookcases through which one can gain access to the inner sanctum I 

noticed all manner of books.  Upon entering the inner space, I began looking at the various 

artefacts in the cabinet, and then after several minutes, walked around to the steps.  I had read 
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74 More precarious still, and incorporating glass as well as two steel wheels, is American artist Bella Feldman’s (b. 
1930) Jacob’s Ladder (2011, Plate 21).  Along these lines, Demond has noted: “The mystic is an extremist who 
pushes a certain line of thought to the limit, but there is mindfulness in this way.  The goal is said to be beyond all 
finite things, hence no image from finite things will get us there, so the mystic is skeptical of all representations …. 
He deliteralizes the established representations.  We must deconstruct the representations, or rather use them as a 
ladder that crumbles as we climb it, to a space of divine emptiness beyond all representing.” (Desmond, Philosophy 
and Its Others, 142.)  Understood along these lines, Zatorski + Zatorski’s PIF might be seen as “a ladder that 
crumbles as we climb it,” (Ibid.) showing the impossibility not of faith, but “the impossibility of remaining in 
absolutely pure inwardness.” (Ibid., 143.)  See also Theodore Prescott, “Straight Line to Heaven” (2008, Plate 22).

75 Whitechapel Gallery, Winter 2014.  See also Attia, Continuum of Repair: The Light of Jacob’s Ladder 
(publication).



that “you eventually come across a real ladder that takes you up above the ground.  And there 

you will see a very simple and beautiful vision of infinity.” 76  I climbed the stairs, still skeptical, 

and reaching the top, saw a mirror laid flat on top of the cabinet, and on the mirror, a fluorescent 

tube bulb.  At that moment, I thought that my trip had been for naught, and then I saw it.  Above 

the mirror on top of the cabinet was an identical, opposing mirror suspended from the ceiling, 

and the mirrors, working in tandem, reflected the image of the tube bulb into infinity: The Light 

of Jacob’s Ladder.  In some ways, Attia’s Ladder is the most successful of all.  It is, after all, the 

only infinite ladder.  That said, in considering Borofsky my intention was to take his WS as a sort 

of limit case (i.e., a non-believing artist working in a non-sacred context with no explicit 

reference to the Biblical text), and so while Attia’s Ladder may be, in some sense, more 

successful, it does explicitly reference the Biblical narrative.

	
 In each of these cases the ladder, as symbol, invites ascent even if only imagined.  It 

suggests the possibility even if not realizing it.  The viewer is, I suggest, simultaneously 

grounded and, via the imagination, pulled up.  “God is in heaven and you are on the earth.” 77  

From a different perspective, we might observe that the first rung of Puryear’s LBTW is only 

three feet or so from the floor, preserving the possibility of ascent.  And yet the ladder is “not 

easily ascended.” 78  The rungs, after all, narrow to a mere 1.25 inches at the top, making an 

actual ascent impossible.  So too Borofsky’s WS.  But that might be to take things too literally.  

Certainly Borofsky, Orion, Puryear, and Attia never intended for anyone to actually climb their 
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76 Cumming, “Kader Attia: Continuum of Repair: The Light of Jacob’s Ladder – review.” 

77 Ecclesiastes 5:2, New American Standard Bible.

78 Merrill, Rogers and Passmore, Picturing America. 



works.  And yet their forced perspective invites ascent, even if only imagined, recalling 

Gauguin’s metaphysical question.

	
 Less successful, from this perspective, are the ladders on the west front of Bath Abbey 

where the ascent seems more literal with definite beginning and end points.  Seemingly flat 

against a plumb stone surface, these architectural reliefs are frozen in gothic time, and do little to 

invite imagined ascent.  When confronted with the possibility of imagined ascent and its literal 

impossibility in WS, Staircase, and LBTW, we receive these works as symbols; not of “the 

power of our aspirations and the resilience of the human spirit,” 79 but as means of grace and a 

sort of between.  Along these lines, Brown notes:

An invitation is thereby extended to the viewer to join the graced circle as it strains 
against the edge of the frame, pulling or being pulled into the unknown beyond.
	
 Strictly speaking, of course, Christian orthodoxy requires the latter.  But, so far 
from decrying the former, we should welcome those human strainings, for, if nothing 
else, they at least represent the realization that there might be more to this world than 
what first meets the eye.80

This notion of “being pulled into the unknown beyond” is central to my argument, and has a 

certain affinity with Gerardus van der Leeuw’s suggestion that we “keep a lookout,” 81 or with 
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79 “Label Text.” 

80 Brown, God and Grace of Body, 6.

81 Van der Leeuw, Sacred and Profane Beauty, 333.  More fully, van der Leeuw suggests that “we must keep a 
lookout for the image which reminds us of the image and likeness of him whom we cannot see.” (Ibid.)



what Eliade has called a “hierophany, i.e. something sacred that shows itself to us.” 82   WS, I 

suggest, is this and more.

	
 Along these lines, I would argue that, against the backdrop of the ladder-to-heaven motif, 

we have every reason to expect something like what Desmond describes, i.e. “a hyperbolic sense 

of transcendence, bringing to mind the question of God beyond the immanence of transcendence 

in nature and human being.” 83   Some might question this, pointing out, as Borofsky himself 

has,84 that the pole ends.  But that was not how I saw the piece, and this for at least three reasons: 

First, and this may seem obvious, but the pole is a finite object, and as a finite object the pole 

must end.  Where it does so is, to some extent, arbitrary.85  Second, from the perspective of the 

ground WS’s pole appears to go on forever, whether into the clouds or to its vanishing point.  
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82 Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, 11.  More fully, Eliade notes: “To designate the act of manifestation of the 
sacred, we have proposed the term hierophany…. i.e., that something sacred shows itself to us.  It could be said that 
the history of religions––from the most primitive to the most highly developed––is constituted by a great number of 
hierophanies, by manifestations of sacred realities.  From the most elementary hierophany––e.g., manifestation of 
the sacred in some ordinary object, a stone or a tree––to the supreme hierophany (which, for a Christian, is the 
incarnation of God in Jesus Christ) there is no solution of continuity.  In each case we are confronted by the same 
mysterious act––the manifestation of something of a wholly different order, a reality that does not belong to our 
world, in objects that are an integral part of our natural ‘profane’ world.” (Ibid.)  See also, Desmond, Philosophy and 
Its Others, 111.

83 Desmond, God and the Between, 22.

84 He comments: “‘Man Walking to the Sky’ reaches a larger audience because it has a figurative quality, because it 
hopefully attaches some archetypal connection in everybody’s brain, because we’re all climbing to the sky in our 
own way…. We are all reaching for something and, yet, we all face a point where the pole ends; we have to deal 
with that, whatever that means to each one of us.” (Borofsky, “Jonathan Borofsky and Udo Kittelmann: A 
Conversation,” in Kittelmann, ed., Jonathan Borofsky, 83.).  See also Rosenthal, “Jonathan Borofsky’s Modes of 
Working,” in Rosenthal, ed., Jonathan Borofsky, 14. 

85 Taking this line of reasoning to the extreme, we might consider Walter De Maria’s Vertical Earth Kilometer (1977, 
hereafter VEK, Plate 23).  Instead of rising 100 feet into the air, VEK descends one kilometer into the earth.  Like 
WS, VEK is finite.  More extreme than WS, however, VEK appears to end at the very place at which it begins.  And 
yet, it loses none of its impact, at least not to my mind.  The idea of a pole dropping one kilometer into the earth stirs 
up thoughts of a Jules Verne-styled exploration, and like a tree sawed off at the ground, VEK suggests presence 
through absence, and this in both directions (Psalm 139:8–10).  And even if one does not follow the argument to this 
end, my initial argument stands: as a finite object the pole must end.  For an example which calls attention to the end 
of the pole, or in this case the end of the ladder, see David Shrigley, Untitled [Going Nowhere] (2008).



Third, when considered against the backdrop of twentieth century sculpture, and more 

specifically, the work of Auguste Rodin who is arguably the father of modern sculpture, the 

incomplete or fragmentary nature of this sculpture could very well be seen as being more 

forceful and expressive.86  Rodin fragmented and even mutilated his sculptures “to render them 

more forceful and expressive, retaining only what he considered essential…. But for Rodin, they 

formed a whole; nothing was missing from them.” 87  A closer parallel is the Romanian sculptor 

Constantin Brancusi’s Column Without End (aka Infinite Column).  The first version of this 

sculpture was wooden, “made to be placed in the garden of his friend, the American 

photographer Edward Steichen.” 88  Steichen, however, later abandoned the house and so 

Brancusi removed the sculpture by cutting it into two halves.  The photographer Man Ray was 

with Brancusi when he removed the sculpture, and according to Ray Brancusi said that “it did 

not matter – it was the Column Without End, whatever its length.” 89  From either perspective 

(i.e., Rodin’s or Brancusi’s), that the pole of Borofsky’s WS ends is, more or less, irrelevant.
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86 With regard to Rodin being the father of modern sculpture, I am following François Blanchetière who notes: “His 
discovery of Michelangelo, during a visit to Italy in 1875–76, was a decisive moment in his career.  Rodin would, in 
turn, break new ground in sculpture, paving the way for 20th century art, by introducing methods and techniques 
that were central to his own artistic aesthetics.” (Blanchetière, “Sculptures,” in Guide to the Musée Rodin 
Collections, 19.).  See also Gadamer, “The relevance of the beautiful,” in The Relevance of the Beautiful and Other 
Essays, ed. Bernasconi, 32.  Gadamer there suggests: “In the case of the symbol, on the other hand, and for our 
experience of the symbolic in general, the particular represents itself as a fragment of being that promises to 
complete and make whole whatever corresponds to it.  Or, indeed, the symbol is that other fragment that has always 
been sought in order to complete and make whole our own fragmentary life.” (Ibid.)  It might be argued, following 
Gadamer, that, as symbol, Borofsky’s WS is not only figuratively, but quite literally fragmentary.

87 Blanchetière, “Sculptures,” in Guide to the Musée Rodin Collections, 19.  For some discussion of Brancusi’s 
practice of fragmentation in relation to Rodin and Aristide Maillol, see Wick, Serra Brancusi, 183.

88 Miller, Constantin Brancusi, 127.

89 Ray, Self-Portrait, 212–213; quoted in Miller, Constantin Brancusi, 129.  See also Chave, Constantin Brancusi, 
247.  Chave quotes this same bit from Ray, but adds: “Brancusi could continually adjust the height  of this sculpture 
… because it involved but a single form repeated from bottom to top of the work.” (Ibid.) A photograph by Steichen 
from the installation of this work bears a striking resemblance to Borofsky’s MWS, with Brancusi himself as the 
man walking to the sky.  See Miller, Constantin Brancusi, 204.



	
 I have in this section argued, contra the Nasher curators, that WS might be seen as a 

contemporary Jacob’s ladder, and as such, has to do with more than (though certainly not less 

than) “the power of our aspirations and the resilience of the human spirit.” 90  In an effort to make 

this clear, I have considered the work narrative, and in the spirit of Desmond’s “metaxological 

monotheism,” the axis mundi and two pagan associations (i.e., Platonic and Norse) as well as a 

number of depictions of Jacob’s ladder and the ladder-to-heaven motif.  An example of Root’s 

“awareness” leading to Desmond’s “mindfulness,” my consideration has, however, focused upon 

what might seem to some a rather obvious example.  The sky and ladders, after all, have a long 

history of association with the transcendent.91  It thus seems all the more strange that the Nasher 

curators would ignore this association.  In any case, I have thus far demonstrated that their 

refusal evinces an unabashed “postulatory finitism.”  But one need not look to the sky or ladders 

to unclog the ways to God.  One might just as easily look, as Borofsky did in his early work, to 

numbers, and it to these earlier efforts that I now turn.  

4.2. Counting Records

	
 After graduating from Yale University in 1966, Borofsky moved to New York City, and, 

preferring “to think about art rather than to make it …. began writing––random thoughts about 

the universe, philosophical truisms, conceptual diagrams, and numerical notations––a process 

that for him was a regimented activity.” 92  Borofsky bound these pages up into a Thought Book 
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91 See Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, 38–123; cf. Brown, God and Enchantment of Place, 247–248.

92 Marshall, “Jonathan Borofsky’s Installations: All Is One,” in Rosenthal, ed., Jonathan Borofsky, 89.  See also Lee, 
Chronophobia.



(1967–1970, Plate 24), but became dissatisfied with this exercise and began counting on paper.93  

Borofsky later exhibited a 3-4’ stack of these pages as Counting from 1 to 3227146 (aka 

Counting from 1 to Infinity, hereafter C1–I, Plate 25), and has suggested “a connection to 

Brancusi’s Endless Column in the continuous stacking of pages.”94  Endless Column is a work 

whose religious nature has long been recognized.  Less well known, perhaps, is that the ensemble 

of which the work is a part is “linked by numbers.” 95  The connections between these two works 

are, then, significant, and though further consideration of these connections is beyond the scope 

of this thesis, that Borofsky would compare C1–I with Brancusi’s Endless Column, a work which 

has been described as “ultimately religious in nature,” the elements of the ensemble being 

“modern embodiments of mythic and religious archetypes” is significant.96  From this 

perspective, Borofsky’s C1–I may be seen as having a similarly religious nature.

	
 Elkins, however, takes a different perspective, suggesting that it evinces boredom, plain 

and simple.97  From this perspective, Borofsky’s counting is not significant in any sense 

whatsoever – religious or otherwise – but is instead, an example of impatience and boredom.  

But perhaps this is putting things too negatively.  Perhaps we should not follow Elkins in his 

dismissal of Borofsky’s counting along sociological lines.  Borofsky, after all, has referred to the 
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93 Borofsky, [marginal comments], in Rosenthal, ed., Jonathan Borofsky, 33.

94 Ibid.  See Brancusi’s Endless Column.  And Rosenthal notes: “The stack of sheets is comparable to Brancusi’s 
Endless Column, too, for both imply infinity.” (Rosenthal, “Jonathan Borofsky’s Modes of Working,” in Rosenthal, 
ed., Jonathan Borofsky, 18.) 

95 Scott, ed. Constantin Brancusi, 278.

96 Ibid.  Also worth noting is that the piece was consecrated.  For an image of the consecration service, see Daniel, 
Brâncuși, 137.

97 Elkins, “Are Artists Bored by Their Work?”  See also Osborne, Anywhere or Not at All, 176–184.



activity of counting as his “anchor.” 98   And this is consistent with what he has said on other 

occasions.  In one interview, he explained: “I did use the numbers from the late-60s to … pretty 

much the middle-80s to give my figurative works a structural connection between all of them, 

but pretty much by 1990 the numbers kind of faded away.  They represented a mantra, or a way 

to quiet my mind as well as to connect the works as I said, and at this point the mind got a little 

quieter.  I didn’t need that mantra and more structure came to my figures.” 99  Going even further 

in another interview, he states: “For me, numbers are like God.  They connect us all together in a 

way nothing else does.” 100  From Borofsky’s perspective, then, the counting revealed anything 

but a “compulsive need for continuous, intensive distractions.” 101  In fact, the opposite was the 

case.  It was an anchor, or mantra, that provided a structural connection between his figurative 

works. 

	
 Turning to consider the work itself (via Counting: 3287718 – 3311003 which is a 

published excerpt from the larger series, Plate 26), one might observe that it begins with a single 

column format.102  The numbers are irregular from sheet to sheet, and within several sheets, the 

topmost horizontal line of Borofsky’s “3” and “5” begin to elongate, a sort of occasional or 

selective numerical cursive occurring anywhere a “3” follows a “5.”  This tendency becomes 

even more pronounced at 3289846, and continues on to 3290998.  A multi-column format begins 

at 3291905 with five columns per page, and runs through to 3297031.  In this section (i.e., 

3291905–3297030), column length varies slightly.  On the sheet beginning with 3291905, for 
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98 Rosenthal, “Jonathan Borofsky’s Modes of Working,” in Rosenthal, ed., Jonathan Borofsky, 18.  

99 “Jonathan Borofsky at DEITCH and Carrie Moyer at CANADA.”

100 Curran, “Jonathan Borofsky: Nobody Knows His Name, Everybody Has His Number.”  

101 Elkins, “Are Artists Bored by Their Work?”

102 Borofsky and the Editors, Counting: 3287718–3311003.



example, the first column contains thirty-nine numbers, the second forty, the third thirty-nine, the 

fourth thirty-nine, and the fifth thirty-seven.  At 3297031 Borofsky begins organizing his 

counting into three columns per sheet, with a consistent thirty-seven numbers per column, 

3297291 and a false start after 3297515 being the only exceptions, the former being the thirty-

eighth number in its column, and the latter clear testimony to his intentional ordering of the 

columns and their length as he stopped writing and began again at the top of the next column.  

The pen, or pressure with which the pen was applied, changes at 3297568, and Borofsky 

continues through 3297588 before reverting to single column and slurred characters at 3297589, 

a pattern he continues through 3298139 before returning to a three column format mid-sheet.  He 

continues the triple column format through the end of the following sheet (i.e., 3298279), 

shifting to two columns on the next sheet before reverting to a single column format on the 

following sheet which begins with 3298316.  This continues through to 3301435, 3300352–

3301435 being written in a full-on numerical cursive.  3301084–3301085, the book’s 

centerpiece, are written one digit per page.  3301436 resumes the triple column format mid-page 

and for two consecutive sheets before reverting once again to a single column format for just 

over four sheets after which Borofsky falls back into three columns through 3302780, four 

columns through 3303003, back to three through 3303204, and then four again through 3303508 

before returning to single column format from 3303508 through the book’s end at 3311003.  The 

digits vary throughout, as do the patterns created by their arrangement.  In some places they 

appear almost binary (e.g., 3299971–3300274), and in other places are streaked (e.g., 3301869–

3302020, 3306710–3306858).  Borofsky’s counting record seems hasty throughout, but as 

Goldie and Schellekens have noted: “if a work is a piece of conceptual art, then its artistic 

appreciation as an artwork will draw just on the ideas as medium, and whatever there is that is 
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physical is mere means.” 103  In other words, a piece of conceptual art emphasizes the idea (i.e., 

the idea idea) over the physical medium.

	
 While some might think Borofsky’s activity strange, or perhaps even a waste of time, he 

was, interestingly enough, not the first to explore the concept.  The connection between numbers 

and spirituality goes back at least as far as the Pythagoreans,104  and the Pythagorean influence on 

art in Antiquity, the Middle Ages and Renaissance has been well documented.105  Christiane L. 

Joost-Gaugier has noted: “Above all, the followers of Pythagoras were known for their 

connection of numbers with philosophical ideas, in ways that would strike modern observers as 

combining both practical and mystical elements.” 106  We see this in Plato’s Republic where 

Plato’s Socrates (hereafter Socrates), following Pythagoras, takes numbers, and more specifically 

counting and calculation, as the subject “that embraces all of them” (i.e., “the arts, the physical 

pursuits, and the handicrafts”).107  According to Socrates, numbers lead the soul “to the 
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103 Goldie and Schellekens, Who’s Afraid of Conceptual Art?, 78.

104 Netz, “The Pythagoreans,” in Mathematics and the Divine.  See also Copleston, A History of Philosophy, vol. 1, 
193ff.; Kahn, Pythagoras and the Pythagoreans, 153-172; Riedwig, Pythagoras, 128–133. 

105 Joost-Gaugier, Measuring Heaven, 137–153, 182–221; Joost-Gaugier, Pythagoras and Renaissance Europe, 
162–239.

106 Joost-Gaugier, Measuring Heaven, 6.  In relation to Christianity, Joost-Gaugier notes: “Meanwhile, it was during 
the same time period that the first Christian churches, or basilicas, were constructed.  These gradually evolved into 
the prototypical early medieval church, which is characterized by a rectangular space in which three (or more) aisles 
lead to a semicircular apse located in the east; a narthex in the west, which contained a fountain or source of holy 
water; a clerestory, which made light available from above; and iconographical concentration of the interior space–
characteristics first apparent in the Pythagorean Subterranean Basilica at Porta Maggiore in Rome.  As the Christian 
church developed, both numerology and geometrical proportion came to be important–elements first described as 
Pythagorean in the works of Theon of Smyrna, Anatolius, Porphyry, and Iamblichus, which had come to be well 
known.  From its beginnings in a world of multiple mystical sects, Christianity, it appears, had allowed Pythagorean 
elements to help form its visual language.” (Joost-Gaugier, Measuring Heaven, 256.) 

107 Plato, Republic, VII.522b, 133.



contemplation of reality,” 108 “toward truth,” 109 and “somewhere upward.” 110  Borofsky’s 

counting might thus be closer in spirit to WS than first imagined.

	
 Numbers and the activity of counting were, for Borofsky, extremely significant, and this 

both in terms of his artistic vision, as well as in relation to natural theology.  Again, for Borofsky, 

“numbers are like God,” 111 and one need look no further than God (Plate 27) and “Many 

Gods” (Plates 28–35), a collection of works related to the word God, to confirm this.  Borofsky 

began C1–I writing on graph paper, “with a digit in each square,”112 and in God (from the “Four 

Gods Project,” Plate 29) he follows a similar process except that here the letters “G,” “O,” and 

“D” stand in for numbers.  This confirms that numbers were indeed, for Borofsky, like God, and 

the remaining works demonstrate an ongoing obsession with the word.  Understood along these 

lines, Borofsky’s counting records might be seen as the search for some principle of order.  

	
 In addition to the Pythagorean precedent, the series as a motif in conceptual art gives 

reason for seeing Borofsky’s counting as more significant than Elkins suggests.  Before 

considering the series as a motif in conceptual art, however, it seems necessary to define 

conceptual art.  Having done so, I will then argue that Borofsky’s C1–I might be thus designated.  

According to Peter Goldie and Elisabeth Schellekens, “the heart of conceptual art … is … the 

idea idea.” 113  Epitomized by the American artist Sol LeWitt, conceptual art need not be realized 
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108 Ibid., VII: 525a, 145.

109 Ibid.

110 Ibid., VII.525d, 147.

111 Rosenthal, “Jonathan Borofsky’s Modes of Working,” in Rosenthal, ed., Jonathan Borofsky, 18.

112 Borofsky, [marginal comments], in Rosenthal, ed., Jonathan Borofsky, 33.

113 Goldie and Schellekens, Who’s Afraid of Conceptual Art?, 33.  Along these lines, see Borofsky’s comments in 
Rosenthal, “Jonathan Borofsky’s Modes of Working,” in Rosenthal, ed., Jonathan Borofsky, 28–30.



physically, i.e. “the medium is the idea.” 114  Idea and action; this is consistent with Borofsky’s 

previously quoted description of his counting.115  Borofsky has also referred to LeWitt, a 

significant figure in the history of conceptual art, as “a kind of father figure.” 116  All this being 

said, it seems fairly straightforward to describe C1–I as conceptual art.  I turn now to the series 

as a motif in conceptual art.

	
 According to Osborne, “the series is a form of unity,”117 an observation that is consistent 

with Borofsky’s account of the numbers giving his “figurative works a structural connection.” 118  

Along these lines, Richard Marshall comments: “Counting from 1 to Infinity (fig. 38), first 

exhibited singly at Artists Space in 1973, was placed in the center of the gallery.  Borofsky had 

considered but rejected attaching each piece with strings to the stacked papers to show that all 
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114 Goldie and Schellekens, Who’s Afraid of Conceptual Art?, 33–34.  See also Lippard, The Dematerialization of 
the Art Object from 1966 to 1972, vii.  She cites one of Borofsky’s works, Time Thought #8. (Ibid., 68–69.)

115 Lippard has noted: “In 1967, John Chandler and I wrote the article on ‘The Dematerialization of Art’ that was 
published in the February 1968 Art International, in which we saw ‘ultra-conceptual art’ emerging from two 
directions: art as idea and art as action.” (Ibid., ix.)

116 “Jonathan Borofsky talks to Mark Rosenthal (80s Then).”  See also LeWitt, “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art” and 
“Sentences on Conceptual Art,” in Theories and Documents of Contemporary Art, 2nd ed., eds. Stiles and Selz,  
987–992.

117 Osborne, Anywhere Or Not At All, 63.  

118 “Jonathan Borofsky at DEITCH and Carrie Moyer at CANADA.”



the works had originated with this conceptual exercise.” 119  Borofsky may have rejected the idea 

of attaching each piece with strings to C1–I, but he later made the connection more explicit by 

signing his paintings with the number he was then on,120 and shortly thereafter produced several 

self-portraits in which he is covered in numbers (Plate 36).  Recall Borofsky’s comment that “the 

numbers … give my figurative works a structural connection.” 121  He has since put numbers into 

the earth (Plate 37),122 against the sky (Plate 38),123 and has even spelled “God” in binary 

numbers (Plate 39).124  He has thus moved from numbers and counting to number as signature to 

number as self to numbers as elements to numbers as God.  Having discussed the series as a 

motif in conceptual art more generally, I will now consider three additional examples of the 

motif; more specifically, the work of Roman Opalka, On Kawara, and Damien Hirst.
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119 Marshall, “Jonathan Borofsky’s Installations: All Is One,” in Jonathan Borofsky, ed. Rosenthal, 91.  Marshall 
continues: “The Paula Cooper exhibition also marked the first appearance of the saying ‘All Is One,’ painted on the 
wall in two different styles of Persian script.  Counting from 1 to Infinity was again placed in the center of the room 
to anchor the presentation conceptually and to create a balance with the personal, emotional selection of images on 
the wall.” (Ibid., 92–93.)  Also worth noting is that Borofsky’s Chattering Men are the artistic antithesis of his 
counting.  Marshall explains: “The chatter represented the obsessive internal dialogue that Borofsky sought to 
repress in his early Counting from 1 to Infinity––and later to release through dream drawings, random scribbles, 
sketches, and full-scale environmental installations.” (Ibid., 104.) All this being said, Borofsky’s C1–I is, to my 
mind, his most important work.  It is his anchor.  Everything that follows is either in contrast to, or consistent with, 
this search for order.  Borofsky confirms this, noting: “I’m always making parts of a whole, and my installations try 
to make that whole clear and complete.  The parts can be read individually, yet at the same time there are 
connections that complete them.  This is implied by the placement of a number on each work in this 
show.” (Borofsky, marginal comments, in Jonathan Borofsky, ed., Rosenthal, 106–107.) 

120 Borofsky, marginal comments, in Jonathan Borofsky, ed., Rosenthal, 36–37.  The painting which Borofsky 
references is Continuous Painting; cf. Gadamer, “The relevance of the beautiful,” in The Relevance of the Beautiful,  
42.  As an alternative to “boredom” (or “bustle”), Gadamer proposes “a totally different experience of time,” i.e., 
“‘fulfilled’ or ‘autonomous’ time.” (Ibid.)  He explains: “Here we recognize that everyone has his own time, his 
autonomous temporality.” (Ibid.)  Perhaps Borofsky’s C1–I as well as his practice of “signing” his paintings by 
number, might be understood along these lines.

121 “Jonathan Borofsky at DEITCH and Carrie Moyer at CANADA,” [transcribed 2:49–3:14].

122 Borofsky, Granite (7 Digits Set Into the Earth).

123 Borofsky, 2761429.

124 Borofsky, God (Spelled in Binary Numbers).



	
 A year or so before Borofsky began C1–I, Roman Opalka (1931 – 2011), a French-born 

Polish painter, painted Opalka 1965/1 – ∞ (Plate 40).125  That painting was the first in a series of 

233 Detail paintings that would be his life’s work, what Christine Savinel has called “an 

assignment for life.” 126  The canvases upon which Opalka painted were 196 x 135 centimeters, 

“the size of the canvas determined by his own height.” 127  They varied only in background color, 

changing gradually from gray to white.  Like Borofsky, Opalka was interested in numbers, 

counting and the concept of infinity.  Along these lines, Savinel has noted references to the One 

of Parmenides and, related to this, infinity.128  Opalka’s was, indeed, a more sustained effort, and 

as such might serve as the ultimate precedent for Borofsky’s C1–1.  More importantly for my 

argument, Opalka was, like Borofsky, interested in the concept of infinity.  Kawara is another 

example along these lines, and it is to his work that I now turn.

	
 On Kawara (1933–2014) was a Japanese artist who lived in New York City, and was best 

known for his Today series of Date Paintings (hereafter DP, Plate 41).129  Charles Wylie 

describes the works as follows: “Every Date Painting is made on the day it depicts; if it is not 

finished before the turn of the next day, it is destroyed.  Though the paintings may appear 

industrially produced, they are not: Kawara carefully paints the solid color background and each 
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125 Savinel, Roubaud, and Noël, eds. Roman Opalka.  

126 Savinel, “Opalka or the Ethics of Assignation,” in Roman Opalka, eds. Savinel, Roubaud, and Noël, 5.  See also 
Smith, What is Contemporary Art?, 208.  He there mentions Emese Benczúr’s (b. 1969) work Should I Live to Be a 
Hundred – Day by day I think about the future (1998) in relation to Kawara and Opalka.

127 Savinel, “Opalka or the Ethics of Assignation,” in Roman Opalka, eds. Savinel, Roubaud, and Noël, 9.

128 Ibid., 17.

129 On Kawara (b. 1933) has been painting the Today series of “Date Paintings” since January 1966.  See Wylie, ed., 
On Kawara: 10 Tableaux and 16,952 Pages.  See also Lee, Chronophobia, 289-308.  For some discussion of the 
differences between Opalka and Kawara see Savinel, “Opalka or the Ethics of Assignation,” in Roman Opalka, eds. 
Savinel, Roubaud, and Noël, 11–12.



letter and number in a non-descript sans-serif face.  The order of information and language 

depend on where the artist is at the time.” 130  Continuing, he notes: “Kawara does not create a 

Date Painting every day, but on many days he has and does.  On certain days he has painted 

more than one.  Kawara uses canvases of various sizes, from small to very large … and he 

employs a select group of powerfully resonant colors, from bright red to bright blue to more 

intense grays and blacks…. Kawara constructs cardboard boxes for each of the Date Paintings 

and, since late in 1966, has lined these boxes with parts of the newspapers of the city in which he 

is painting.” 131  The work merits further consideration, but here I mean to discuss it only insofar 

as it relates to Borofsky’s C1–I.  Like Borofsky’s C1–I, Kawara’s DP might be recognized as 

conceptual art, and more specifically, a series.  That said, Wylie has noted: “Much conceptual art 

was thus the recording of various actions and observations made about the world at that moment; 

rather than painstakingly creating discreet single objects for removed contemplation, artists 

sought, through nontraditional means that more often resembled reportage than anything 

traditionally considered art, to raise awareness of what it truly meant to be in the world and how 

that world really worked.” 132  Wylie continues, suggesting that “through accepted objective 

measures [Kawara] brought to the center of his art huge themes of (among others) experience, 
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130 Wylie, ”Of Today,” in On Kawara: 10 Tableaux and 16,952 Pages, ed. Wylie, 33.

131 Ibid.

132 Ibid., 35.



being, and consciousness.” 133  This leads Wylie to suggest that Kawara’s art is metaphysical.134  

While Wylie suggests that “ideas that touch on the metaphysical … were … of no concern to 

most conceptual artists,” 135 Opalka and Kawara, and I would argue Borofsky as well, clearly 

exhibit these metaphysical concerns.136  

	
 I now turn to a third example, Damien Hirst’s series of Spot Paintings (hereafter SP, Plate 

42).137  This choice may be controversial, but as Brown has noted: “It is important to note that 

even what is presented in a spirit of hostility does not necessarily have to be read thus.  Even the 

convinced atheist Francis Bacon could produce at least one scene where his obsession with the 

crucifixion turned into a more positive, almost Christian message.  Damien Hirst may lack 

similar depth, but at least he effectively puts the religious issue on the agenda.” 138  I tend to agree 

with Brown, and my inclination was to judge Hirst similarly (i.e., as lacking depth), but Hirst’s 

description of his SP leads me to a different conclusion.  In an interview with the Tate’s Ann 
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133 Ibid., 35–36.  

134 More fully, Wylie states: “By metaphysics we mean that body of inquiry and experience that has dealt in large 
questions of existence that have inspired the major belief systems the world over.  Kawara’s art is thus metaphysical, 
but it is secular rather than an ecclesiastic metaphysics, if such a thing is possible––yet this seems as valid a way as 
any to describe what Kawara’s art can be seen to embody…. They [i.e., paintings and building] do this not by overt 
representation of any belief system but by encompassing within themselves certain signs and symbols that reference 
our experience of time and existence but do not illustrate, let alone, explain it.” (Ibid., 36.)  Wylie concludes: “When 
we look at these works, we confront ourselves, not a doctrine or an overt belief system, and engage, whether we 
know it or not in a form of individualized meditation.” (Ibid.) While I would reject Wylie’s suggestion of seeing 
Kawara’s work in terms of a secular metaphysics, I agree that the paintings use “signs and symbols that reference 
our experience of time and existence.” (Ibid.)  Here again, I wish to make the connection with Borofsky, whose C1–I 
uses similar signs and symbols for similar reasons.

135 Wylie, ”Of Today,” in On Kawara: 10 Tableaux and 16,952 Pages, ed. Wylie, 36.

136 With regard to Borofsky exhibiting these metaphysical concerns, Rosenthal notes: “The state of spiritual well-
being and wholeness is a major theme in Borofsky’s art, and toward this end, he spent a great amount of time, before 
his return to the making of art in 1972, contemplating the nature of the universe.” (Rosenthal, “Jonathan Borofsky’s 
Modes of Working,” in Jonathan Borofsky, ed. Rosenthal, 16.)

137 Gallagher, ed., Damien Hirst.

138 Brown, God and Mystery in Words, 14.



Gallagher, Hirst commented: “When I first did the first spot paintings I did it as an endless series 

…. So it became this endless, infinite series and I love that idea conceptually.”139  In the 

exhibition catalogue, Hirst comments: “Yeah, the first one [i.e., the first Spot Painting] on canvas 

absolutely changed my world.  I’d looked at all this stuff, like Conceptual art, but it was the first 

time I had clarity in some way.” 140  He continues: “I loved Sol LeWitt; I was totally into 

Minimalism probably before I was into Conceptual art – Donald Judd and Sol LeWitt and all 

those guys.” 141  Like Borofsky, Hirst drew inspiration from LeWitt, and his SP, like Borofsky’s 

C1–I, is conceptual art.   Like the work of Opalka, Kawara, and Borofsky, Hirst’s SP might be 

seen as touching on the metaphysical via the conceptual notion of the infinite (i.e., potentially or 

virtually infinite) series.  

	
 Thomas Nagel offers an accessible description of how this might work.  He suggests: 

“What we understand, then, is that the numbers we use to count things in everyday life are 

merely the first part of a series that never ends.” 142  He continues:

This thought is a paradigm of the way reason allows us to reach vastly beyond ourselves.  
The local, finite practice of counting contains within itself the implication that the series 
is not completable by us: It has, so to speak, a built-in immunity to attempts at reduction.  
Though our direct acquaintance with and designation of specific numbers is extremely 
limited, we cannot make sense of it except by putting them, and ourselves, in the context 
of something larger, something whose existence is independent of our fragmentary 
experience of it.  Yet we draw this access to infinity out of our distinctly finite ability to 
count, in virtue of its evident incompleteness.  When we think about the finite activity of 
counting, we come to realize that it can only be understood as part of something infinite.  
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139 “Damien Hirst Walkthrough with Ann Gallagher and Damien Hirst.”  See also Wilson, “Believer,” in Damien 
Hirst, ed. Gallagher, 212.

140 Hirst, “Nicholas Serota interviews Damien Hirst 14 July 2011,” in Damien Hirst, ed. Gallagher, 92.

141 Ibid.

142 Nagel, The Last Word, 71.



The idea of reducing the apparently infinite to the finite is therefore ruled out: Instead, the 
apparently finite must be explained in terms of the infinite.143

From this perspective, Borofsky’s C1–I puts us “in the context of something larger” which 

cannot not be reduced to, nor explained in, finite terms (i.e., the terms of postulatory finitism).  

Instead, it must, as Nagel says, “be explained in terms of the infinite.” 144  It is, in other words 

(i.e., Desmond’s words), hyperbolic, “bringing to mind the question of God beyond the 

immanence of transcendence in nature and human being.” 145  Like WS, C1–I can, if we are 

mindful, unclog the ways to God.  One need not turn to beauty, traditionally conceived.146  Nor 

need one turn to “disturbing visions of human nature,” 147  as if that were the only alternative.  

The quest for transcendence might also be seen here with Borofsky’s counting.  Less obvious 

than WS, and more restrained, his counting is neither overly optimistic, nor completely 

pessimistic.  It is, instead, meditative and, like Desmond’s probing prayer, hyperbolic.  With 

reference to posthumous mind, Borofsky’s C1–I might be seen as what Desmond calls “a beyond 

within time itself.” 148  This seems consistent with what Osborne has referred to as “virtual 
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143 Ibid.  Pushing this idea further (i.e., than explanation), Desmond notes: “So we could say that the highest art of a 
people helps it to be at home with time future.  Perfection in the art work gives us, if the phrase will be allowed, a 
kind of ‘temporal eternity,’ or alternatively an ‘eternalization of the temporal.’” (Desmond, Art and the Absolute, 
68–69.)

144 Nagel, The Last Word, 71.

145 Desmond, God and the Between, 22.

146 The traditional route is the one most natural theologians wish to take (Viladesau, Theological Aesthetics, 117–
140, 203–214; Stump, Beauty as a Road to God.”), and while I would not wish to discount their efforts, more 
promising to my mind is a less obvious, and perhaps complementary route.  Patrick Sherry, for instance, has 
mentioned “intellectual beauty,” noting: “Another form of beauty to which Greek philosophers drew attention was 
that of intellectual beauty: Aristotle, for instance, associated beauty with mathematics.” (Sherry, Spirit and Beauty, 
32. )  For a contrasting perspective which emphasizes meaning rather than beauty, see Re Manning, “New 
Directions in Natural Theology and the Arts.”

147 Root, “Beginning All Over Again,” in Soundings, ed. Vidler, 19.

148 Desmond, Philosophy and Its Others, 280.



infinity of possible actualizations,” 149 a series that begins here and now, or there and then, but 

which, by way of the metaphysical imagination, steps beyond time.  C1–I is an example of 

“mindfulness,” and, like WS, has also the potential to jolt us into “mindfulness.”  Once again, 

these perhaps less obvious examples should not be neglected, but heard in their own right even if 

this does require some spadework.  Even here, the voices speak.  “He who has ears to hear, let 

him hear.” 150

	
 I have argued, based upon Borofsky’s own comparison of C1–I to Brancusi’s Endless 

Column (a work whose nature is explicitly religious), Borofsky’s description of his counting as 

an anchor or mantra, the Pythagorean precedent, and the series as a motif in conceptual art (with 

reference to Opalka, Kawara, and Hirst in dialogue with Nagel), that Borofsky’s counting was, 

contra Elkins, a significant activity.  In considering Borofsky, Opalka, Kawara, and Hirst, I have 

been concerned to show that even conceptual art, which questions the nature of art (with the 

result that it is often described as being bereft of beauty or even anti-aesthetic), might, in addition 

to contemporary art more generally, be relevant for a natural theology of the arts.  

4.3. Conclusion

	
 I have in this chapter considered how the metaxologically reformulated Root-Brown 

hybrid might be applied in practice.  Following Root and Brown, but seeking to call attention to 

the contemporary in particular, I considered Borofsky’s work.  I began with my experience of 

WS, an experience which conflicted with the interpretation of the Nasher curators.  Their 

resistance, whether intentional or due to some lack of education along the lines Brown suggests, 
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149 Osborne, Anywhere Or Not At All, 67.

150 Mark 4:9, New American Standard Bible.  



is both an example of, and contribution to (i.e., reinforces), the more general lack of awareness.  

In an effort to unclog the ways to God, and with Desmond’s metaxological monotheism in mind, 

I began with Eliade’s “archaic ontology” and the axis mundi.  From this perspective, WS has to 

do with more than “the power of our aspirations and the resilience of the human spirit.” 151  

Building upon this pagan association, I then considered a more specific association, one from the 

Judeo-Christian tradition.  Jacob’s ladder and the ladder-to-heaven motif are common, and not 

only in the history of art, but also on the contemporary scene.  That being so, I find the 

description of the Nasher curators all the more strange for it would seem to imply a conscious 

avoidance, and perhaps even intentional suppression, of the association.  That said, as David 

Bentley Hart has said: “An absolutely convinced atheist, it often seems to me, is simply someone 

who has failed to notice something very obvious––or, rather, failed to notice a great many very 

obvious things.  This is not any sort of accusation or reproach.  Something can be incandescently 

obvious but still utterly unintelligible to us if we lack the conceptual grammar required to 

interpret it; and this, far from being a culpable deficiency, is usually only a matter of historical or 

personal circumstance.  One age can see things that other ages cannot simply because it has the 

imaginative resources to understand what it is looking at.” 152  The description of the Nasher 

curators is, I suggest, the result (and so too a cause) of this lack (i.e., of conceptual grammar and 

imaginative resources), and it was precisely this which Brown had in mind when he said that “in 

our own day we lack the education to attend to the signs that speak of divine immanence, and so 

instead see only humanism.” 153  This chapter has sought to redress this lack by focusing, in the 
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152 Hart, The Experience of God, 13.

153 Brown, God and Enchantment of Place, 80.



main, upon one particular artist, and not only with reference to WS, which might be thought too 

obvious an example, but also with reference to Borofsky’s counting records.  Even there, I 

argued, the voices speak.  This conclusion was extended further still with reference to Opalka, 

Kawara, and Hirst.  Contemporary sculpture, as well as contemporary and conceptual art more 

generally, have much to offer the natural theologian.  From Root’s perspective, they offer 

nourishment, and from Desmond’s perspective, a jolt resulting in deeper mindfulness of the ethos 

which leads from renewed perplexity to resurrected astonishment.  

	
 To make the philosophical and theological substance of this chapter even more explicit,

WS is – with Eliade’s “archaic ontology” in mind – what Berger has referred to as an “ordering 

gesture,” 154 and the curators’s failure to recognize, or in any case to confess, it as such is due to a 

more fundamental resistance (i.e., postulatory finitism), which is, from a sociological 

perspective, the result of secularization.  But WS is not so easily resisted for it is, along 

metaxological lines, hyperbolic, i.e. a sign given in immanence which exceeds immanence.  As 

such, it pushes back agains the prevailing narrative of secularism, jolting the viewer into 

mindfulness.  This is, from Eliade’s perspective, reality acquired through repetition of the 

cosmogony, i.e. a reproduction of the exemplary gesture.  It is, in other words, a participation.  

From Desmond’s perspective, this sign given in immanence has the potential to renew perplexity 

and resurrect astonishment.  For Brown, it mediates presence along sacramental lines, i.e., it not 

only points, but makes present.  With all of this in mind, I suggest that the artwork can be – and 

in the case of WS certainly is – disruptive, interrupting the prevailing narrative of secularism.  

Artworks are, in other words, potentially subversive vis-à-vis postulatory finitism.  Resistance is, 

I have argued, futile, and this from numerous disciplinary perspectives.  My focus in this chapter 
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has been art history, but when taken together with philosophical, theological, and sociological 

perspectives, one can easily see how my experience of WS is a natural one, and this is significant 

for natural theology (NT1).

	
 While some might still think my experience and interpretation of WS dubious, what I 

have sought to demonstrate in this chapter is that natural theology might function – following 

both Macquarrie and Root – as a method of thinking akin to art criticism.155  As such, it is no 

preliminary, but rather, an accompaniment emphasizing awareness (aka mindfulness) and 

description.  Natural theology along these lines seeks to nurture a quotidian piety, an awareness 

of everyday life.  Going further, it seeks to demonstrate compatibility, and in so doing, nourishes 

faith (after the death of God).156  The Irish philosopher Richard Kearney describes this as an 

“anatheist moment,” one which – with explicit reference to art – “prompts us to begin all over 

again, to surrender inherited sureties and turn towards the Other – in wonder and bewilderment, 

in fear and trembling, in fascination and awe.” 157  Natural theology, like faith, begins all over 

again, and like the artwork, forms an open whole, incomplete and so open to future 

reformulations.  A metaxological natural theology is, then, characterized by openness.
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155 As previously mentioned, Macquarrie spoke of natural theology as “a critical reflection,” (Macquarrie, Thinking 
About God, 140.) and Root argued “that theology bears to religion and religious experience a relationship very like 
that of literary criticism to literature.” (Root, “The Limits of Radicalism,” I:4.)

156 I am here thinking of Richard Kearney’s anatheism which sees the sacred “in the secular, through the secular, 
toward the secular.” (Kearney, Anatheism, 166.)

157 Ibid., 11.



Conclusion

	
 I began this thesis with a call for discussion of natural theology, and this in two senses: 

discussion as definition, what I called the descriptive responsibility, and discussion made 

possible by definition, what I referred to as prescriptive possibility.  In Chapter 1, I addressed the 

first of these concerns, asking the question: what is natural theology?  I then identified five 

potential responses to this question before elaborating certain key considerations which led to a 

non-exhaustive 5-type taxonomy of natural theologies.  In so doing I was seeking with Russell 

Re Manning “to highlight the rich diversity of approaches to, and definitions of, natural 

theology.” 1  I was, at the same time, seeking to go beyond Re Manning by proposing a taxonomy 

of natural theologies.  While I am not the first to propose a taxonomy of this sort, I argued that 

previous taxonomies, in selecting a single organizing principle (e.g., nature), failed to account for 

the more complex reality (i.e., the previously mentioned nine key considerations).  Chapter 1 

thus participates in the contemporary debate by challenging Re Manning’s equivocal approach 

while, at the same time, critiquing the taxonomies of Peter Byrne, Michael Sudduth, and David 

Fergusson for their failure to recognize the more complex reality.  Unless this more complex 

reality is acknowledged, natural theology all too easily becomes a straw man, easily defeated and 

replaced with Karl Barth, the theological scarecrow whose “No!” preempts discussion.  I have no 
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time for theological scarecrows.2  More is needed.  Natural theology, as I said in Chapter 1, 

needs to be discussed.3

	
 I moved forward, therefore, with prescriptive possibility in Chapter 2,  considering 

Howard E. Root.  A significant figure in the recent history of British Christianity, Root has for 

too long been neglected.  I then turned to Root’s contribution to a natural theology of the arts 

(NT1), considering his essays “Metaphysics and Religious Belief” (1961) and “Beginning All 

Over Again” (1962).  Root maintained the possibility of metaphysical argument in the first, and 

in the second argued that the “death of natural theology could not but be a prelude to the death of 

all theology, and even of faith.” 4  More positively, he suggested that natural theologians should 

turn to the arts where “we see ourselves anew, come to understand ourselves better and come 

into touch with just those sources of imagination which should nourish efforts in natural 

theology.” 5  From Root’s perspective, the arts nourished natural theology, and natural theology, 

theology and faith.  Whereas Barth thought natural theology the end of faith (i.e., idolatry), it was 

for Root faith’s very beginning and sine qua non.  It was just this that led Root to seek a new 

beginning, and it was Root’s “Beginning All Over Again” that provoked E.L. Mascall’s ire.  As a 

response to Mascall, I drew attention to Root’s unpublished writings, most notably his 1972 
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2 Pattison, The End of Theology – And the Task of Thinking About God, 21–22.  Along these same lines, Barr has 
suggested: “Barth’s opposition to Nazi ideology was fully genuine: but it is not easy, in an atmosphere of such a 
time, for even the most sincere opposition to avoid taking on certain characteristics of that which is opposed.  
Barthianism took shape within that same world.  Features of aggressiveness and totalitarianism are manifest within 
the Barthian tradition, and its own rejection of natural theology, which carried with it an inability to use open-
minded and reasoned forms of discussion, easily led to a dependence on rhetorical and propagandist means of 
persuasion.” (Barr, Biblical Faith and Natural Theology, 116.)

3 Recall Pattison’s advice: “It is only on the basis of what will be difficult interpretive work that we will know what 
we are doing when we say Yes or No … by which point a simple Yes or No may no longer be the most interesting 
thing to say.” (Pattison, God and Being, 7–8.)

4 Root, “Beginning All Over Again,” in Soundings, ed. Vidler, 6.

5 Ibid., 18.



Bampton Lectures.  Aside from their more general significance, Root’s lectures make clear that 

in seeking to begin all over again he was engaged in a backward-looking radicalism (i.e., a non-

reductive approach to tradition).  In addition to Root’s unpublished writings, I also drew attention 

to Root’s unacknowledged theological heir, David Brown.  I thus sought to recover Root on his 

own terms before seeking to recover Root through Brown who provides a more adequate 

theological response to Mascall.  

	
 I began with Re Manning’s essay, “A Perspective on Natural Theology from Continental 

Philosophy,” 6  but critiqued Re Manning for overlooking William Desmond who provides a 

faithful, alternative perspective from continental philosophy.  Desmond is interested in those 

things which Re Manning suggests the continental philosophers are not (e.g., “the canonical 

arguments for the existence of God”),7  but also calls attention to the primal ethos, and the 

interplay of ethos and way.  For Desmond, proofs probe like prayer, and the natural theologian is, 

like the philosopher, “a perpetual beginner.”8  Root’s new beginning was, from this perspective, 

only natural.9  But it was also necessary for, under the influence of Descartes, the arguments had, 

as Root made clear, come to reflect the modern ethos.10  He thus advocated “the construction of 

some new model or models for the whole enterprise.” 11  And yet Root never constructed a new 
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6 Re Manning, “A Perspective on Natural Theology from Continental Philosophy,” in The Oxford Handbook of 
Natural Theology, ed Re Manning, 262–275.

7 Ibid., 263.

8 Desmond, Is There a Sabbath for Thought?, 107.

9 As Root said: “Metaphysical construction, crude or polished, is natural to human beings.” (Root, “Beginning All 
Over Again,” in Soundings, ed. Vidler, 14.)

10 While Root did not use the language of ethos, he did differentiate between “a particular mode of natural theology” 
and “the enterprise itself.” (Ibid., 15.)

11 Ibid., 10.



model.  Even so, his suggestion that natural theologians should turn to the arts was, and still is, 

filled with prescriptive possibility, especially when considered (together with Brown) from a 

metaxological perspective.  Once again, Root suggested that one might “contemplate and absorb 

the disturbing visions of human nature” (i.e. “the questions people ask”),12 and this is indeed 

necessary, but for Desmond these questions are part of a larger movement, i.e. the renewal of 

perplexity which leads to resurrected astonishment.  This natural theology of the arts is thus 

distinct from approaches which go no further than the Fall and its “disturbing visions,” but also 

those approaches which, like Anthony Monti’s, see “art as knowledge of creation understood 

eschatologically (and therefore teleologically).” 13   A metaxological natural theology of the arts 

looks not to the future, nor merely to fallenness (i.e., “disturbing visions”), but to creation and its 

origin.  The arts are, furthermore, not merely the means by which natural theologians might 

resurrect natural theology (i.e., an example of mindfulness), but also the means by which our 

rapport with creation might be renewed, and our responsiveness to being recharged.14  

	
 With this in mind, I turned in Chapter 4 to consider the work of Jonathan Borofsky, 

paying particular attention to his sculpture Walking to the Sky.  The Nasher curators, I argued, 

move too quickly from a wide range of associations to “the power of our aspirations and the 

resilience of the human spirit.” 15   Their behavior, I suggested, may very well be due to the biases 

of art history (as described by James Elkins and Jonathan A. Anderson), but in any case exhibits 
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12 Ibid., 19.

13 Monti, A Natural Theology of the Arts, 164.

14 As I have previously quoted Desmond as saying: “Art and the great artist can have a significant role in renewing 
our rapport with creation, recharging our responsiveness to being as mystery, and hence mediately to its ultimate 
origin.  In this light, there is always a religious dimension to art, just in its power to precipitate astonishment and 
perplexity.” (Desmond, God and the Between, 38.)

15 “Label text.”



what Desmond has referred to as “postulatory finitism,” with a resultant clogging of the ways: 

thus the situation described by David Brown and David Bentley Hart, i.e. a lack of education, 

conceptual grammar, and imaginative resources.16  The curators, in other words, are both effect 

and cause.  They have been affected by, and now perpetuate, the bias; exhibiting “postulatory 

finitism,” a once mindful, now mindless, resistance.  Against this tendency, Desmond calls for 

deeper mindfulness, i.e. a mindfulness of the first ethos.  In an effort to heed Desmond’s call and 

unclog the ways, I considered a wide range of associations in dialogue with the Romanian 

historian of religion Mircea Eliade.  So prevalent are these associations (i.e., the axis mundi, 

Jacob’s ladder, etc.) that I find the exclusive description of the Nasher curators untenable.  

Walking to the Sky has to do with more, even if not less, than human aspiration, and might very 

well be seen as a contemporary Jacob’s ladder.  As such, it has the potential to jolt the viewer 

into “mindfulness,” placing them “close again to the primal intimacy of being.” 17  That said, I 

pointed out that some might think this too obvious an example given that the sky (as well as 

walking to the sky) has a long history of religious association.  Emphasizing that this makes the 

refusal of the Nasher curators all the more strange, I nevertheless sought to strengthen my 

argument with reference to Borofsky’s conceptual work, Counting from 1 to Infinity.  Even there, 

I argued, the voices speak.  This conclusion was extended further still with reference to Roman 

Opalka, On Kawara, and Damien Hirst.  From conceptual to contemporary – abstract to concrete 

– these numbers and figures lead the viewer upward.  Transcendence becomes a real possibility, 

even if only imagined.
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 One might here ask, given my attention to the art of transcendence, whether other types 

of art might be relevant for the natural theologian.  Am I, in other words, being too exclusive?  

By way of response, I wish to make clear that I have chosen to focus upon Borofsky’s work for 

two reasons: first, because, like George Pattison, I think it more helpful to select one or two 

pieces for special consideration (as opposed to attempting an all encompassing theology of the 

arts); and second, because, having considered Borofsky, his work seemed particularly well-suited 

to Desmond’s hyperboles of being.  That said, both Root and Brown would advocate listening to 

a wide variety of art – visual and otherwise – and this in an effort to sharpen awareness and so 

nourish natural theology.  Recall Root’s admonition: “Let the voices speak.”18  One might also 

ask if, given my attention to art, I mean to neglect the natural world.  Having chosen a sculpture 

whose backdrop is the sky (i.e., in which the natural world looms large), it should be clear that I 

do not mean to neglect the natural world.  In addition, I have cited from Eliade who, in addition 

to speaking of world trees, speaks of the symbolism of sacred mountains.  These too might 

speak.

	
 I have argued that natural theology is persistent and promising, particularly as 

(transformed) natural religion (NT1), and more specifically, as something akin to art criticism.  I 

have considered Root, an early proponent of natural theology and the arts, in relation to Brown, 

and both in relation to Desmond in an effort to begin all over again.  Desmond has suggested: 

“Sometimes we need to rock backwards to get out of a rut and budge the jam and then roll with 

release into the future.  Philosophy in the metaxu has to move with something of this rocking 
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18 Root, “The Limits of Radicalism, VIII:12.  



motion––and with it releasing promise.  Rocking back allows forward release.” 19   This, it seems, 

is just the sort of new beginning Root had in mind.
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19 Desmond, Desire, Dialectic, and Otherness, xxvii.
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