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It is :no ea.sy task to analyz:l;J and discuss the attempts that 

have been made in the past century or so to relate the philo-

sophical schools of pragmatism and empiricism to the theological 

enterprise. The chief reasons for this difficulty are the ambigu

ity of the material and the individuality o:f the theology-an who 

approaches this problem. The terms 11 emp·irical" and "pragmatic,. 

are as broad as, and have as many different interpretations as, 

the terms "God" and "theology" themselves~ so that empirical theo

logians (a term really subsuming "pragmatic theologians'') cover a 

great range of territory. -- -------

Considering this confusion, then, we must look at the histori

cal and intellectual context from which all of this arose. James 

-~L Martin, Jr., malting note o1'~c--n-e--cmmus:i.:on surrounding the term 
. . - . l "empiricism", has -sought to c-t-a-r-i-l'y-th-e~1.ssue., He shows that there 

are three main types of empiricism= ancient Greek empiricism 8 eight-

eenth and nineteenth century empiricism, and modern empiricism. 

Greek empiricism emphasized the idea that empirical knowledge was 

all the accumulated knowledge of lore~ custom~ and ''common!.sense" 

wisdom. Eighteenth and nineteenth century empiricism maintained 

that empirical knowledge was obtained through individualistic 

observation and sense-perception. Davh1 Hume was indicative o:f this 

school, holding that "experience" was equivalent to sense-data in 

succession. John Locke 0 really the founder of' empiricism~ main

tained that sense-experience can produce ideas, though he balanced 

this conception with the ref'lecti.vt~ processes~ 2 These Europ .. ean

based ideas found a broader i:ntE:~rpretation in America in the thought 
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of Charles S. Peirce p William (James~ and ,John Dewey. This American 

development can be considered to be the "pragmatic brancht' of the 

ttempirical school''. The recent trends in empirical philosophy main-

tain that empirical knowledge is that which is obtained from pub-

lie experience, but which is much more than meri~ sensation and 

association. It includes affective~ volitional, and valuational 

elements (which are terms that Martin never defines)e a.:nd uses the 

method of experimentalism to explore and to organize experience. 

Verification here is in terms of consequences, and not in terms of 

its origins or its "'correspondence with reality'"3. But it must 

be noted that many modern empiricists do n~t follow this recent 

development. 

The term "empirical••, in modern times, has three connotations 

(derivabie from these three "schools 0 )n-=the general attitude o:f 

.James' ''tough-mindedness"; the empirical rnethod 0 which itself is 

variously lnterpreted; and a general appeal to experience6 The 

_p:);'ob:J-~'il'l- _if! _this _l~~t ca·~egory_ c_on(!~rnf) _wl}at is_g_onsti tutive of norma

·~i ve experience - is it the immediate experience of Bergson? B is it· 

the mystical experien-ce o-f-Royce and Hocking?; is it the sensations 

of the early moderns?; or is it any one of a myriad of other defin~ 

itions of "~xperience"? These three connotations are~ of course~ 

r,elated and mutually affect each other in determining the final meaning. 

Thus8 for Martin, the term "empirical philosophy of' religion" 

has three connotationss 

Sometimes it refers simply to the "empirical" or .. realistic" 
attitude of the thinkert suggesting that he is attempting to 
take seriously all of the factsv no matter how "stubborn", 
which should be taken account of in a religious philosophy. 
Again it refers to the attempt on the part of the philosopher 
to base his thought upon an appeal to "experience". This, 
in turn, may mean an appeal to various areas of experience 
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and a defense of a theistic "hypothesis" of some sort as 
the best "explanation" of experience3 or it may mean an ap
peal to some type of specifically religious experience as af
fording the normative data for a philosophy of religion9 Or, 
again, it may mean that the philosopher seeks to employ some 
form o:f empirical method in the interrp::·etation of such data 
as seem significant for his purposes. 

Most empirical theologians have the empirical "temper"; thus, they 

di.ffer in t1~rms of the experience appealed to and the empirical 

method used. 

In brief, then, empiricism holds that all knowledge is derived 

from experience, without recou~e to innate ideas, ~ Eriori truths~ 

or real "knowledge" of concepts. And certain knowledge is not 

possible, for generalizations that are based on experience give 

only probabilities.5 In a sense, due to the broad range of "exper

ience" available to the theologian, all except supernaturalis·ts 
. . . t 6 are emp1r1c1s s. 

Having thus looke_Q_a!_j;he general context of ernpiricism 11 we 

can now take a closer look.at the philosophy of pragmatism (and its 

development in inst:rumentalism) and its major adherents. Pragmatism -

~ philosophy which had its heyday in the f'irst quarter of the twen~ 

tieth ce:ntury in America - is a system which considers "thought., to 

be a process with useful purposes~ whose truth is tested, not only 

by agreement with reality, but also (and more importantly) by the 

practical resul~ts and by tests of consequences. 7 It \!Tas felt that 

beliefs should be tested in experience. These ideas opposed the 

metaphysical doctrinesv in which the intellect was considered able 

·~o discern the nature of truth by way of a correspondence of ideas 

in the mind to "objective reality".'? Holding that an idea is true 

if' it works~ it constituted a reaction against speculative philosophy 

:•-,: __ -',-



without a link to practical living. Pragmatism .had an immediate 

appeal to the religious mind 0 which was often more interested in 

the religious experience itself than with the concomitant inter

preting and validating theology. 8 

In a sense, pragmatism started with Socrates, who said (i11 

the .name of Protagoras} that al though one judgment is not truer ___ .. ,_,,,, 

than ~mother one, it can be ~tte:r:. with better consequences"' 9 

F~ c. s. Schiller followed in the same tradition, as did Hobbes, 

who said that any doctrine repugnant to peace could not 'be true ,. 1 O' 

Bertrand Russell considers pragmatism to be a practical "action" 

philosophy, as intrinsic to and derivatbre from the industrial 

technological world, in contra.distinction to philosophies of "hap ... , 

py&i feelings or theoretical "lcnowledge" philosophies o 
11 Pragmatic 

or utilitarian ethics, an offshoot of pragmatic philosophye tells 

us that ~· goods 0
' are not the absolutely final goal of moral action -

ratherv they depend on the psychologicalv :sociologica.1 11 .and his

torical circumstances~ and on consideration for the social conse ... 

. 1 d 12 quences 1nvo ve • 

-As we shall see shortly, pragmatism fits into religious farm

µlat1.ons in two major a.reasi in theism 0 the theistic God can be 

validated by recourse to practical considerations 0 following the 

procedure ma.de famous by James; and in naturalism, as shown in 

the pragmatic developments undertaken by Dewey. 13 l"'urther 8 re-

ligion·- is said to have E~~£:ti£~'.l functions2 the integration of 

one•s life& the idealization a:nd sanctification of social morals 

;;:i.nd customs, the expression of man~s ultimate concerns~ and the 

dependence on cosmic support for the fulfillment of human aspi.rat·-
. 14 1.ons. 

4. 
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It must be noted that i.t is difficult to apply pragmatism 0 

for "practlcal results" is a very ambiguous termi what does pract

ical mean?; how do13s an idea work or n'Ot work?~ if an idea is aimed 

at deception and it succeeds, does it work in a pragmatically~ 

sense?i can there be any standardization~ since different beliefs 

~vord differently for dlfferent people?15And further11 some ideas may 

v~ork only partially - e.g. t belief in God• s omnipotence works to 
• • 1 6 

f-~levate the spirit· but does not work to explain ev41l .. - Some of 

these problems will become a little clearer when we look more close

ly at the thought of some pragmatic thinkers~. 

Charles Peirce really started the American pragmatic school, 

'Ill.Tith his postulating of certain principles of the pragmatic theory 

and method. 17 William James followed through, fulfilled,, and went 

far beyond Peirce's theory of inquiry, adding his own individual-

. t" . t t ti f th t" h'l .h lB I th 1 is .1c 1n erpre a :ans o e pragma ic pl osop.y. n "e ear .y 

19oowst people wanted to somehow combine empiricism with religionw 

for the world views on the scene did not fulfill the people•s needs 

(according to James). A system was-desired that would affect one's 

life~ that would deal with facts~ human adaptation 0 and valuess 

that vmuld be religious without religion~s shallmv optimism~ James 

thus applied pragmatism to f;ll• this gap - for it was religious 

+ike rationalism a.nd dealt with facts lH:e empiricism~ 

Following Peirce's thoughtf the pragmatic method for James 

l'l,leant an interpretation of metaphysical notions by tracing the 
• • Pl • praotical co:nsequences 9 and a decision of 11 dispute by comparing the 

Qonsequences of the two idease But for Jamesw the practical conse

quences meant the individual~ concrete 0 material results.. "James 
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lnterpr.::1ted 'practical~ to mean the particular import tha·t a belief 

has in the life of the individual."19 And we must 11 of course~ have 

,·,1 ': ' . 

a ~pre-knowledge" of the consequences in order to determine the 

validityv value, and truth (pragmatically understood) of any idea. 

Beliefs were considered to be rules for action; ideas were to become 

true instrumentally. "Truth" and "rightness" thus attained f.!m

ctional d:efini tions. · There can be no difference in a·bstract -· 
truth that does not somehow express itself in a difference o:f facts 

and conduct. Yet, to use James' example. if two different chemical 

theories yield the same results~ is it not still important - for 

i,:he sake of"kriowledge'" - to know which theory is correct? Doei:m • t 

qiobjecti'Ve" truth have its own type of merit? 

Unlike traditional and strict empiricists, James was willi'ng 

to use abstractions. 

Interested ln no conclusions but those which our minds and 
our f:.!xperie1:1ce? wor~ 01;lt toget~e:r~ she _lLJt,1!,~r~m!!i§:.filt 
has no a J?.!iori pre JUd1ces against theology$ .. If .... :fh.~-9.l.2.ElCal 
1~~--E!:PV~™-.~.!ll:~e :fo£_ concrete life thev ~illll~·~· 
~ru~. for :p:ra.gmati~! 1n tl}e sel}_~e. o:{,. b~nng_,ggod. f£!: ..... ~:!.~L~l4. . 
. :f~r •. 1J.9w, much. more th~~ .. trm~, will de:e..~n¢'. .• ~1J~lr~1~_o_n t{l.fil.£ 2o! 
.t~ia:tio~ns to the other trultls _!!~h.ay~--to~Yl!e.tJ.g~-~e ' 

If a certain theological idea is the best world-view that fit~ in 

with the rest of the person's needs and usesw then it is truaQ James 

feels that ... in a sense - this use is·really an agreement with con

crete reality. (We shall see that thia last idea is similar to an 

~ssential element of Peter Berger's theology.) 

There can be 0 in pragmatism~ successf and losses can be accept

ed~ but there is no necessity f'or the trimnph of' good. Pragmatists 

are willing to sacrifice for ideals~ and they trust other forces -

human and superhuman - to cooperate with them in a meliori ts·tic uni-
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verse. James asserts that rel:tgious monotheism (not metaphysical 

monotheism) "has always viewed God as but one helper ••• in the midst 
21 of all the shapers of' the great world 11 s fate."' And further, if 

one accepts this assertion, which is historically doubtful, then 

qne "can well believe 9 on the proofs that religious experience a:f

fordsw that higher powers exist and are at work to save the world 

on ideal lines similar to our own." 22 

James' ea~lier work2J contains the precursors of his pragmatism, 

but does not constitute any systematic presentation of his theoriese 

But some relevant ideas are contained in it~ Defining God as a 

power who is not ours el ,res and makes for righteousness, :ls serious 

about it, and "recognizes us" in a universe that we desire to.be 

friendlYw he asserts that theism has a "subjective congruity•• with 

the "tr:iadic" reflex structure of our minds. This theism ... knowing 

that God is there but also knowing that man may and must act - James 

calls "empirical. theism". '11he religious choice is an option that 

we must make0 whether to accept the theistic view or to reject it -

for the choice :ts "living"v "forcedn~ and 0 momentous". 

One wonders - as mentioned above - what has happened to ''ob-

jective truth", James' i'unctional definitions rob God of some of the 

ultimacy that is intrinsic to the religious situation. To quote a 

Chinese proverb - "'If you believe in the godsw the gods exist; if 

you do not believe in them, they do not exist.i"24 This is just too 

'',wishy ... washy" and equivocal to maintain any real hold on the believer. 

1.ro the man who desires an object of worship, this is unsatis
factory. He is not concerned to say~ "If I believed in God 
I should be happy"; he is concerned to say 11 "I believe in 
God and therefore I am happy." And when he believes in God, 
he believes in Him as he believes in the existence of Roose
velt or Churchill or Hitler; God~for himg is an actual Being, 
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not merely a human idea which has good effects. It is this 
~enuine be~.ief t~~t has the good effects 9 not James 0 emascu
late subst:L tute. 

James' "subjeetivistic madness" substitutes "belief-in-God" for 

God Himself. There is the further question of what "works" means -

does it mean that predietions are fulfilled@ or ·that it helps those 

who have the belief 11 or what'? It is also hard to apply the pragmatic 

method, for one must determine and evaluate the consequences of an 

:ldea. beforehand- and many variables can enter the picture .. 

John Dewey parted company with James, remaining within the 

pragmatic tradition though his nschool" is usually referred to as 

instrumentalism. Dewey felt that James confused the pragmatic mean

ing of an idea with its value - pragmatic meaning should really be 

"experimental meaning"B but James ignored this and focussed his at

tention on value. Dew~y also denied that the pragmatic method could 

~ind meaning in a conception that can ~.!!.! be empirically verified -

and traditional theology would presumably fall i:nto this category~ 

But beliefs were still ,iudged in tei~ms of practical consequences .. ·lH• 

As a humanistic theist27 , Dewey showed how certain activities 

_connected _the_ ideal- with-the -actual 0 -- Religious value was interpret-· 

~d as the result of the "actualizing of ideal possibilities"~ and God 

was considered to be the process of actualizing the ideal. But this 

actualization i.s "selective"~ only realizing that ?rhich will lead 

to a good in a basically good and ordered universe. This actualizat

ion is not performed .Ex God 8 it is God - but ·we fulfill the possi

qilit:les inherent in human possibilities 1> experienc:es p and relat

ionships. Godf the idea of the divine, is 

one of the ideal possibilities unified through imaginative 
realization and projection. But this idea of' God, or of the 
divine, is also connected with all the natural fo.rces and con-

~ - - - - - ~ - - - - - - - - ~ ~ ~ - -
**Practical social consequences become a truth-test~ for"ideas become true wh~ft 
their 'draft' upon existence is honored by the verifying facts they promise." 
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di:t:ions - including man :::md human association - that promote 
the growth of the ideal and that further its realization. 
We are in the presence neither of ideals completely em
bodied in existence nor yet of ideals that are mere rootless 
ideals; fantasies, utopias. For there are forces in nature 
and society that generate and support the ideals9 They 
are further unified by the action that gives them coherence 
and solidarity. It is this active relation betwez§ ideal 
and actual to which I would give-the name 'God!'" 

In this "thoroughl;y: humar1h:itic naturalism" v then~ God is the order 

or process that shapes human existence 9 and religion i.:s devotion 

to that activity and those ends which actualize these (human) ideals. 

This sense of God is different from that in most f'orm.s of natural-

ism, where God is the order or process that shapes cosmic valuesv 

and where man adjusts to the ordering process,. Dewey's ideas are 

based on the assumption (pra.gmatically derived) that religious real-

ities are social phenomena that occur within human experience. 

This kind of religious humanism does not inquire into realities be

yond human affairs. 

F'or Dewey~ religious hu:mani.sm has more pragmatic truth-value 

than does liberal theology~ which is often inconsistent.. And here~ 

since God is the sum-total of ideal ends, traditional ideas of theo-

logy are inapplicable, for God is not a Being with !-.:eriori exist

ence. And traditi.on itself becomes a hypostatization, whereby man 

converts his object of desire into an antecedent realitye 29 

The main theological problem with Dewey is his equating God 

with the sum of social ideals. If ideals changee does that mean 

that God changes? And can such a naturalistic type of God adequately 

serve as a guarantor for human victory? Although still with the fun

ctional aspect, God becomes also a symbol, so that unlike Jamesw 

Dewey barely allows for the possibility of God 0 s reality~ 
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Pragmatism as, a full philosophy in its own right no l.onger holds 

an lrnportant position on the American intellectual scene. But it 

provided a pragmatic strand for empirical theology!,) .a strand that 

was to run alongside the Whiteheadian motif, as well as others, in 

the empirical theological tradition. The most general statement 

one can say about empirical theology is that it is grounded in ex .... 

perience - beyond that, one must go on to specifics, judging each 

empirical theologian individually. The pragmatic nuances inherited 

from James and Dewey are important in empirical theology, though 

they are often overlooked by the less experimental and more abstract 

theologians. T.}il!se nuances emphasize the experimental method, leav

ing the task and the system of religion unfinished~ and the experi

ential content. assimilating all types of religious experience. 

Only in the post-Kantian era were the first serious attempts at 

empirical religious philosophy undert:alrnn~ with app(!)als to "~practical 

c - reason'"~ c!W 're1igiou-s~consc iousness. "t and "&religious experience e ~ .. 

Schleirmacher was the first outstanding theologian• to appeal to 

the religious consciousnessw and thus was one of the ~·founders!'< of 

29 modern empirical theology. Appeals to the religious consciousness 

appeared j_n many forms'; depending on one's interpretation of experi

ence. Others began to appeal to 0 value-experience" and to moral-

ity, basing the existence of God on such "empirical facts".30 
1 

a 3oi Sometimes, the world in general is seen as having tl\theological character. : 

The American empirical emphasis has been on the significance of 

religious experience as such, and on the empirical method to inter-

pret the data of religious experience. Due to these emphases~ the 

more serious attempts at empirical theology have been carried on 



. 1 . A • Jl main y in mer1ca. American empirical theologians have also in ... 

corporated certain empirical ~:-!lements from idealism0 including an 
JO "ideal is tic concern for ~the source of human go1)d' 0

• · (British 

empiricism~ on the other hand, perceived itself with an absolute 

antithesis to certain forms of idealism.) Empirical theology (like 

empiricism) split over whether facts were isolated entities or 

were complex contextual wholes~ with the American tradition - fol

lowing James• example of experiencing relations - taking the latter 

position. 

11, 

The thilogy school at the University of Chicago has been the 

foremost mouthpiece for empirical theology. From 1900 - the 1920's, 

the empirical method was in the pragmatic "tradition~ Then it was 

~haped by "organismic 0 science and philosophy.32 That is, a "broad

ly pragmatic empiricism" was supplE)mented by and partly supplanted 

by Whitehead's organismic philosophy~ which offered "the most via

ble cosmological or metaphysical articulation of modern scientific~ 

moral~ aesthetic 0 and religious experience., .. 33 Elsewhere in Ameri-

ca~ the empirical philosophy of religion was strongly influenced 'by 

Dewey.34 

Appealing to value-experience 9 empirical idealists rationally 

deduced a supreme ideal being from an initial ethical analysis of 

the "'facts of experience.w"35 God~ the ttanscendent, Absolute Uni-

tyw becomes immanent~ temporal, the "power for goodness"v and a 

:force struggling against evil. All of experience is perceived in 

"divine 0 terms» but God is not equated with that experience., 

Empirical theism can be considered to be a part of the wider 

"philosophico-religious" category of "naturalism".36 Empirical 

theism :ts less metaphysical than traditional theism, but is more 



concerned with the motivating "cosmic interests" that is religious 

humanism. 

At :first 9 ernpirit:::al theism (at the Chicago school) emphasized 

man•s role in the creation of value. Gerald Birney Smith ( a "mys

tical naturalist")37 felt that the character of God is found in 

the "experienced reciprocity" between man on the one hand and his 

environment and its sustaining power on the other hand~ God is the 

12. 

Creative Order that t~ulfills the human ends and to whom man adjusts 11 

The functional aspects of phenomena later began to take hold. 

Shailer Mathews38 (a"conceptual theist~), taking a "scientific" 

world view that interpreted God as process 0 but recognizing the reli

gious need for personal relations with God, interpreted Gid'fun-

ctionally. Fc>r hi.m 9 man uses "the term 'God' as an instrumental 

ooncept to aid his adjustment to these pe:rso:nali ty-producing and 
. ~9 

sustaining forces in the cosmic environment~ u.J 1rhus 11 all thought 

of God is grounded in human behaviorr God is instrumental, con ... 

ceptualv an experience of certain relationsw and not ontologicalt Be

ing, principlep or the activities themselves. This is largely a 

pragmatic stance~ though there are some tttlstic assumptions 11 for 

God is more than the social forces in reality, rela·ting the personal 

cosmic forces to man. Cosmic activities are conceived of through 

socially determined symbols. 

Edward Scribner Ames~ (a 0 humanistic theist")~o saw God as 

the "cosmic life" which comes in through the social process. God 

became the comnic-processes idealized: He was equated with Nature, 

Life~ the Absolute. But Amas did not consider God as §.ll~_is -

He was"' the Power which ma.kes for r,ighteousness' ,,!rn, (an idea identical 

I 
I 

! 
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to that in the thought of Mordecai lVI. Kaplan~ a contemporary Jew

ish representative of empirical theology of this type). Like Dew

rf,,;Yw Ames go1es beyond hurnanlsmM changing emphases but remaining a 

pragmatist and thus not becoming a theist. Human problems - in~ 

eluding religious problems - were seen as psychological and cultural 

phenomenaw expressing basic human needs. And without translating 

theology into the psychological equivalent~ Ames looked at psycholo-

i , 1 . t h . 1 . . . . f. 42 i..t. • t .:r • g ca ... rea 1 y as av1ng r·a 1g1ous s1gn1 icance ~ r \,HUS in rouucing 

the strand of' the psychology of religiou:s experience into empiric!al 

theology. 

:Both religious realis·ts (e.g. - D,C .• Macintosh) and theistic 
/ 

naturalists (e.g.~ H.N. Wieman) posit).:ed a basic continuity of 

God with nature. 43 Wieman~ rooted in Dewey and Whitehead~ held 

a naturalistic view of' valuesD so that God became the supreme 

value as a g'perceptible natural process 11
• I.iike others before him~ 

Wiema~ 44 starts with the experience of 'lralW;! in the outside 

worldv but is more thoroughly empirical~ holding that God is an 

object of experience~ "perceived and discerned"@ like a.ny other 

object of experience. He is not merely an instrumental symbol~ 

He is a perceptual - not a conceptual - reality. God is a process, 

operating in the world, i•shaping and f'ulf:l.lling the good 9
' ;> Rather 

than merely appealing to religious experience or describing a 

01 social" process 8 Wieman also made the ultimate cosmic reality 

of thinkers before him an actual ''object" of inquiry. 

Wieman defined value as that which is part of the interaction 
\ 

of' enjoyable activities~ leading to mutual and reciprocal support 8 

enhancement0 and the clarification of meaning. Thus~ there is an 



organic functi.onh1gw with the progressive growth of nthe good" and 

with purposive and worthful endeavor on the part of mene '11I'he Su.

prlemely Worth.ful is that aetivi ty in our midst which shapes lif'e 

towardtha.t progressive attainment of mutual support :and meaning. 

Supreme Value, then, is growth of meaning in the world."45 This 

Supreme Value is God, because the .. growth of meaning•• commands man's 

supreme devotion. Wieman does not say that his God is personalp; due 

to the ambiguity of the term, though he does assert that reality 

:ts respons:l:ve to man. This empirical theology11 functional and in

strumental as it was, was tinged by the nidealistic absolute ... 

Wieman went beyond what he considered the shallow pragmatism that 

said that reality is what is experiencedp to reconeei.ve the ultimate 

d;imension of experience into "terms consistent with living experience''. 

What Wieman asserts so easily here is not all that clear to me-

there is no "proof" that God is equivalent to Wieman 11 s Supreme Value •. 

Wieman was not truly empiricall'I in a se1"1se~ for what was observed 

was really occurrences and relations believed to be im:plici t in 

the empirical world. But such relations were discernible only to 

those who shared the same basic view of reality0 46 

Ul tbnately - and I may be entirely missing the point - I see 

l~ttle difference in these various formulations of empirical theology., 

Some of these thinkers hold that God is merely symbolic and others 

hold that He is a process in som;e manner; and both conceptions have. 

f.Wmething of immanentism. But I think that once one moves beyond 

the sphere of "theism~, traditionally - and even existentially -

understood~ God becomes primarily functional in aspect" and any 

real existence is of secondary importance& Thisri I feel" is con-



trary to the gist of traditional religious formulations~ And-any 

such formulations must justify such an "u:northodox 11 divergence~ 

which none o:f these theologians do. And besides., functionalism 

in theology - as the ultimate religious principle - takes away from 

the motivational and devotional aspects of religion. 

In a later stage at Chicago~ the Whiteheadian type o:f process 

theology was incorporated more thoroughly into empirical theology, 

for there was a. "natural" relation between the twol! And further, 

process theology is empirical in method as well, though unlike prag

matic and instrumental empiricism, it deals more with the total 

structure and context. And it does have some logical (i.e., ratio

nalistic) structures, which are applied to the empirical data of 

"1. d . 11 ., 1 ve experience ~ 

For Whitehead h:imsel:f 11 God 8 the first emergent of cr•eat:tvity 8 

produces the "subjectivi~a1m~· for each "entity"~ This he bases on 

an empirical view of the universe. Charles Ha.rtshorne, perceiving 

the lmpirical universe in a npanpsychic" wa.y~ sees God as the '"Su-

preme Creative Reality0 ~ while including the world in His self~· 

Bernard E. Meland~ dealing with the nature of the religious re

sponse as something more than mere consciousne:ssv attempted to art-

ieulate "the witness of faith~ expressed as an enduring mythos of 

the culture, to critical and secular minds of modern culture in 

a way that can inform and enhance our secularity with ultimate de

mands and resources ... 47 Meland uses Whitehead's empirical meta

physics to help analyze and describe the cultura.l mi.lieu$ 

Hartshorne and Meland - as did Wieman - used Whitehead's 

thrust, without fully pursuing Whitehead's metaphysical concerns, 

such as Ogden did. For Schubert Ogden~ empirical theology refers 
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to the type of thinking that seeks to arri've at an appropriate con-

t"!eption of the witness of C~1risti~ faith~ with no final justificat

i<:m excf~pt th.at of the claims of our common human experience 11 He 

limits his conceptual usefulness 11 however, by h.is specificity for 

the Christian tradition, and by his definition of experience as 

that type which is open to the divine Christian reality, using 

Whiteheadian categories. Admittedly~ Wientan and the other theo-

logians saw experience in a transcendent sense. but it seemed to 

be a more open attitude. In a more general context~ Ogden feels 

that the goal of philosophy is to appropriate all of experiencev 

and since theology is one of the central tasks of philosophyv it 

. d' t l . . • 1 t 48 imme la e. y gains an emp1r1ca aspec • 

And there are some contemporary theologians at Chicago who 

go beyond the Whiteheadian categories. approaching empirical theo

logy i:n a different manner. Th<'.~re is a modern felt need to deal 

with contemporary problems of· culture~ man~ and religion in phe

nomenological and existential forms - both of which are at least 

partly empirical. 49 Langdon Gillrny asserts that theology must be 

both secularw incorporating linguistic analysis, and empirical& 

incorporating process philosophy. A 11 neo-phenomenaln mode will 

deal with the religious dimension in the new secular context. 

British empiricism largely deals with linguistic logical anal

ysis, and Fred Berthold relates empirical theology to this "tradit

ipn". He feels that at least some theological assertions should be 

open to public evaluation, using certain kinds of evidence. Scien-

tific models should be analyzed as paradigms for theology., Ber

thold insists that it requires careful th.ought - and not facile 

reasoning - to "jump directly from concrete data to .,. high-level 



statements" concerning Goa.5° The real connections between »theo-

logical utterances" and "scientifically-warranted factual state-

51 ments" must be shown. F. Ferr~ tells us that theological lang-

uage has certain familiar functions - to reassurew is existentialB 

:i.~1 ethical, is quasi-factual w is attentionfi'directing - and some 

unique functions - assent and worship9 convictiont commitment, and 

address. These are all experiencr? - and not knowledge - oriented. 

We can use these functions to analyze religions, but the question 

arises that if a rel~gion automatically fulfills these functions, 

does that necessitate the pragmatic conclusion that that religion 

is true? Meland feels that it is in this direction, as well as in 

the direction of (empirical) phenomenology and existentialism. that 

the future of' empirical theology lies. 
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Martin gives us his idea of what the concerns of empirical 

theologians should bes theories of experience; experience as the 

beginning and end of inquiry; analysis and interpretation of experi

ence through a. scientifically based methodr a tentative and realistic 

attitude; and presumably - though he doesn't specifically mention 

itf - a discussion of how and what theological insights are obtain

able from such an empirical method.52 Empirical theology - especi ... 

ally that kind which is most affected by the pragmatic influence -

should provide an understandable guide to life and how it is livede 

The empirical theologians before the time of the very pro-

nounced effect of process theology~ 

as representatives of the "liberal" tradition in Protest
antism, have been concerned to state in terminology meaning .... 
ful for the modern mind what is the "meaning of God in hu
man experience." One of their aims is to make the life of 
devotion and its guiding concepts "experience-centered .. , and 
to thi.s end they seek to ground the lr systems in wha·t they 
take to be publicly available and semi-familiar experiences 



... ,, 

18 .. 

like "right religious adjustment" and ttproblem-solving 
mysticism". They would give new significance to traditional 
theological terms by pointing to specific "happenings" in 
the world~ experiences which are~ they believew publicly 
available and valid a~3 interpreted in terms of modern sci
ence and metaphyslcs.J 

These theologians - and their successors to varying degrees - have 

constructed "normative" religious philosophies empiricallyw using 

different methodological assumptionsp interpretive systems, and 

implicit or explicit personal religious convictions that are the 

pre-suppositions - and not the results - of the empirical analysis@ 

(This latter point is not quite so obvious in the more contemporary 

thinkers~ though it exists there too.) The empirical realm they 

deal with is thus colored by their assumptions, of'ten stemming from 

a: specific religious context. They often use only a se.gment of the 

totality of experience and deem that to be normativelJ thus using 

pre-conceptions and predilections~ instead of remaining "open" to 

experience as they wished to do in opposition to the rationalistic 

metaphysicians. And by what logic can we authenticate the experi

ence - by intuition?; by philosophical assumptions?; by religious 

pre.;.suppositions?; or by any other!! .E,riorJs? Some of these experi

ences. assumed to be universally Yalidw are not() for the systems 

rest on particular rel~~ious traditions assumed to be acc~pted by 

all.' Often the "universal~' theology arrived at is applied to inter

pret the particular revealed theologies, though it is not noted that 

that the "universal" theology really comes from a specific context .. 

Empirical theologians seem to have emphasized the problem of 

the interpretation of religious experience (and belief) into (quasi-} 

metaphysical terms, rather than the problem of the true reference 

and meaning of relig:i.ous ex:perience ~ belief, and praertice., 
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Not only is it no easy task to analyze empirical theology 9 it 

is no easy task either to undertake the formulation of an empirical 

theology 0 somehow relating religious experience@ natural (so-called) 

experience~ God 8 and man. In a sensew there is an air of .futility 

about the whole problem of the feasibility of empi.rical theology11 

w~ll summarized by James. 

"(W)hat religion reportsf you must remember~ always purports 
to be a fact of experience; the divi.ne is actual~y present 11 

it says, and between it and ourselves relations of give and 
take are actual. If definite perceptions of fact like this 
cannot stand upon their own feetv surely abstract reasoning 
cannot give them the support they are in need <.>f., Conceptual. 
processes can class facts 0 define them0 interpret them; but 
they do not produce them 0 nor can they reproduce their indi
v.iduali ty. • • • Philosophy in this sphere is thus a secondary 
function, unable to warrant faith•s veracity •••• In all 
sad sincer:lty I think we must conclude that the attempt to 
demonstrate by purely intellectual processes the truth of the 
delivera~ni~ of direct religious experience ls absolutely 
hopeless. 
. ,• 1 

I arn not sure that empirical theology only attempts to "deliver" 

religious experience. There is more to it than that" but James 

does give the fl~:rvor of the difficulty in the endeavor~ 

I have purposely left mos.t of rny cri ticis:ms and constructive 

id.ear:.~ for the end. But before I present them (howev-er superficial 

they m11y be) I would like to make mention of an interesting socio-
J'.f 

logical work by Petaer Berger, tn which, perceiving that the 0 sup-

ernatura.1" has departed from contemporary experience for tnost 

peoplep-·he shows us the possibilities for present-day theological 

thinking~ He characterizes our age as being empirical, secular,. 

humanistic~ pragmatic, util:ttarian, and~so forth0 The development 

of secularization and of 11 cogni ti''!2~ori ties''· 11,;vho believe in 

the religious supernatural experience has resulted in a theological 



crisis because of which the traditional religions (especially Pro

testantism) have felt to need to accomodate to the contemporary mood. 

The secularizing trendg Berger feels~ is continuinge The 

extant choices are cognitive deviance in sectarian communities or 

"cognitive surrender". In this latter alter.nativev the 

traditional religious affirmations are translated into te:r'11lS 
appropriate to the new frame of reference" the one that al
legedly conforms to the Wel tanscha.lm_g of moderni.ty. • .. ., The 
supernatural elements of-the-~reffgious traditions are more 
or less completely liquidated'b and the traditional language 
is transferred from other-worldly to this-worldly ref'erents. 
'l1he tradi tio.nal lore tJ and in most cases the rel:i.gious ins ti.
tut ions in charge,of this lore as wellii ca~6then be presented 
as still or again 'relevant'to modern man~ 

Possible translation grammars are existentialism 11 Jungian psychology 11 

linguistic philosophy, or sociology. Berger rejects the first alter

native as being untenable in modern societyJI/ and the latter as a.n 

inefficient means to produce an "existentially happier person" ·or a 

"political liberal" through a truncated secular theology. And the 

middle road is a tenuous and difficult path to stay on., 

Science., history~ psychologyv and sociology have all "shown" 

tnat theology is faced with a "credibility gap", relativizationti 

and ideas concerning the s9~J. foundation and reinforcement of be~· 

liefs (no matter how empirical the original formation of those be

liefs were). This is not helped any by contemporary pluralism., 

Bqt by tirelativizing the relativizer" 11 we may see that the super

n~tural still exists in reality~ though the contemporary consciousness 

prohibits man from perceiving it. Reversing the Feuerbachian thrust& 

Berger says that the religious idea.s that man projects out of his own 

cqnsciousness ~ correspond to some external realitylt which is re

flected in his own conseiousness. That is. real religious phenomen~, 
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in an empirical sense~ will also be huma.11 projections~ in a { dif'fer·~ 

ent empirical sense). 

The theological decision will have to be that~ "in~ with, 
and under" the immense array of human projections!! there 
are indicators of a reality that is truly "other" and that 
the religious imagination of man ultimately reflects,, ••• 
If the religious projections of man correspond to a .reality 
that is sup·erhuman and sup.arnatural" then it seems logical 
to look for traces of this reality in the projector himself. 
This is not to suggest an empirical the0logy - that would be 
logically impossible - but rather a theology of very high 
empirical sensitivity that seeks tg7carrelate its propositions 
with what can be empirically/cnown~ 

Berger gives us certain ".:e.rot~Eic.al human ges);ures" in the 

empirical situation that may serve as 11 :signals ~of transcerr"!5'.l!!nce .• " 

These gestures ares (1) the human propensity for order, which im

plies a basic trust in the order of reality. Thus, religion becomes 

a projection of and the ultimate vindication of' human orderf (2) lu

dicv or playfu.19 elements~ most poignantly seen in the face of death 

and destruction. Joyful play :points to a supernatural justificat

ion~ and through inductive faith religion becomes the final vindi-
which 

cation of joy and play. (3) courage and hope 9f\while defying deathv 

point to a "religious interpretation of the human situation"~ (4) -t;he 

human sense of justic1~ for evil and consequent damnation which 11 l:Lke 

the other gestures 8 is not empirically verifiable~ Religion gives 

a context for both condemnation and damnation,, (5) humor, as a :fun

damental human experience 9 always involves a discrepancy or an 

incongruity that-- ultimately refers back to the discrepancy between 

man and the universe. Humor comments on man's finitude 0 transcend-

ing empirical limits and thus finding religious justification,. 

Berger ignores religious experience" :ltself 0 because he does 

not want to emphasize the projection, but the projector~ with its 

empirical data.This is an attempt to link daily reality with meta-



physical reality, 

This is in the tradition of liberal theology~ which induces 

from experience, 'though faith is there, a.s holding the greatest 

promise of approaching religious truth in a secularw relativistic 

society. Berger also feels that the religious traditions (all of' 

them!) must be confronted~ in order to search for historical sig-

nals of transcendence that are perceiyed as discoveries - and not 

as revelations. When one discovers how these signals are related 
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to transcendence w then he will have moved into the realm of meta_

physics. And "culture" may even be found to yield signals of trans-

c~ndence as well. 

Once these signals have been percei,ved 11 and the transcendence 

has been "experienced" - once we have heard these "rumors of' angels" -

we can and must move on to a religon that will truly confrortt the 

age. 

I can find little fault with Berger's analysis® In an inter

esting ''proof", he shows the existence of the Biblical God to be 

that of one who stands outs:i.de a.:nd agalnst man and the worldtt but also 

one who r1:!lates to and is found within emp:i.rical experi.ence 11. especial

ly in terms of the ethical demand. (This is to be differentiated from 

the inner salvation of m~o-rnysticism and psychological formulations.) 

To reaffirm this discovery of God in our situation might 
necessitate the formulation of new creedsw though their 
content would in this case be quite t~aditional - the reaf
firmation of God who is not the world and who was not :made 
by :man 11 who is outside and not within ourselves" who is not 
a sign of human things but of whom human things are signs. 0 

who is symbolized and not a symbol. It is this God~ totally 
other and yet accessible in human experience;-In whom faith 
will see the foundation of orderw justice~ and compassion 



' 

in the worlde It is this transcendence of which certain 
human gestures in the world are signals. And is is tht:? 
faith in thi§. God that (as it did in the religious l:)istory 
of Isra~lT eventMates in a hope that reaches beyond the con
fines of' death.::; 

Thus, Berger legitimates the Biblical God and gives to Juda.ism an 

empirical foundation. Methodologically, I think that Berger's ap ... 

proach is a sound one, one that can be applied to Judaism - as i:n 

the case of the Biblical Gods His sociological method is clearly 

empirical w and it has deep roots in the empiral tradition. Howe,rer 

(and here I may be showing myself to be a "liberal theologian") I 

think that those translation grammars that Berger so handily dis

mi$ses as the ._ tools for cognitive surrender~ ~be helpful 

in, expressing~ in the final stage of the methodology, what has pre

ceded it. That is. taking Berger's route to a point where trans-

cendence is "perceived", such a "grammar" as existential l.anguage 

could express the route taken~ the point reached~ and the metaphys

ical/transcendent reality that onJinduces, in a way that will ex-
\ 

press and fulfill human needs. 

Ancl what of the other empirical theologians? Jame.,s 11 I feel" 

fi!has value. His emphasis on facts and experience (widely under

stood) is not misplaced; and I think we are still .governed by that 

attitude. Such an emphasis can work against the "shallow optimism" 

that o·ne so often sees. His idea of a 11melioristic theism" 11 which 

hoJ.ds that though there is no Absolute necessity for improvement, 

things g_~!! be betterv but man must co-operate with God in doing 
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the work of the world~ parallels certain Jewish Midrashic re:ferences 9 

where man becomes God w s partner in creation. This attitude tha·t the 

world can be improvedv but with man's help; must never be ignored, 

But with James' pragmatic sanction" I run into difficultye I 

------, 



do not see how - in any way - truth and goodness are dependent upon 

practical consequences. Hitler may have been 11 true" and "good" 

for the "good Germans"~ but was he ,,true" and "good" for the rest 

of mankind~ and especially for those he slaughtered? The ethical 

relativism that comes out of James ~/functional view of truth and 

vaJ_ue is fraught with problems, If one removes delt·erminations of' 

trJ.ith and value from the rote of practical consf3quences P then I 

thlnk that James' idea of God as a "working!.hypothesis" may have 

sor,ne value. But here I maintain with Berger that though God may 

have functional use, as a human projection~ there may still be a 

transcendent reality that is reflected by this projection,. James 

hints at this idea, but only in passing. Such an idea can help 

a congregant ~ for example w who wlshes to establish fa:i:th., bu.t is 

unable to do so. If one established the "plausibility structure 0 

for a belief in Godv showing how belief in God may lead to certain 

practical consequences, that inroad into belief may set the stage 

:for a realization that this functional belief is a reflection. of 
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i:t _i:_!"t1_!1S_c_eri(!en-t;_ s!3alJ j;y_ ,_ _ oj'_ tjl_e _PJ"Q).ical v commanding God" The Jew-. 

i.sp. idea of a commanding God is largely lost in func-t-ional interpret

ation. Why should I follow the commandments o±" something that is 

m'erely the projection of in~~m:agination'? So we must see James 9 ideas 

as ~,i first step 11 not to be taken as the end point and as having final 

authority in the religious life and search. 

I did not find Dewey to be of great value, perhaps because 
1lcr.A<1Si'tl)r;, 

some of his material overlaps James' :ldeasv as well asl\the possi-

bility of sub$uming Dewey's naturalism - in which God becomes a 
;;P 

symbbl for actualized ideals ~ into the functional systems of James 

and Berger. 



'.I.1he same holds true - and maybe even more so - for the later 

empirical theologians. Firstly~ they give us either Christian sys-

tem.s, which pose problems to translat:ions into the Jewish tradi t ... , 

ion 9 or systems that are so general .and equi voce.l ~ that they lose 

all meaning. And secondly •. in heavy language in stark contrast to 

Ja:~nes' wonderfully beautiful style~ they all say essentially the same 

thing - God is either process or symbolw but either way is susceptible 

of. a functional or pragmatic type of interpretation,. 

The contemporary empirical theologians each have something 

unique to offer - Berthold applies linguistic analysis to the 

p:r.~oblem; Meland applies metaphysics to the cultural mtlieui and so 

on. As interesting as these efforts aret I do not find them very 

applicable to Judaism. 
---- -

And so if one were to apply empirical theology to Judaism~ one 

must :first define the aspects one is referring toe In terms oi' 

functional aspects of consequences of "ideas''n I find that aspects 

of Berger and James would be relevant~ in the ways I have mentionedf) 

while the rest of this wealth of :material~ redundant as it is~ 

iv61tid eTther-oe sup-erriuous (for James said it first) or inappropri

ate~ The "open" pragmatic~ empirical attitude is, to a.n extent 0 in-

dj.genous to Judaism!! fo:r it has never been a dogmatic, doctrinnaire 

religion. And since Judaism has always emphasized do:i.ngF action~~a-

2.h_~0 there is more of a connection with exp-erience ~ -no matter how 

that experience is understood. It must be remembered 0 however~ that 

empiriCal :theology does not say that experience is the resultant o:f 
t)~ i'l'ilil' l!'lr1'i:~16AJttfJ.. tJ "ftli!J v.r.T1A>A>'r'i$ .!; C>AI., 

religious inquiryA Rather, from experience - whether historical~ 

a~~sthetic 11 daily, or any other - one induces a theological framework 

by ''experiencing" God~ And Judaism, I feel, is susceptible to this. 



Whether one makes recourse to the historical survival of the .Jew-
to 

ish People e O!'f!..the "existential'' experience of the modern American 

Jew~ or to the I-Thou experience 9 it is part of the empirical 

theological process of inquiry 0 from which an idea of Judaism may 

come forth. And lastlyp we can apply the empirical method to Jew-
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5..sh religious phenomena as such - to religiou.s eonsciou:sness 11 exparl

·ence, institutions~ and practices@ And some good may come out of 

these endeavors. 

Said the Kobriner: .,The wise man learns how to serve the 
Lord from every phrase he hears, from every event he ob
serves, and from every experience he shares. We read in 
Ecclesiastes 12:13: '(From~9everything that is heard 
(learn how to) fear God.,., 
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