God Talk: Proposals for a Translation

It seems obvious to me that all human concepts have been constructed by humans.  Even the concept of “God”, in so far as humans have that concept, (and many don’t seem to have much of a concept) it has been constructed by humans.  Of course this in itself says nothing about the reality or existence of any possible referent for the concept.  I suppose it could be argued that some other, non-human, being, or beings, originally invented a concept and perhaps thousands of years ago visited earth and communicated that concept to humans.  However, for humans to have grasped the concept, and passed it on to their progeny, means that it must have been the type of thing that the human mind could construct.  Certainly, by the time it comes to me, it is a human construct, with a long and varied human tradition.  And unfortunately for anyone who would make such an argument, I have seen no evidence that this planet has been visited by extraterrestrial beings and a great deal of evidence that everything that has been proposed as evidence of extraterrestrial visitation by thoughtful entities is not convincing and seems locally grown.

This is in no way an argument against revelation.  But revelation is itself a human process.  Occasionally we have a major revelation, a big ah-ha experience, in which much of our experience is seen in a new light.  Our whole life may be turned in a different direction, and we grow in a new understanding of reality that seems to commit us to living for previously unexpected ends.  More often we have lesser revelations that enlighten our path a little, such as that someone else really cares what happens to us, or that we are better at relating to people than to abstract concepts, or vice versa, etc.  I will argue that even our recognitions or cognitions are revelation of an even lesser kind: e.g. – that I am standing in a gravel roadway, or that that thing in front of me is a door, or that the bulbous projection on the side of the door can probably be twisted to gain entrance into a room beyond the door, etc.  I may be very convinced of the reality of what has been revealed to me, but I understand that, as these are human processes, I may have made a mistake.  Revelation is not infallible, even if I am convinced that God has revealed it to me.  It can subsequently be revealed to me that something else is the case.

My experience has led me to be skeptical of all foundationalist claims and dogmas.  As any “good” historian of ideas “knows” Rationalism, as a quest for “truth”, has failed.  So has empiricism, and no blend of the two can fill the gaps.  In 1781 Immanuel Kant pointed out that the human mind by its structures and functioning constrains and shapes any “knowledge” we might claim.  For Kant, God was a postulate (i.e. – a proposal) of practical reason.  Since to survive in this world we must act, and yet cannot act on the basis of rational “knowledge”, it is both rational and inevitable for practical reasons to believe (i.e. – to rely on something we postulate, or guess at, or propose) at least until we have reason to modify our guess so that we might in the future act on a more informed but still uncertain guess.  In the more than two hundred years since Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, we have come to understand that the functioning of the human mind is much more dynamic than Kant could have guessed and both simpler and more complex, and that the proposals for grounding pragmatic action are much more varied than he foresaw.  But we have never gone beyond Kant’s understanding that the human mind shapes and constrains our concepts and that we must act without full “knowledge” of the bases for our actions.

By virtue of this grasp of history, I am not surprised at the repeated failures of philosophic attempts to define terms such as “knowledge” and “truth.”  I conclude that we must be very careful in using terms such as “knowledge,” “truth,” “proof,”  “certainty,” “certification,” and “falsification.”  Further, if and when we come up with something that we consider “worthy” of belief, we need to sit lightly with it in the awareness that a better proposal may be just around the bend.  And, in any case, people are, within wide limits, simply free to choose their beliefs.  Any attempt to coerce belief beyond gentle discussion of ends and means is highly suspect at the least.  I am aware that individual actions may result in harm to other individuals, and that political action frequently requires concerted individual action which implies concerted individual beliefs, and that these are highly relevant to one’s choice of a belief, but law and politics are complicated issues that I wish to hold in abeyance temporarily.  So what follows here I regard as a set of proposals for discussion and improvement as possible.

I will make no effort to “prove” my proposals since I don’t think “proof” is possible and perhaps not even desirable.  Does anyone doubt that the living of life is more of an art form than a mathematical proof?  I will provide historical evidence as support, but I don’t think that important synthetic statements are “provable;” there will always be an element of faith.  Of course I cannot prove that nothing important is provable.  Does anyone need an explanation why?  Let us try to avoid for a while the mythical claims to certain “knowledge” and “truth.”

So if we don’t operate on proven truisms, how do we come up with bases of thought and action?  Most of these have been prefabricated for us in our culture and transmitted to us by our society (of course this includes the concept of God).  Sometimes the society involved is a small subset of the larger society, say an individual school of thought or even a single teacher.  Typically, the older the written source, the more likely a miscommunication.  Other modifications of proposed concepts also occur.  Often these are inadvertent, sometimes intentional.  Some of both are improvements.  Language is a gift from our society.  If we invented it individually there would be no communication.  Yet we construe terms to fit our own purposes and in that construing there is considerable variation and considerable miscommunication, and sometimes great incoherence.  If we miss this point we are likely to be mired in shallow thought and trite expressions.  I am amazed when I see someone making arguments for or against the existence of God without first ensuring that all parties have the same concept of God and of what it would mean for such to exist.  Obviously the existence of God is totally dependent on what you mean by “God.”  If it were not the case that so many people have no clue what the term means there would be almost as many meanings as there are people discussing the concept.

It appears that construing is what we humans do.  This can be seen in neurophysiology and in the history of thought.  More specifically it is evident in the history of philosophy, the history of science, and the history of religion.  It seems inevitable.  But if it is unavoidable, can we conclude that it is right and proper so to do?  Is there not something shifty and dishonest in modifying the terms we use?  Be careful!  Are we going to conclude that everyone is dishonest?  Is not the living of life a form of art?  Is there not art in the use of language?  Plato concluded that poets were dishonest and that there was no place for them in the properly run republic.  But very few of us will agree with him.  I am inclined to believe that as long as you understand what I am saying, as long as I am not intentionally deceiving you, I am not being dishonest.  Heidigger points out that the Greek word άληθεια, which we translate as “truth,” meant “not hidden”.

My topic has been suggested or hinted at by quite a few of our earlier discussions.  For example, in a short interview John Carroll, author of The Wreck of Western Culture: Humanism Revisited, says “The great Western experiment with Humanism …. has failed….The challenge for the West is to rediscover a religious language that speaks plausibly to modern secular individuals.” [www.isi.org/books]  He feels that this can only be done by some kind of contact to a higher or metaphysical order beyond the confines of the time-bound, mundane human selves.  We have frequently seen statements to the effect that the question of our time is how to relate science and religion.  We have puzzled over “God Talk”, and Loyal Rue has informed us that religion is not about “God”; it’s about us.  We have wondered to what extent atheism is compatible with theism.  I propose to make manifest the key to resolving all these issues by showing how to translate the term “God” into something that is no less empirical than many other terms utilized by the physical and social sciences.  I further propose that this effort is not entirely new, but represents simply the next step in a long tradition of theology in every major theistic tradition.  In other words, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam will probably move in some direction like this or fade out of contention and join Mithraism, and the worship of Zeus or Issus and Osiris.

So in what follows I will first comment on Jeff Hawkins’ book On Intelligence as a good example of accessible modern neurophysiology.  My chief interest here is to show how the mind works since it clearly doesn’t work on rationality or logic.  Then I briefly mention several examples drawn from the scientific study of religion.  This section will be very brief, but I want to point to what I see as a growing scientific consensus on the role that religion (and more specifically the concept of “God”) plays.  Then I comment on Karen Armstrong’s great work A History of God to place my proposals in historical and theological context that confirms the suggestions of the first two parts.  Finally I set out a proposed interpretation of the concept of God that I think fits within the previous three parts.  

In other words, my proposal takes cognizance of the current understanding of how the mind works.  We are not rational nor are we generally conscious of how our minds work, but we do seek patterns in our experiences to formulate our responses. Indeed the responses are themselves patterns.  The scientific study of religion shows us the very complex realities to which we are responding and what it is that we are trying to relate to and accomplish with our patterns.  These conclusions are illustrated by drawing some examples mostly from A History of God to show that this is indeed what has been going on in every major theistic tradition, however unconsciously.  I am not arguing that Karen Armstrong agrees with me, it is just that I don’t know of a better work then hers on this material.

Jeff Hawkins on intelligence

In the book On Intelligence, Jeff Hawkins proposes a theory of how intelligence is based in the architecture and functioning of the mammalian neocortex.  From the highly uniform structure of the neocortex, Hawkins follows Mountcastle in suggesting that a single type of processing underlies the functioning of the [neo]cortex.  Vision, hearing, and touch seem very different.  But the differences may relate to the ways different sections of the cortex are tied to different organs of sense, other parts of the cortex and other structures.  Some output signals from the cortex are input again and processed again in a different part of the cortex.  The processing of the visual, auditory, tactile, and higher level signals may be the same.  Mountcastle and Hawkins propose that the processing not only may be the same but is the same.

Assuming that the cortex is the organ of intelligence, the only input to our intelligence is a spatial-temporal collection of electro-chemical discharges coming to it from our sense organs and from various sections of the brain including the cortex itself.  Our cortex creates our awareness of our self and of the world around us from the patterns it perceives in these discharges.  Memory also is stored in the cortex.  But the precise means of storing memory is not described and is not part of Hawkins’ theory.  Hawkins does suggest that it has something to do with the synapses, and with about 30 billion neurons in the cortex each with an average of 1000 synapses, this leaves about 30 trillion synapses to store memory.  Presumably quite a few synapses might be involved in the memory of a specific person’s face, but many less in the memory of a name or a word.

Hawkins (and many others) have pointed out that the cortex is a memory system and not a computer [p.68].  Unlike a computer:



• The neocortex stores sequences of patterns.



• The neocortex recalls patterns auto-associatively.



• The neocortex stores patterns in an invariant form.



• The neocortex stores patterns in a hierarchy.  [p.70]

To illustrate these points consider your memory of a song.  If you hear a few notes and recognize a familiar tune, you can accurately predict the next note.  But try to recall the notes of the song backwards.  Without practice (which will create a new memory) you will not be able to do this.  Now remember that each note is actually experienced as a series of electro-chemical firings of several neurons.  Further you can recognize the tune whether it is sung, or played on a piano, a violin, or a bassoon.  You can even recognize it, and accurately predict the next note, if it is sung or played in a different key, even if you never heard it before in that key, or that voice, or that instrument.

Similarly you have a notion of a perfect circle and of a real triangle even though you have never seen either.  As Plato pointed out, our experiences of things and ideas are constantly changing.  How is it that we recognize anything?  Every dog is a little different from other dogs; and every time you see the same dog the visual pattern is slightly different.  How is it that you have a useful concept of “dog?”  


Plato’s solution was his famous Theory of Forms.  He concluded that our higher minds must be tethered to some plane of superreality, where fixed, stable ideas (Forms with a capital F) exist in timeless perfection.  Our souls come from this mystical place before birth, he decided, which is where they learned about the Forms in the first place.  After we’re born we retain latent knowledge of them.  Learning and understanding happen because real-world forms remind us of the Forms to which they correspond.  You are able to know about circles and dogs because they respectively trigger your soul memories of Circle and Dog.


It’s all quite loopy from a modern perspective.  But if you strip away the high-flown metaphysics, you can see that he was really talking about invariance.  His system of explanation was wildly off the mark, but his intuition that this was one of the most important questions we can ask about our own nature was a bull’s-eye.  [pp.78f]

Just for fun, I want to point out that Plato also described the Forms as constituting a hierarchy.  At the top were the Forms “The One,” “The Good,” “The True,” “The Beautiful,” and “The Real.”  All of these he identified with “God.”  But the highest of these Forms were beyond the realm of human intelligibility.  In describing or even touching these Forms, most statements seemed to fail. It was necessary therefore to talk in analogies or myths.  So Plato created the analogy of the divided line, and the myths of the Sun and the Cave, and others as well.  In these Plato is consciously resorting to story telling.  But in the Timaeus, he concludes that at the other end of the spectrum, the particular objects of experience are only imperfect copies that somehow participate in the ultimately real Forms.  So also, our accounts of these are not perfect, but only “likely stories.”

Most people use the word “information” as if it were synonymous with the word “data.”  But in the late 1970’s I learned to carefully distinguish these words.  I was working as a teaching-assistant for Anthony Debons in the Information Science Department of the University of Pittsburgh.  Debons, with a background in psychology, was interested in understanding the functioning of the human mind as a model for any processing of data.  He insisted that “information” was a verb (or at least a verbal), while data was a collective noun.  Bits of data were input to the mind where they literally “informed” the mind.  In other words, “information” was the act or process of building forms into the mind, from whence they could provide feedback to interpret and shape or form other data.  We knew that significant parts of what we perceived were not actually sensed but were supplied by feedback within the mind.  That this was happening was clear to us both.  How it was happening (except in some specific cases) was not.  Hawkins has provided some structure for how it works.  The cortex stores patterns as memory.  Then as we are experiencing something, by auto-association, it recalls a previous and somehow similar pattern.  The actual sensations of external reality are carried along to different sections of the cortex by a process of feeding forward.  There are actually a few connections that skip a stage or two and race ahead to notify higher level sections of the cortex.  At the same time, previously stored memories are being activated by auto-association and fed back from higher levels to the same regions of the cortex and are predictively interpreting what it is that we are sensing and this allows us to guess what will happen next.  By combining what we are experiencing (or thinking) with the previously stored invariant form, the cortex predicts what we will experience next.


We are making continuous low-level predictions in parallel across all our senses


But that’s not all.  I am arguing a much stronger proposition.  Prediction is not just one of the things your brain does. It is the primary function of the neocortex, and the foundation of intelligence.  The cortex is an organ of prediction. If we want to understand what intelligence is, what creativity is, how your brain works, and how to build intelligent machines, we must understand the nature of these predictions and how the cortex makes them.  Even behavior is best understood as a by-product of prediction. [p.89]


These predictions are our thoughts, and, when combined with sensory input, they are our perceptions.  I call this view of the brain the memory-prediction framework of intelligence. [p.104]

Hawkins does not attempt to describe the precise mechanism of memory or the precise nature of the processing that takes place within a single column of the cortex or between different regions of the cortex. [Wikipedia does have some speculative descriptions suggesting mathematical treatments of what type of processing is occurring.  E.g. – see articles on visual cortex and Gabor transforms.]  He does try to give a general, functional description of the processing.  [In the world of Business administration this parallels the roll up of reports from individual workers, who may not even be conscious of who gets what from their work with a cash register or a barcode reader, through various levels of middle management to the highest levels within a corporation, and the passing down of commands from the CEO through middle management to the same individual workers.  The CEO may demand a ten percent improvement in efficiency across all divisions; but by the time the command filters down to a specific group of workers it may take the form of cutting the lunch break to thirty minutes.  However, in the cortex, each level may find that what is coming from another level is reinterpreted to conform to what was previously sent.  Or to put it in more Hawkins-like terms, each level may find that what is coming from another level is reinterpreted to conform to predictions based on memories of what was previously sent.  Or any given level may register surprise at a nonconformity.  Also the whole process occurs several times a second.] 


In the course of spanning four cortical stages [or areas] from retina to IT [inferior temporal cortex], cells have changed from being rapidly changing, spatially specific, tiny-feature recognition cells, to being constantly firing, spatially nonspecific, object recognition cells.  The IT cell tells us we are seeing a face somewhere in our field of view.  This cell, commonly called a face cell, will fire no matter whether the face is tilted, rotated, or partially occluded.  It is part of an invariant representation for “face.”


Writing these words makes it seem so simple.  Four quick stages and, voilả, we recognize a face.  No computer program or mathematical formula has solved this problem with anywhere near the robustness and generality of a human brain.  Yet we know that the brain solves it in a few steps, so the answer can’t be that difficult. [pp. 112f]

All sections of the cortex are taking input from multiple lower sections or from multiple sensory cells and the thalamus.  So there is a hierarchy of cortical sections.  And each section forms invariant memories which it uses to predict and interpret what the lower members of the hierarchy are sending.  What each section recognizes and passes on the next section is simply a sequence which represents one of the sequences it has previously experienced, i.e. – a name.  If no stored memory can fit, the section will pass on what it received with the expectation that some higher level will know how to process the unrecognized sequence.  Hawkins finds that the hierarchy of the cortex mirrors a hierarchy of the world.  Every complex object is made up of less complex objects which in turn are made up of several simple objects, etc.  For example a speech is made up of phrases, which are made up of words, which are made up of phonemes.  A face is made up of two eyes, a nose, a mouth, etc.  The eye is made up of iris, pupil, white part, corners of the eye, etc.  The pupil is made up of regions of dark and relatively lighter regions, separated by a curved line that constitutes a circle. A song is made up of phrases that are made up of notes, etc.  Incidentally, this allows a significant economy in storage and in reproduction since two speeches will contain some of the same phrases or words so that a word that occurs in both will only have to be stored once and pointed to twice.  If we are typing in English there are only 26 letters to store to produce all the words.  Computers typically store each repetition again separately.

The cortex is almost universally made up of columns of six layers of cells with the bottom layer (layer 1) where inputs from subordinate columns or sense organs arrive and the top layer (layer 6) having few cells but a mat of connecting axons to other cells.  Well more than 90 percent of the synapses for a given cell are from other columns near and far in the cortex (providing both feedback and feed forward). [p. 149]  These connections provide the context which allows a given column to decide that one of its firing sequences is called for.

In the most detailed section of the book [pp.147 – 174], Hawkins proposes a theory of how a region of the cortex classifies its inputs, learns sequences of patterns, forms a constant pattern or name for a sequence of inputs, and makes specific predictions.  For the sake of brevity and simplicity I will only say that it seems plausible to me.  If you want more details read Chapter 6 – How the Cortex Works.  

In summary let us note a few points.  The Cortex does not work by formal logic.  Rather there is an auto association process whereby what we perceive somehow reminds us of something that we have previously experienced and learned to recognize.  If we experience a fortuitous sequence of events we may assume some personal agency is at work because that is what we have previously experienced.  Further, there is no role for a foundational proposition to explain our beliefs.  We don’t conclude things based on self evident or revealed propositions.  Nor do we attempt to prove that our interpretations of our experiences are the only correct ones.  Recognition, metaphor, and even artistic imagination, is important and proof is for neurotics and is neither necessary nor possible.

Hawkins acknowledges that what he calls “prediction” could also be called “judgment”.  “Prediction by analogy is pretty much the same as judgment by stereotype.” [p. 201]  In a section called “What is imagination?” [pp.200f] he says that imagination is prediction turned into an input.  “You see what you imagine.”  Another term that I would use is “construment.”  Our three year old granddaughter was riding in our car through our neighborhood when she said “Those people have an elephant in their front yard!”  I was sufficiently surprised that I asked her to point it out when we came back.  She complied and the “elephant” turned out to be a large and lumpy tree trunk with a separate, smaller, “trunk” in front.  In my mind, the concepts “elephant” and “tree trunk” are well defined and static enough that I would never have made that construment.  Evidently, she still could.  Similarly, I remember having a wooden nickel that on one side proudly proclaimed the motto “The Untied States of America.”  Nearly everyone construed that as “The United States of America.”

In a section called “What is Reality?” Hawkins points out that our brains construct a model of the world [I would say a consrument] and that that model [construment] can be more important than the actual reality.


[M]uch of our world model is based on custom, culture, and what our parents teach us.  These parts of our model are less consistent and might be totally different for different people.  A child who is raised in a loving, caring home with parents who respond to his or her emotional needs will probably grow to adulthood predicting that the world is safe and loving.  Children abused by one or both parents are more likely to see future events as dangerous and cruel, and believe that no one is to be trusted – no matter how well they are treated later.  Much of psychology is based on the consequences of early life experience, attachment, and nurturance because that is when the brain first lays down its model of the world.


Your culture thoroughly shapes your world model.  For example, studies show that Asians and Westerners perceive space and objects differently.  Asians attend more the space between objects, whereas Westerners mostly attend to objects – a difference that translates into separate aesthetics and ways of solving problems.  Research has shown that some cultures, such as tribes in Afghanistan and some communities in the American South, are built on principles of honor and, as a result, are more likely to accept the naturalness of violence.  Differing religious beliefs learned early in life can lead to completely different models of morality, how men and women are to be treated, and even the value of life itself.  Clearly these different models of the world can’t all be correct in some absolute, universal way, even though they may seem correct to an individual.  Moral reasoning, both the good and the bad, is learned. [pp.202f]

Directional reminders from the Scientific Study of Religion
This section is too brief to be a study, so its only point is to remind us that at least some of the traditional scientific study of religion has pointed in a specific direction which I take to be consonant with the overall direction of this effort.  Much of the earliest scientific approach to religion, e.g. Marx and early Freud, tended to see religion as an opponent to truth and optimal development.  But the later development of the scientific study of religion has increasingly seen religion, not as fantasy or negative, but as real and empirically significant, and finally, as useful, even necessary for social unity and order.

In the realm of religion, what Hawkins called a “prediction” or “model”, and what I have called a “construment”, Freud, in 1927 [Future of an Illusion], called an “illusion.”  His own ‘guesswork’ (model or construment) of its origin, in Totem and Taboo, followed some anthropological work of his day, is rather fanciful, and has not worn well in subsequent years.  But he did have some good insights into the psychological functions of religious thought, particularly in his later works, Civilization and its Discontents and Moses and Monotheism.  

Freud understood that not only do we have to act in this world; we have to relate to others, to our society, and to the generally unseen depths of our own psyche with its drives and emotions of aggression, guilt, and anxiety.  Without some kind of understanding of ourselves we will never be able to develop the necessary integrity and fortitude of self to face the conflicts within our self that are imposed both by our physical and social environment and by divisions within.  For example, our natural tendency is toward aggression, but society demands that we love our neighbor.  What we actually do will produce guilt in us which among other things will press us to project evil onto others or to seek forgiveness or both.

Many obsessions, individual neuroses, or psychotic structures are the result of childish efforts to resolve these conflicts.  The great religions are more sophisticated efforts that incorporate wishful thinking and that are developed over time by many people acting in concert.  As such they have both positive and negative features.  They somewhat help some people to optimize their relationships (i.e. – to resolve conflicts within themselves and with society) without many or the drawbacks of the individual neuroses or psychotic structures.  Thus they provide socially approved methods of personality integration and relief from some obsessions (which in religious terms is part of what is called ‘salvation’) But they leave the mass of people in a near childish state of subservience to myth with many remaining conflicts and social problems without the mature insight to live as rational adults.  Psychoanalysis is the better way to dissolve obsessions and neuroses.  It is more thorough, more mature, more rational, but unfortunately more expensive, more difficult, and less available.  This picture of ‘salvation through psychoanalysis’ gave rise to such sayings as ‘Psychoanalysis is the rich man’s religion’ or conversely that ‘Religion is the poor man’s psychoanalysis.’

Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) was the first French professor of sociology (U. of Bordeaux 1887).  In 1902 he came to the Sorbonne where he taught the only required course for all students.  That was a course on morality which was to be the foundation of all French education, since the students were supposed to be the future teachers of France.  That course was an attempt at a rational foundation of humanistic ethics, critical, rational, individualistic, secular, and scientific.  But Durkheim was skeptical of the power of reason to penetrate social or moral reality or provide anything like knowledge.

Social facts are almost always much too complex to be able to be embraced in their integrity by a human intelligence, however vast it might be.  Rather, most moral and social institutions are due, not to reasoning or calculation, but to obscure causes, to subconscious sentiments, to motives without relation to the effects which they produce and which they cannot consequently explain. [Emile Durkheim on Morality and Society, p. xxii.]

It is the structure of the whole and the relation of parts which shapes the social facts.  And these have evolved over great periods of time.  We cannot simply dump what we take for prejudices in favor of what we take for rational.

A society without prejudices would resemble an organism without reflexes: it would be a monster incapable of living.  Sooner or later custom and habit would recover their rights and it is just that which allows us to presume that religion will survive the attacks of which it is the object.  As long as there are men who live together there will be some common faith between them.  The only thing that we cannot foresee and that the future alone will decide is the particular form in which that faith will be symbolized. [Ibid., p.xxii.]

What religions of the past have taken for God is society writ large.  The aspects of God, such as omnipotence, omniscience, everlasting, creative, and caring, are the aspects of society.  Society is the infrastructure and our ideas are the dependent superstructure.  Implicit (and perhaps explicit) in Durkheim is the idea of culture as a web of meaning which shapes the individual.  Society is a complex of ideas and sentiments, ways of seeing and feeling, an intellectual and moral framework, above all a consciousness of the whole.

What we must above all cherish in society – that to which we must above all give ourselves – is not society in its physical aspects, but its spirit.  And what is this thing that people call society’s soul or spirit but a complex of ideas, of which the isolated individual would never have been able to conceive, which go beyond his mentality, and which come into being and sustain themselves only through the interaction of a plurality of associated individuals. [Ibid., p.xlii.]

Durkheim defines religion as a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden--beliefs and practices which unite in one single moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them.  Individual members of a society choose to set the sacred thing apart.  For example, the individual Christian chooses to regard the communion wine as somehow representing the blood of Christ and therefore no longer a profane beverage.  The individual is properly related to his society, and especially significant members thereof, and therein finds strength, renewal of life, and resolution of conflicts with very important parts of his environment. In religious terms, this also is part of what is called ‘salvation.’

Many psychologists (Bruce M. Hood appears to be one such) seem to think that when sociologists say that belief in God is mediated by social reality, they mean people tell children what to believe [see B.M. Hood, Supersense: Why We Believe in the Unbelievable, HarperCollins, 2009]  Actually, while specific patterns of belief may come to individuals this way, the sociologists are pointing to something more empirical in the experiences we have.  Beliefs may be suggested this way, but they would not be so firmly held if they did not conform to our experiences.  Compare belief in God with belief in Santa Claus or the Easter Bunny.

Hood does point out that while we have all seen things fall, no one has seen gravity.  We have seen live bodies, but no one has ever seen life.  We have experienced many individual dogs, but no one has seen dog.  I might add that we have all experienced instances of social suasion, but no one has seen God.  In every case the abstract noun is taken as a name for a perceived pattern.  If we have not grasped the meaning and use of abstract nouns like “culture” and “society,” the term “God” is very useful.  It is what I call an oblique perception, or a reflection of what I have trouble naming unless I am a sociologist or anthropologist.  It is an artistic rendering.  It is a construment.  We have all experienced the feeling that someone or something, perhaps operating within our own minds or perhaps experienced as outside ourselves, wants us to behave in a certain way, to give aid to those in need, or to restrain our reactions to situations or to other people.  As Hawkins and Hood have shown, our minds have the concept of agency ready to apply to this type of situation where we have not seen the agent.  If the rains have washed away our path, or a crocodile eats the mailman, or a tornado tears the roof off our house, or the wind blows the water back allowing us to cross where there was water, surely these are acts of God.  At least it is natural for us to construe it that way.  Who is it that seems to insist that I pay attention to the needs of my neighbor when I would rather ignore him?  Who is it that suggests that I root for the home team when I never heard of any of the players?  Who convinces me to make a contribution to my local church or united way fund?  Why do I stop at a red light when there is no one else there?  Why do I want to keep my promises?  Why do I care what happens to others?  Very few of us would explain these things on the basis of Kant’s categorical imperative.  Some of us would cite “social pressures” and “political calculations.”  But these concepts were simply not available to our ancestors.  My point here is not that “God” is a better concept than all the other possibilities, but that given the way our brain functions in proposing a pattern of agency that might function, “God” is a natural choice and historically and culturally a choice that it is important to understand.

So it might by nice to have a translation.  And if I can come up with a translation that would allow the religious to converse with the social scientists, it would be difficult to conclude that either side is more or less empirical than the other. If you doubt this, consider the difficulties of the various schools of depth psychology or the ambiguities of the term “social pressure.”

In the 1950’s Guy E. Swanson, following Durkheim’s lead, analyzed data on fifty different societies chosen to be independent and representative and found strong correlations between social structures and religious beliefs prevalent in those societies.  One of his findings was that belief in a “high god” was correlated to the presence of a hierarchy of three or more [types of] sovereign groups in a society.  If there were less than three [types of] sovereign groups, that society was unlikely to believe in one chief god.  The more types of sovereign groups the more likely the society believes in one chief god.  The probability of his results representing mere chance was .0005.  Of course this is not conclusive proof, but it seems that to deny his conclusions would require a significant degree of perversity.  It is worth noticing that the constitutional structure of a society in which there are several different types of sovereign groups is not something which is likely to be explicitly discussed, even in our own highly educated society.  In other words, a highly useful concept like “God” is likely to substitute for an obscure concept like the hierarchy of several sovereign groups in our society.   And it will greatly impact the decisions that are made by individuals and groups and may be obliquely perceived by these individuals and groups to be concerned not only with actual behavior but also with motivations.

The American anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1926-2006) gives a good functional definition of religion as “a system of symbols which acts to establish powerful, pervasive, and long lasting moods and motivations in men by formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.”  One can wonder to what extent the teaching of various sciences in high school and college meets this definition of religion.

Ralph Wendell Burhoe (1911-1997) had already in the 1960’s and 1970’s showed how the psychology, sociology, and anthropology of religion would develop. He also borrowed insights from neurophysiology, religious studies, and the philosophy of science.


In their totality Burhoe's theories presented a comprehensive explanation of how traditional religion could be translated into serious scientific theories. …. Writing in 1992, Roger Sperry, a Nobel Prize winner for brain research, observed that "in the history of efforts to join religion and science, none appears to have achieved more wide and lasting impact than the venture of Ralph Wendell Burhoe." Within the broad range of attention that was directed toward relating religion and science after the Second World War, Burhoe was distinctive for his effort to work with both mainstream scientific and religious thinking. [Burhoe obituary]

In 1974 Allan Eister edited a book titled Changing Perspectives in the Scientific Study of Religion.  The lead article, entitled “The Phenomenon of Religion Seen Scientifically,” Burhoe points the way that at least some modern scientific study of religion is moving.  He proposes a translation of religious, supernatural, terms into modern scientific and natural terms.            






       
                   
Let us grant that belief in a system of power transcendent over both a 
man and mankind as well as over all events in the cosmic system is a primary-
if not essential-characteristic of religion. Let us also grant it is m
an’s sense of relation to such a transcendent power that provides his own 
identity, his sense of meaning, his sense of what is of ultimate concern 
and sacred, and that human motivation, hopes, and fears depend upon 
how man conceives his relation to the powers over him. It may be a professional 
perspective that many in the psychosocial sciences do not see as 
readily as do biologists and physicists the fact of man’s utter dependence 
upon a larger system of power and reality in which man is infinitesimal.  
In my quotation from Odum, it was clear that a physical scientist recognized   man’s dependence upon and necessity to adapt to the ecosystem and 
its requirements of us. I have elsewhere suggested that physicists have today
 become the best revealers of the elusive but sovereign entities and  forces, not immediately apparent to common sense, that do in fact far t
ranscend human powers, that did create life and human life and do ordain 
human destiny. I suggested that it is to such real, superhuman, and 
ultimately insuperable powers and conditions of the cosmos-however 
primitively envisaged-to which the gods or supernatural powers of prior 
cultures referred rather than to nonexistent beings. “Supernatural” refers 
not to their unreality but rather to both the hiddenness of their reality 
from our commonsense view and also to their prior reality as a more ultimate 
source and ground of the more apparent or “natural” phenomena.  
The supernatural powers transcended the “nature” of classical common 
sense, even if such unseen powers are today a part of the “nature” with 
which modern physics deals (Burhoe, 1966: and 1973b: 423-24). In the 
concepts emerging today from the several dozen interlinked systems of 
scientific symbols, there is being revealed a cosmic system which is utterly transcendent
 to man, an interrelated whole or ecosystem of which man 
is a creature and in which man by the total system has been ordained 
to play a significant role as a cocreator of living systems at the top of the e
volutionary hierarchy of life on earth so long as he continues to adapt 
to or obey the immutable and insuperable requirements laid out by this s
uperordinate system in which human values, hopes, and fears can be said ultimately to rest, at least so far as we can see things today in the scientific view. (p. 32)

It is Burhoe’s hope that a new partnership of science and religion can, in the future, improve both, much as partnership with modern science has improved the art and practice of medicine.  But we must take seriously the wisdom of religion that has evolved over the millennia.                                                                                                                                            
         
On evolutionary grounds . . . it is just as rational to follow well 
winnowed religious traditions which one does not understand as it 
is rational to continue breathing air before one understands the role 
of oxygen in body metabolism. I will argue that if modern psychology 
and social science disagree with religious tradition on ways of living, 
one should, on rational and scientific grounds, choose the traditional 
recipes for life, for these are the better tested. (Quoted in Burhoe p. 35)

A brief romp through the history of God

I have promised to relate what I am proposing to the history of the conception of God in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam in order to show that what I am proposing is not far from all three traditions and hence can be a plausible translation of the concept of God.  To do this I will briefly cite several references from Karen Armstrong’s best selling book, A History of God.  These are only a few examples of the very many I could have pulled from her book.  I am not saying she agrees with me, only that knowing where I am headed, her book is full of good examples that illustrate how various theologians refer to the various parts of what I take to be a good translation of the term “God.”  

At the beginning of her story, Armstrong lets us see that the early stories of the Gods were not taken literally but metaphorically as construments of something that shaped their lives but was too complicated to be grasped literally.  For example discussing the Great Mother Goddess she writes


The Great Mother remained imaginatively important for centuries.  Like the old Sky God, she was absorbed into later pantheons….  She was called Inana in ancient Sumeria, Ishtar in Babylon, Anat in Canaan, Isis in Egypt, and Aphrodite in Greece, and remarkably similar stories were devised in all these cultures to express her role in the spiritual lives of the people.  These myths were not intended to be taken literally, but were metaphorical attempts to describe a reality that was too complex and elusive to express in any other way.  These dramatic and evocative stories of gods and goddesses helped people to articulate their sense of the powerful but unseen forces that surrounded them. [p.5]

Armstrong frequently points out that “Effectiveness rather than philosophical [or scientific] or historical demonstration has always been the hallmark of a successful religion…” [pp. 33,61,76, etc.].  This may seem strange to the modern ear, but we have all read about primitive people who find it strange that someone can rationally reject the concept of “mana” which is so empirical in their experience.  Even modern sociologists acting as participant observers have found that “mana” and “spirits” wielding mana might make a feasible interpretation of their own experiences after slightly disrespecting local customs and then dropping their camera into the sea and getting sick.  

I have proposed that there is no such thing as scientific or philosophical proof of the construments which the cortex proposes.  Nor is such a process the way we actually function except in the very narrow area of analyticity.  But this does not mean that all construments are equally viable.  There is a process of legitimation.  As Berger and Luckman, Kuhn and Foucault and other postmodernists have pointed out this process is a social process.  And the usefulness of the construment is not necessarily where you might expect.  For example the validity of certain psychological construments may have more to do with the psychologists’ tenure, or big house, and fine car than with any improvement for the patient.  On the other hand, what farmer would pass up the opportunity to enlist the assistance of the local fertility gods and goddesses, even if the high priest in Jerusalem did frown on the practice?  Each would have practical considerations on his side.

For some the question is “Why not just jettison the religious traditions?”  After all, the God of the gaps is being pushed into an ever smaller “gap” which threatens to disappear altogether.  The Biblical tradition is full of problems.  Evolution and science in general is surely valid.  “God” is obviously a human construct.  And a recent Pew survey found that the religiously unaffiliated (at about 16 %) is the fastest growing group in America.  

But that same Pew survey found that the religiously unaffiliated group was the group with the fastest exodus.  About half of those raised without affiliation subsequently chose to affiliate with some religious tradition while only 13 % of protestants and 14 % of Catholics chose to become unaffiliated.  Clearly parental indoctrination and social pressure are not the reasons.  Further, the vast majority of the unaffiliated continue to believe in God but cannot point to any coherent referent for the term.  Charles M. Blow in a New York Times op ed piece titled “Defecting to Faith” writes,


So what was the reason for this flight of the unchurched to churches?


…. Most said they first joined a religion because their spiritual needs were not being met.  And the most cited reason for settling on their current religion was that they simply enjoyed the services and style of worship.


For these newly converted, the nonreligious shtick didn’t stick.  There was still a void, and communities of the faithful helped fill it.


…. 


Dale McGowan, the co-author and editor of the book “Parenting Beyond Belief” told me that he believes most of these people “are not looking for a dogma or a doctrine, but for transcendence from the everyday.”


Churches, mosques, and synagogues nurture and celebrate this.  Being regularly surrounded by a community that shares your convictions and reinforces them through literature, art and ritual is incredibly powerful, and yes, spiritual.


The nonreligious could learn a few things from religion.

Further, I have suggested that the term “God” acts as a stand-in for the physical environment, the depths of one’s own personality, the significant others with whom we interact, the society at large, the historical culture, and maybe more.  Anyone who would throw all that away is clearly self-destructive, unpatriotic, antisocial, a loner, and insane.

After the Roman destruction of the Temple, the Rabbis produced the Mishnah and the two Talmuds.  Karen Armstrong writes of an insight into the perception of God’s nature:


God had, as it were, adapted himself to each person “according to the comprehension of each.”  As one Rabbi put it, “God does not come to man oppressively but commensurately with a man’s power of receiving him.”  This very important rabbinic insight meant that God could not be described in a formula as though he were the same for everybody: he was an essentially subjective experience.  Each individual would experience the reality of “God” in a different way to answer the needs of his or her own particular temperament.  Each one of the prophets had experienced God differently, the rabbis insisted, because his personality had influenced his conception of the divine.  We shall see that other monotheists would develop a very similar notion.  To this day, theological ideas about God are very private matters in Judaism and are not enforced by the establishment. [p.74]

Further, Augustine found God by looking within his own psyche. He even found models of the trinity in his mental capacities which he took to be part of the image of God within himself.  Nowadays we might say that Augustine psychoanalyzed himself in his confessions.

Further yet, in all ages and in all monotheistic traditions, mystics have searched the depths of their own mentalities, looking for God.  Many Jews, Christians, and Muslims have been sure they found him and have even cried out “I am God!” or “God and I are one!” or “I am the Truth!”  This kind of reunification with God brings a sense of great integrity and happiness. “It would be … a reunion with a deeper self that was also the self he or she was meant to be.  God was not a separate, external reality and judge but somehow one with the ground of each person’s being …” [p. 227]


For the mystic the revelation is an event that happens within his own soul, while for the more conventional people like some of the ulema it is an event that is firmly fixed in the past.  We have seen, however, that during the eleventh century, Muslim philosophers such as Ibn Sina and al-Ghazzali himself had found that objective accounts of God were unsatisfactory and had turned toward mysticism. Al-Ghazzali had made Sufism acceptable to the establishment and had shown that it was the most authentic form of Muslim spirituality.  During the twelfth century the Iranian philosopher Yahya Suhrawardi and the Spanish-born Muid ad-Din ibn al-Arabi linked Islamic Falsafah indissolubly with mysticism and made the God experienced by the Sufis normative in many parts of the Islamic empire. [pp. 229f]

Several Islamic mystics developed techniques which are similar to modern psychoanalytic techniques.  Further, in reaction to the protestant reformation, Ignatius Loyola (1491-1556) developed his spiritual exercises which are a crash course in mysticism and which are still being used by some Catholics and Anglicans to provide an alternative type of therapy. [p.284]

How far is it from saying that each man experiences God differently depending on the inner workings of his own mind to saying that part of what one experiences in experiencing God is the deep and inner workings of his own mind?

Also after the destruction of the temple, Karen Armstrong stresses another internalization of Jewish understanding of God.


[T]he Israelites were encouraged by their Rabbis to see themselves as a united community with “one body and one soul.”  The community was the new Temple, enshrining the immanent God: thus when they entered the synagogue and recited the Shema in perfect unison “with devotion, with one voice, one mind and one tone,” God was present among them. …. The higher union of God and Israel could only exist when the lower union of Israelite with Israelite was complete: constantly, the Rabbis told them that when a group of Jews studied the Torah together, the Shekinah sat among them. [p.76]

As Armstrong points out, as the Western Roman Empire began to fall, the Christian concept of God became more defensive.  And at the fall of Constantinople and the start of the Renaissance all the major monotheisms were experiencing change.  


By the end of the sixteenth century, the West was about to create an entirely different type of culture.  It was, therefore, a time of transition and, as such, characterized by anxiety as well as achievement.  This was evident in the Western conception of God at this time. [p. 257]


In the long term, Luther was less important than John Calvin (1509-64) whose Swiss Reformation, based more than Luther’s on the ideals of the Renaissance, had a profound effect on the emerging Western ethos.  By the end of the sixteenth century, “Calvinism” had been established as an international religion that, for good or ill, was able to transform society and give people the inspiration to believe that they could achieve whatever they wanted.  Calvinistic ideas inspired the Puritan revolution in England under Oliver Cromwell in 1645 and the colonization of New England in the 1620s. …. We have seen that the major religions were all in one sense products of civilization and, more specifically, of the city.  They had developed at a time when the wealthy merchant classes were gaining an ascendancy over the old pagan establishments and wanted to take their destiny into their own hands.  Calvin’s version of Christianity was especially attractive to the bourgeoisie in the newly developing cities of Europe, whose inhabitants wanted to shake off the shackles of a repressive hierarchy. [pp. 279f]

How far is it from saying that God is immanent in the community to saying that a part of the perception of God is the perception of the unity of the community?

The conservative Islamic physician, philosopher and theologian, Al Ghazali (1058-1111), found that all rational arguments for the existence of God were defective and could not overcome reasonable doubt.  As one who was seeking certitude, this brought him near to a breakdown.  He could not lecture, so he gave up his prestigious position and joined the Sufis.  There he found that some people have what he called the “prophetic spirit” by which they are enabled to grasp that vision of God that enables them to see that everything we see is “his Face”, nothing else truly exists, there are no other causes (occasionalism). The only thing that truly is is God’s face.  Al Ghazali was not accused of pantheism; but one wonders why not.

How far is it from saying that all that we can see is God and his consistent actions to saying that God (at least in part) is all that I see, i.e. – the environing reality?  Certainly Nicolas Malebranche and Baruch Spinoza had very similar ideas and were well known pantheists.

As Muhammad was receiving revelations he was very much aware of the cultural deficits of his own tribe and of Arabs in general.  “Muhammad knew that monotheism was inimical to tribalism: a single deity who was the focus of all worship would integrate society as well as the individual.” [p. 149]  Armstrong points out that the pillars of Islam consciously create a new culture.


In practical terms, islam meant that Muslims had a duty to create a just, equitable society where the poor and vulnerable are treated decently.  The early message of the Koran is simple: it is wrong to stockpile wealth and to build a private fortune, and good to share the wealth of society fairly by giving a regular proportion of one’s wealth to the poor.  [pp. 142f]

Cultural relativism as a factor in the concepts of God has been obvious since the time of Xenophanes (6th century BC) who wrote:


The Ethiops say that their gods are flat-nosed and black,
While the Thracians say that theirs have blue eyes and red hair.
Yet if cattle or horses or lions had hands and could draw,
And could sculpt like men, then the horses would draw their gods
Like horses, and cattle like cattle; and each they would shape
Bodies of gods in the likeness, each kind, of their own. [Wikipedia on Xenophanes]

Xenophanes also taught that poets should only tell socially uplifting stories of the gods.  Evidently he was aware that social order depended at least in part to how men perceived the gods.  As W. T. Jones writes


For the Greeks, …, all the major sanctions that held society together and moved men to conform to the law and to act with restraint and moderation were ultimately religious.  Hence the colapse of religious belief had very serious repercussions on Greek society. [Jones, The Classical Mind, HBJ, 1970, p.20]
How far is it from saying a new vision of God produces a new culture to saying culture is (at least a) part of the vision of God.

Maimonides also found the prophetic (or mystic) experience of God to be superior to the rational or philosophical.  As Karen Armstrong puts it


[H]e considered prophecy superior to philosophy.  Both the prophet and the philosopher spoke about the same God, but the prophet had to be imaginatively as well as intellectually gifted.  He had a direct, intuitive knowledge of God which was higher then the knowledge achieved by discursive reasoning. …. Despite Maimonides’ emphasis on rationality, he maintained that the highest knowledge of God derived more from the imagination then from the intellect alone. [p. 196]

We have seen this also in Islam:


Suhrawardi claimed that his philosophy would help Muslims to find their true orientation, to purify the eternal wisdom within them by means of the imagination. [p.230]


The path to God, therefore, did not lie solely through reason, as the Faylasufs had thought, but through the creative imagination, the realm of the mystic.


Today many people in the West would be dismayed if a leading theologian suggested that God was in some profound sense a product of the imagination.  Yet it should be obvious that the imagination is the chief religious faculty.  It has been defined by Jean-Paul Sartre as the ability to think of what is not.  Human beings are the only animals who have the capacity to envisage something that is not present or something that does not yet exist but is merely possible.  The imagination has thus been the cause of our major achievements in science and technology as well as in art and religion.  The idea of God, however it is defined, is perhaps the prime example of an absent reality which, despite its inbuilt problems, has continued to inspire men and women for thousands of years.  The only way we can conceive of God, who remains imperceptible to the senses and to logical proof, is by means of symbols, which it is the chief function of the imaginative mind to interpret.  Suhrawardi was attempting an imaginative explanation of those symbols that have had a crucial influence on human life, even though the realities to which they refer remain elusive.  A symbol can be defined as an object or a notion that we can perceive with our senses or grasp with our minds but in which we see something other than itself. [pp. 233f]

How far is it from saying that the prophet or mystic has a direct, intuitive knowledge of God, which is derived more from the imagination than from the intellect, to saying that the prophet imagines a construment of God or imaginatively utilizes the God symbol?

Proposal for the translation of the term “God”

We have seen that in the higher levels of cortical functioning we are dealing with “invariants,” names, predictions, guesses, or construments.  These are all terms for abstractions.  Lest someone complain that I seem to be suggesting that “God” is an abstraction, let me point out that even the person most dear and near to each of us is a mental abstraction in our mind.  Think of that other who is dearest to you.  Can you visualize him or her?  What color are his/her eyes?  Is the mouth open or closed?  How many teeth can you see?  If she/he had one less tooth would you notice it?  Clearly as mental objects we are talking about abstractions.  And just as clearly, as abstractions they do not physically exist!  No one has ever seen “dog” let alone “God.”  That does not mean that the concepts do not have referents.  But some of the referents are themselves concepts, etc.  This can get quite complicated.  Ultimately, if we are speaking about reality, there should be some experience at the end of the chain of concepts.

Notice that if we are speaking tautologically, this is not the case.  We can say that unicorns have a horn on their head without ever having any corresponding experience.  In a similar way, if we have a fictional frame of reference, we can say things like “Santa Claus lives at the north pole.”  There are concepts in our minds for these statements.  But when we pursue the chain of reference for such concepts we frequently find problems, contradictions, and impossibilities.  There is no land at the North Pole.  Does Santa have gills?  Where did he find flying reindeer?  How fast would he have to move from house to house?  Concepts that live in fictional frames have little practical value in our real world.  So if a concept is to be taken seriously it should have practical significance.

This does not mean that serious concepts can not be imaginative.  Indeed most of our most valued concepts, from “cosmos” to “atom,” from “psyche” to “ego,” from “mana” to “society” to “culture,” not to mention “matter,” “space,” “time,” “motion,” and “being” have been revised again and again.  There is a certain artistic value to the way these concepts have been formulated and explicated.  This aesthetic value is so appreciated by many scientists that the have been moved to say that such and such concept or theory is too beautiful not to be true.  So the fact that a concept has been reformulated is not necessarily a detraction; it may be a significant improvement.  This is, after all, how the mind works.

In the previous section we have seen that theologians from Judaism, Christianity, and Islam have used the term “God” in quite a variety of ways.  I have selected quotes to show that some have said that “God” is within you, which I take as saying that at least part of what we mean by “God” is the unknown and deeper aspects of our own self.  This is also what the psychologists have told us.  We have also seen theologians saying that “God” is present in, if not identical to, our community or society or some part or aspect thereof.  This is also what the sociologists have told us.  So I take this as indicating that at least part of what we mean by “God” is in some way our society.  This I break into two parts and describe as those very close to us, i.e. – our significant others, whether lovers, spouses, children, or perhaps one or more teachers or close friends, and those further out whom we do not experience daily but are only hypothesized as “they” who have transmitted our language, manners, dress, polity, and culture, etc. to us.  The anthropologists have seen “God” as culture and so have some of the theologians.  So I conclude that at least part of what we mean by “God” is culture.  The physicists and ecologists have emphasized that our environment is characterized by processes and forces that so far totally transcend our ability to determine our future.  And theologians have argued that proper relation to “God” ensures proper relation to our environment and conversely failure in one ensures failure in the other.  So I conclude that our environment is at least part of what we mean by “God”.

This “God” is as empirical as the five referents above.  It is what has created us, nurtured us, and called us to live in harmony with itself.  It is the ground of our being and of all being with which we are familiar.  In it we live and move and have our being.  It ultimately concerns us.  God is both immanent and transcendent.  Looking at these referents we can easily resolve theological and philosophical conundrums about God.  Soteriology becomes a matter of optimizing our relations to these referents.  Theology and the sciences are literally the same thing.  Astronomy, physics, chemistry, biology, psychology, sociology, and anthropology are the study of God and what He (it or they) has/have done.

In other words, by our concept of “God” we refer to our physical (including chemical and biological) environment, the depth of our own psyches, our significant others, and society in general, and our culture.  “God” is our word for the “horizon of being,” both internal and external.  For thousands of years our theologians and other thinkers have been saying this even when they didn’t recognize it themselves.  But as Heidegger and many others have pointed out, an horizon of being or any part thereof is a conceptualization and as such leaves hidden, or unsaid, even unthought, a great deal.  In other words it points beyond itself to transcending realities yet to be experienced, yet to be explored.  For this reason, I must not only sit lightly on this proposed meaning for “God”, I must acknowledge that it is not complete and can never be completed.  There may be more to add to the concept.  This is why in discussions in this group I have said that by “God” I mean our physical environment, the depth of our own being, the significant others in our lives, our larger society, and our culture, and perhaps something more.

