
KAREN ARMSTRONG: "THE CASE FOR GOD" 
 

Karen Armstrong has been a gift to me for various reasons. 

 

She has helped me in my studies about respecting Islam. I admire her courage in 

dealing with Islam, even though she has been much vilified by other North American 

writers in her approach to the life and actions of Muhammad. 

 

I find her writing style often very engaging, sometimes quite succinct and clear: e.g. 

"We may have to unlearn a great deal about religion before we can move to new 

understanding." In autobiographical words she says, "My study of world religions 

during the last twenty years has compelled me to revise my earlier opinions." (p.8) 

 

She encourages me to look at religious issues in different ways. "The Bible consists 

of many contradictory texts, so our reading is always selective." The same applies to 

religious traditions, though she never uses this phrase. 

 

Her writing energises me. Even when I disagree with her, I find her writing so 

provocative that it energises my mind, and I react like the Duke of Wellington at the 

Battle of Waterloo who allegedly jumped on his horse and galloped off in many 

different directions. 

 

However when I read her as a critical postmodern Australian interested in and 

indebted to Liberation theology, contemporary Feminist theology and Australian 

Indigenous spirituality, a myriad of concerns emerge and disturb me deeply. Yet these 

areas do not seem to greatly concern her. 

 

She is deeply committed to an Apophatic theology and so highly regards philosophers 

and theologians who choose to be silent in approaching God. She advocates "silence, 

reticence and awe". Yet she seems singularly unconcerned with those who have been 

deliberately silenced by powerful, and at times cruel, orthodox or traditionalist 

patriarchal and imperial leaders, such as the arch typical Romanesque Triumvirate of 

Constantine, Augustine and Theodosius. They and their ilk have when it suited 

silenced those with alternative understandings, using derogatory words, such as 

pagans, barbarians, Gnostics, heretics. 

 

Paul who could be ignored by Christian writers in the second and third centuries 

makes a wonderful come back in the fourth. No wonder! Pauline theology is just right 

for legitimating patriarchy, hierarchy and imperialism along with military service. So 

the Canon of the New Testament is organised to suit this style. How on earth can I 

accept Karen Armstrong's amazing remark that the 27 books of the New Testament 

"represented a heroic attempt to rebuild a shattered tradition." (p86) I wonder how 

many understandings of the way of Jesus were consigned to oblivion, like the Gospel 

of Mary and the Gospel of Thomas. 

 



The title of her book is catchy but somewhat misleading. "The" should be "A". To 

avoid misleading readers what about, "An Apologia for negative theology as good 

religion, and as an antidote for Christian fundamentalists and theologically illiterate 

atheists". Unfortunately such wordy titles do not aid block buster book sales. And 

Karen Armstrong's books do sell very well. 

 

They are enjoyed by many who would not otherwise read texts in historical theology. 

Her books are readily available in many bookshops. I enjoy reading Karen Armstrong, 

because she takes me on long journeys though time and space. It is as it were, that 

she walks with me through a vast landscape enabling me to see many plants; some for 

the first time. The same applies to the rocks, birds and the snakes. She is not averse to 

indicating that vicious spiders might lurk under the stone flakes of a decaying granite 

boulder, or pointing out that the innocent looking scrub in the rainforest is in fact a 

stinging tree. Of course she uses different images and metaphors. 

 

However as I travel with her, I become aware that she is a person born into the 

Culture of the northern hemisphere's European enlightenment, and seems only 

mildly influenced by a select few Post Modernists. She remains primarily modern. 
She surveys the religious landscape through modern binoculars. She seems oblivious 

to much contemporary phenomena, which seem obvious to me as an Australian post 

modernist. Sometimes she confuses various plants, like an Australian imagining that 

the bottle trees in Queensland are the same, or a similar species, to the boabs in the 

Kimberley. 

 

When she writes of indigenous mythic spiritually, she reminds me of Charles 

Darwin in our land viewing a coorobbee (sic) at King George Sound. After describing 

the dancing with stamping of feet and gesticulations, Darwin writes, "It was a most 

rude and barbarous scene and to our ideas without any sort of meaning". (extract from 

his Diary, very similar to the text in "The Voyage of the Beagle"). 

 

For Karen, Indigenous spiritually is apparently consigned to the remote past, as in 

her discussion of prehistoric cave art in Southern Europe. Australian indigenous 

spirituality does not exist, except in an allusion to words by Eliade. She does not 

realise that we have our indigenous rock art still being created with evocations of 

living mythic traditions. 

 

Another area of concern for me is the lack of women in the text. After some reading I 

began in a deconstructive way to wonder, "Where have all the women gone?" I tried 

to find them, after all they only make up about half the human race. In the midst of 

some 350 named males, I found Eve and the mother of Jesus, Margery Kemp, Teresa 

of Avila, Julian of Norwich and two woman novelists, Virginia Wolf and Mrs 

Humphrey Ward, and then the Jews and Muslims expelling Christian Queen Isabella. 

350: 8. At least some are there. 

 

Well, not a single female theologian or female philosopher from this century, or 

the previous one, and only two from the rest of the Christian tradition. No 



Hildegaard of Bigen, neither of the women associated with the often cited 

Cappadocian Fathers (Macrina and Theosobeia), no Elaine Pagels, Julia Kristeva, 

Luce Irigary, Dorothee Soelle, Phyllis Trible, Elizabeth Schuster Fiorenza, Hannah 

Arent (the banality of evil one): and certainly no stirrers like Mary Wollstonecraft or 

Gennaine Greer. No Simone de Beauvoir or Simone Weil. 

 

So whole areas of contemporary thought and action involving the feminine aspects of 

the human and the divine are as present as Black slaves in the novels of Jane Austin. 

Some how women, especially contemporary women philosophers and theologian are 

eliminated. Maybe they fail to advocate an Apophatic theology. 

 

The irony for me is that her overview of Christian Church history is virtually no 

different from the classical orthodox traditionalist patriarch variety I received fifty 

years ago in Queensland, except for the expose of Augustine by the Congregationalist 

Lindsay Locksley. 

 

So the text remains for me stimulating in its content and yet quite disturbing to me, 

because of its significant omissions, in making a case for God. 
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