
Discussion on THE CASE FOR GOD .. WHAT RELIGION REALLY MEANS  

... In her introduction, Karen Armstrong offers, "We are talking far too much about  

God these days and what we say is often facile". She goes on, "We think the concept  

of God should be easy", and points out how difficult it becomes as we tangle with  

concepts from remote antiquity alongside attempts to jettison this God into a world of  

scientific and technological brilliance. We find ourselves still floundering, still with  

our inability to explain 'God existing'.  

However, Karen Armstrong does give me words for those moments when I remember  

having distinct feelings of discomfort, especially in younger years when I tried so  

hard with the 'correct' belief statements, thinking that to blindly absorb them was to  

have 'faith'. This applied in particular to that of 'the one true God'. Karen explains  

the danger of such monotheism: "Because its chief symbol of the divine was a  

personalised deity, there was an inherent danger that people would imagine 'him' as a  

larger, more powerful version of themselves, which they could use to endorse their  

own ideas, practices, loves and hatreds, sometimes to scary conclusions. It is  

idolatrous," she says, "because it elevates an inherently limited value to an  

unacceptably high level." And she adds that atheists are right to condemn such  

abuses.  

I believe her book is more about the second part of the title:  

‘What Religion Really Means' where she takes the reader on a journey through  

history. She weaves the play of religious practice and belief alongside political  

upheavals, including the awfulness of world events, and the inevitable philosophical  

searching that attempts to make sense of it all.  

I'd like to talk about two aspects that I think the author holds as important in the  

reasoning and practice of religion (for us, Christianity).  

One is The Ritual  

The other is The Socratic  

First, The Ritual:  

Karen Armstrong points out that religion is not an easy matter, but requires immense  

effort. Part of this effort is in the regular liturgical observance to step out beyond 'the  

self, transcending what to us is normal experience, and she calls this' ekstasis'. This  

receptive listening is an attitude that goes beyond thought, and lies alongside what  

must be the compassionate lifestyle.  

Going back to a very early date in our knowledge of human community, religion has  

been re-enacted in stylised ceremony, the people's myth becoming inseparable from  

ritual. A myth is seen as something that tells us something valuable about our human  

predicament, and it derives much of its meaning from the way it is acted out in the  

context of ritual.  

Acknowledging the anxiety of life, and enabling the community to confront such  

anxiety and control it in some way has been in the roots of ritual from the earliest of  

times. In the many rites of passage such as initiation we can see the hard work that's  



involved in simply facing life, and the journeying to a new understanding. Myth and  

ritual shaped 'belief, giving identity to the cult of a particular people or place, and  

adding significant reality to their lives.  

Historically, Karen Armstrong speaks of the Israelites. Alongside ancient oral  

traditions, what is known as the Priestly Tradition interpreted the old symbols and  

stories in the process of building an entirely new spirituality. By doing this, they  

created a new series of rituals (as recorded in Leviticus and Numbers) based on the  

experience of trauma, or estrangement. In doing so, the ritualistic life provided a  

profound link between what is commonly called 'exile' and holiness.  

In the First Century there developed the practice in liturgical setting where Baptism  

and Eucharist were developed. It could not be understood by natural reason, but in  

their ritual, people were taught to look beyond the symbols and to experience what  

she calls 'change of mind'.  

Later, in the time of Luther, with the emphasis on scripture, alongside the invention of  

the printing press, ritual was downgraded, much of it then designed to acquire merit  

and seen as blasphemous.  

My interest in this particular aspect of Karen's observations, comes from the actual  

experience of ritual. We may call it 'liturgy' with its words and actions, colour and  

music. At different times, it becomes a relief from thinking and explaining, and gives  

room to being within a community and offers many gifts, possibilities of healing or  

calming or just 'being'. We travel through these experiences, alongside the reality of  

living (pain or pleasure), at different stages of life.  

Second, The Socratic  

The second aspect of Karen's book that caught my eye was her references to the  

Socratic, especially Socratic Dialogue, which was a spiritual exercise, to enable the  

person (the speaker and the other) to participate in living a full and worthwhile life.  

The goal was not the solution to a problem, but the path that you travelled in search of  

it. People found they were deeply challenged and even discovered the shock of  

ignorance and confusion. Importantly (and this still applies for us), they faced their  

yearning for certainty, and for a GOD who would intervene in a world of injustice and  

pain. They could be confronted with a sense of 'unknowing', a place (as Karen tells  

us) which is not frustrating so much as a place of awe and even contentment.  

Even though we hear a great deal about the importance of 'dialogue' today, it is rare  

to hear a genuinely Socratic exchange of views.  

The Real Meaning of Religion  

Karen Armstrong stays with the mystery ... that religion was never supposed to  

provide answers to questions that lay within the reach of human reason. As she says,  

"All the world faiths insist that true spirituality must be expressed consistently  

in practical compassion, the ability to feel with the other. "  

 


