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Imagination, Vision and Spirituality: Avoiding the Pitfalls of Progressive 
Religious Thought 

Notes for an address to the Progressive Christian Network of Victoria, 22 June 2014 3pm, Glen Iris Road Uniting Church, 
by Professor David Tacey 

 
David Tacey has given two previous talks to the Progressive Network, one in 2012 called 
‘Beyond Literal Thinking in Religion’, and again in 2013, an Easter talk called ‘Resurrection for 
Non-Literal Thinkers’. Today’s talk follows on from the previous two, and I’m not confident that 
everything said today would make sense without having heard my previous talks.  
 
Today’s talk is taken from ‘After Belief’, Chapter 11 of Tacey’s forthcoming book, Beyond 

Literal Religion (Melbourne: John Garrett, 2015; New York: Transaction, 2015).  
 
1.  The cultural crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dead and the new has yet to be born; in 
this interregnum arise a great many morbid symptoms.  –  Antonio Gramscii  
 
 
2.  One of the dangers of our time is that enlightened religious people – perhaps like ourselves – will 
recognise that the miracles and wonders of scripture are all metaphors, but this will lead to a general 
disenchantment in which everything spiritual is lost. This means that those of us in religion are likely to 
follow the lead of those in the secular world. The majority of people in Western societies, already 
believe that gods, angels, spirits, miracles and wonders are metaphors, and they discount them. This is 
why they are no longer interested in religion, and see it as a fraud, or as a God Delusion as Richard 
Dawkins put it. They see the big images of religion as ‘only metaphors’, or ‘just symbols’, not as 
images that have any reality in themselves, or that point to anything essential, but as signs that point to 
nothing real. By ‘real’, of course, most people mean physically, literally, tangibly real. And on this 
matter, the secular and atheistic mainstream are correct. There are no gods, spirits, angels or demons 
out there, there is no physical place called heaven or hell, and no god sitting on a throne above the sky.  
 
3.  Prominent theologians, Bultmann, Tillich, Bonhoeffer, Northrop Frye and others – all Protestants – 
have said that we ought not think literally about a virgin birth, a physical resurrection, walking on 
water, feeding the five thousand, or any other miracle or wonder. These are ‘figures of speech’ to 
describe the life of the spirit in symbolic terms. But even today, people can be scandalised by such 
statements, because there is such a terrible time-lag between what the scholars and intelligentsia are 
saying, and what filters down to the common folk.  
 
4.  When this historical reading of scripture collapses, which scholars call historical positivism or 
literalism, what then?  
 
5.  Arthur Schopenhauer was one of the first of the German philosophers to understand this conundrum. 
In the 1850s he wrote:  

The bad thing about all religions is that, instead of being able to confess their allegorical nature, 
they have to conceal it.  

He said, ‘we have the great mischief of a continual fraud’. However this philosopher could see that the 
fraud would eventually run out:  
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Nay, what is worse, the day arrives when [doctrines] are no longer strictly true, and then there is 
an end of them; so that, in that respect, it would be better to admit their allegorical nature at 
once. But the difficulty is to teach the multitude that something can be both true and untrue at 
the same time.ii   
 

6.  Baptist theologian Harvey Cox tells of his crisis when he saw through the charade of his tradition. 
He almost lost everything, until it dawned on him that to confuse ‘belief with faith is simply a mistake’: 
‘We have been misled for many centuries by the theologians who taught that “faith” consisted in 
dutifully believing the articles listed in one of the countless creeds they have spun out’.iii His healthy 
scepticism is what saved his faith.  

 
7.  One aspect of the progressive religious movement is exemplified in Lloyd Geering’s essay called 
‘The Legacy of Christianity’:  

In the attempt to reform the Christian stream people often speak of the danger of throwing out 
the baby with the bathwater. That is misleading, for in actual fact there is no baby. It is all 
bathwater.iv  
 

8.  What I want to reiterate in this talk is that we are emerging from several hundred years of 
misreading the bible. It was not written in the literal mode, and should not be read in that mode. The 
lack of historical foundation for the miracles and wonders does not destroy their significance, but opens 
up their significance in a new way. At least it does for me, but not for everyone. When many discover 
that these miracles are not historical, there is a traumatic response, as if deception had taken place. For 
some ‘progressive Christians’, once the game of history is over, the magic ends. This is because history 
is invested with too much significance, and we don’t understand that truth and fact are different things. 
But for me, a symbolic thinker, the real magic begins once we discover (or rediscover) that the miracles 
are metaphors. This is because I could never ‘believe’ in them as facts in the first place, and as such 
they were far-fetched and easily dismissed as make-believe. 

 
9.  Jung put it well when he said this about the ‘rationalising intellectuals’ and their dismissal of 
religious myth:  

The really dangerous people are not the great heretics and unbelievers, but the swarm of petty 
thinkers, the rationalizing intellectuals, who suddenly discover how irrational all religious 
dogmas are. Anything not understood is given short shrift, and the highest values of symbolic 
truth are irretrievably lost. What can a rationalist do with the dogma of the Virgin Birth or with 
Christ’s sacrificial death, or the Trinity?v  

 
10.  Paul Tillich is helpful at this point. In his Theology of Culture Tillich asks: ‘Why do we need 
symbols at all?’vi He answers: ‘The main function of the symbol is the opening up of levels of reality 
which otherwise are hidden and cannot be grasped in any other way’.  

Every symbol opens up a level of reality for which non-symbolic speaking is inadequate. All 
religious symbols are designed to open up a level of reality which otherwise is not opened at all, 
which is hidden. We can call this the depth dimension of reality itself. Religious symbols open 
up the experience of depth in the human soul. (59) 

In order to respond to symbols adequately, says Tillich, ‘something needs to be opened up in our soul, 
in our interior reality’. Our interior levels, ‘must correspond to the levels of exterior reality which are 
opened up by a symbol’. Tillich explains: 
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So every symbol is two-edged. It opens up reality and it opens up the soul. There are, of course, 
people who are not opened up by music or who are not opened up by poetry, or more of them 
(especially in Protestant America) who are not opened up at all by visual arts. The ‘opening up’ 
is a two-sided function – namely, reality in deeper levels and the human soul in special levels. 
(p. 57) 

 
11.  This is a vital point in the crisis of religious meaning. We should not expect religion to do all the 
work for us. Perhaps it once did, when we existed in the era of belief, and all we had to do was believe 
in the miracles and wonders that were told to us by churches and religious leaders. But since this world 
of belief has collapsed, we have to do some of the work ourselves. In the past, we were handed a 
miraculous world and asked to believe it. Now we cannot believe this world, which we discover was 
false anyway, as presented to us. Now we have to produce some of the magic ourselves, and not rely on 
ministers or priests to do it all for us, to generate the magic of spiritual transformation.  
 
Tillich suggests we have to use our imaginations to make the symbols come alive, to make them 
meaningful – not as facts, but as visions. He writes:  

One simply has to ask, ‘What is the relationship to the ultimate which is symbolized in these 
symbols?’ and then they cease to be meaningless. They become, on the contrary, the most 
revealing creations of the human mind, the most genuine ones, the most powerful ones, those 
that control human consciousness, and perhaps even more the unconscious. (60) 
 

12.  Tillich went on:  
Liberal theology paid the price of adjustment by losing the message of the new reality which 
was preserved by its supernaturalistic defenders. (45) 
 

13.  Jesus said, ‘Unless you change and become like little children you will never enter the kingdom of 
heaven’.vii  
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