
The Case for God – Karen Armstrong (Coralie Ling) 

 

This book was a massive undertaking – tracing the history of key thinkers with regard to 

the ineffability of the divine from the Lasceau caves of 30,000 years ago to the 

postmodern era of Derrida et al. 

 

A key strength of this work is in showing how our understanding of terms used in the 

discussion have changed over the centuries and how we may read back mistakenly our 

understandings today into earlier developments in thought. From the introduction Karen 

Armstrong speaks of mythos and logos, mythos, myth being a story encapsulating 

something of the meaning of life but not intended to be factual, logos being reasoned 

thought. Mythos helped people to live creatively and logos enabled people to function in 

the world. The two were complementary existing side by side. A problem of the modern 

world developments was to force mythos to be rational and historical which is alien to the 

ancient mythos. 

 

A glossary at the back of the book gives short explanations of how terms used in religion 

have gradually changed over time. Belief for example originally meant „to love, or to 

prize or to hold dear‟. Translators of the New Testament used the word for belief when 

translating pisteuo and the Latin credo though it carried the meaning of engagement and 

action it developed to be assent to particular propositions – ie accepting creedal 

documents. Armstrong sees this development as leading to fundamentalism and atheism. 

Another term that I think is really important that Karen Armstrong develops is the 

understanding of mystery – Greek musterion meaning beyond the reach of language – 

used by the early Christians for those initiated into the church through baptism and 

eucharist. Musterion was a transforming process, something you did rather than modern 

understanding as beyond explanation. 

 

A second key strength of this book is the way Armstrong tells the story of the Scriptures 

in the light of contemporary research with regard to history, ancient mythology, 

archeology and early thought, all in 20 pages for the Hebrew Scriptures – the chapter 

called „God‟. And for the Christian Scriptures 10 pages in the chapter on Faith. 

 

A major criticism I have of Karen Armstrong‟s work is her omission of the story of 

women in the Scriptures and later history. Though for example she refers to the reforms 

of Josiah (page 44) she makes no reference to the prophet Huldah who instigated these 

reforms. Though she refers to the leadership of Moses she makes no reference to Miriam 

whom many scholars think played a key role. She does however trace the growth of the 

understanding of Woman Wisdom, Holy Sophia, our human perception of the divine, 

later Hebrew and Greek thought coming from Alexandria. 

 

Third key strength – action (charter for compassion) 

In writing about the ineffable or the transcendent, that which is beyond language 

Armstrong says what is required is commitment to action from participating in ritual and 

meditation to acts of compassion and justice, from constant stepping aside from our own 

prejudices and convictions we may discover traces of the transcendent. 



Her coverage of the 20century thought is quite small – perhaps because this is the century 

that as yet we haven‟t had the distance to trace all the influences. Armstrong with her 

strong recommendation of action misses out on speaking of the social gospel movement 

of the first half of the 20
th

 century, liberation theology and feminist theology of the last 

half of the 20
th

 century. She of course says she has not done exhaustive work in tracing 

towering figures who have spoken of the transcendent as beyond knowing – and who 

could do such exhaustive work?  But she has missed out on mystic and activist Dorothee 

Soelle – I quote one of Soelle‟s poems 

 

Imprisoned 

Three times I read “corrective institutions” 

Which we’ve wanted to reform for a long time 

Until I noticed 

The phrase was “collective institutions” 

I started and saw 

Us all 

Sitting in the prison 

Called language. 

 

Armstrong has also missed out on Simone Weil regarded as one of the great mystical 

thinkers of first half of 20
th

 century I will quote her (and I could quote many, many more 

women theologians) 

 

The Stars 

Fiery stars peopling the night the far skies, 

Mute stars turning without seeing always icy, 

You tear from our hearts the days past 

And hurl us into tomorrow, our cries lost at your height. 

Since we must, we follow you, with arms tied, 

With eyes raised toward your pure but bitter light. 

On your face all traces matter little. 

We hold our tongues, we stagger on the highways 

 

It is there, in the heart suddenly, their fire divine. 

 

Beyond this book Karen Armstrong has launched “A Charter for Compassion” her call to 

action engaging the world‟s religions to study and act on compassion out of their own 

traditions. Her influence extended to the JCMA (Jewish, Christian, Muslim Association) 

women‟s conference held in February where we listened to her call on the internet and 

supported the refugee asylum center. 


