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Andrew Louth’s Discerning the Mystery is presented as an essay on the Nature of Theology. His aim is to provoke a discussion, in the hope of restoring to theology the clarity and sense of purpose that the discipline enjoyed before the Enlightenment. He suggests that, because of the intellectual domination of Western culture over the last four hundred years by the sciences, and their disciplines’ particular relationship to truth and knowledge, the status and practice of theology have been sidelined. Attempts by theologians to adopt the apparent rigours and methods of science as a means of combatting a sensed decline in the importance of their work have only brought the split between the humanities and the sciences into greater relief. Louth believes that rescuing theology into its rightful domain within the humanities is only possible if a kind of reconciliation can be achieved between the humanities and the sciences, and if what T.S. Eliot is quoted as describing as the ‘dissociation of sensibility’ can be overcome. 

His objective is to counter the fundamental Protestant principle, that it is only Scripture (sola scriptura) that can reveal the truth of God’s revelation. It was this principle that on the one hand distanced theology from the traditions of the Church and the devotion to Scripture as the Word of God; and on the other, encouraged, through this rejection of tradition, the Cartesian principle of universal doubt which, in its turn, helped lay the foundations for the self-styled objective knowledge of the sciences, as developed through observation and experiment. 

His starting point is Professor Leslie Houlden’s comment that, as theologians, ‘we must accept our lot, bequeathed to us by the Enlightenment, and make the most of it’ (p.xi): something that our author is clearly unwilling to do. 

He sets the stage for his argument by first calling into question the foundations of much of contemporary theological study. He disputes the attempts in theology to ape the scientific method of attaining truth – what George Steiner calls the ‘fallacy of imitative form’ – noting that it thus becomes a way of ‘explaining away what does not fit within a fairly narrowly defined, rationalistic enterprise… [and that it is] first used to explain away miracles’(p.16).  The scientific method – vaunted as the sole way of attaining truth – is inapposite to the study of theology, and thus the trend over the past one hundred and fifty years to apply such a method in theology (the historical-critical method) has yielded only limited results. 

Louth draws on a wide range of disciplines to press the point. He quotes the Italian philosopher Giambattista Vico on how metaphors ‘disclose a way of looking at the world [where] understanding will be an effort not of exact, logical, deductive thought, but of sympathy and imagination’(p.19), and Vico’s view of a shared or common sense (sensus communis) as ‘judgment without reflection, universally felt…’(p.20). He also discusses German historian and psychologist Wilhelm Dilthey, who recognized the mismatch between the methods of science and the humanities, and whose thinking includes the notion of ‘indwelling’, as a means by which we understand the minds of others. It is this latter idea that gives us the hermeneutic circle… which ‘is logically unbreakable, but we break it in practice every time we understand’ (p.23).

The innocence of the ‘essay’ is already morphing into the forceful polemic that such a broad topic deserves. Pursuing his case for theology as one of the humanities (as opposed to the now discredited view of it as the ‘Queen of the Sciences’) Louth draws on the German philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer and his book ‘Truth and Method’ to propose that any writing or creation of literature is in some sense the creation of ‘tradition’, of a thing that is handed on. According to Gadamer, ‘What is fixed in writing has detached itself from the contingency of its origin and made itself free for new relationships’and ‘the meaning of the [written] text goes beyond its author’(p.31). Already this is a way to discredit the historical-critical method as appropriate to any of the humanities. But Gadamer seems to go further, echoing the idea of the sensus communis that we heard in Vico: ‘The anticipation of meaning that governs our understanding of a text is not an act of subjectivity, but proceeds from the communality that binds us to the tradition’; as Louth appreciates, ‘Understanding is engagement with tradition, not an attempt to escape from it’(p.33). Conversely, what we find in the Enlightenment is an attempt, by prioritising a ‘prejudice against prejudices’, to deprive tradition of its power. 

Louth has thus far, and with the help of those from the philosophical tradition, presented a line of resistance to what he calls the ‘totalitarian claims of the scientific method’. The focus of his enquiry now is knowledge, and in drawing on the work of Michael Polanyi, he is exploring further (and from, once again, a non-theological source) a concept of knowing that appears counter to the kind of knowledge we derive from observation and experiment.  According to Louth, Polanyi ‘develops an interpretation of what is involved in knowing and understanding that questions all attempts to make of the scientific method a privileged way of knowing, utterly different from and more reliable than other human ways of understanding’(p.59). This interpretation suggests that much of our learning is a process of interiorizing, of making ourselves dwell inside the learned thing; that there is a ‘tacit dimension’ to the process, which is unspecifiable in detail (and not therefore subject to scientific analysis); and that all knowledge is essentially tacit knowledge, or at least rooted in tacit knowledge. This theory of tacit knowing establishes, in Louth’s view, ‘a continuous transition from the natural sciences to the study of the humanities’ where differences are in degree only: by way of example, ‘indwelling is less deep when observing a star than when understanding men or a work of art’(p.64). 

The reconciliation between the disciplines of science and the humanities – their differences over knowledge, method and truth, having been resolved to the author’s satisfaction – Louth now proposes that the tradition as understood in the Church is the ‘tacit dimension of the life of the Christian’(p.86). By wresting theology from the grip of the scientific method, he hopes to restore an ‘inarticulate living of the mystery, the tacit dimension, which is the heart of tradition, and from which theology must spring if it is to be faithful to the truth it is seeking to express’(p.95).

As a means of demonstrating how tradition may be revived in theology, Louth goes on to make the case for the use of allegory in the interpretation of Scripture – as anciently practised by the Church Fathers. He suggests that allegory directs ‘our attention on the text of Scripture in such a way that we are more able to hear what it has to say to us, more alert, more sensitive, to the voice of God in the Scriptures’(p.106). He anticipates the reader’s discomfort with this – ‘by allegory, it is said, you can make any text mean anything you like’ – but his rebuttal is that, contrary to the thinking behind the Protestant principle of sola scriptura, there is no safe harbour in the idea that a text’s meaning is objective and unproblematic, a point that he believes his prior exposition of Gadamer proves. Allegory is not a problem-solving method but rather a ‘means of focusing on the mystery that lies at the heart of Scripture and lends to Scripture a sense of mira profunditas’(p.114). It is not insignificant that allegory has a pre-eminent place in the liturgy, the traditional values of which Louth is eager to defend. 

In closing, Louth restates his analysis of the split between the disciplines of science and the humanities, and a way for that divide to be bridged. He quotes Polanyi as asserting that between the two, it is the humanities and not science that provides the paradigm for study and knowledge, and he concludes (by quoting philosopher Josef Pieper) that what Christian theology can offer other ways of pursuing knowledge is ‘that it should hinder and resist the natural craving of the human spirit for a clear, transparent and definite system’(p.146).

Louth’s clear intention in this book is to re-affirm the place of tradition within the discipline of theology. In so doing, he also takes on the commonly perceived supremacy of science, not to repudiate it, but rather to distinguish the methods and objectives of it from the methods and objectives of theology. His claim is that theology (particularly in the West, under the influence of the Protestant tradition) has too long imagined a need to resort to a quasi-science in reaching and understanding the truth of the Christian message. His purpose is to recapture for theology those aspects that under the historical-critical method of the humanities have come into unfair disrepute. 

Central to this, and running like a thread through his argument is that while theology concerns itself with Scripture, an indispensable element is the ‘response of the will or the heart to the One in whom we believe’(p.3). Aware perhaps that this indispensable element may be prejudicial to his position, Louth marshals to his defence the support of thinkers who owe no allegiance to theology, but whose arguments serve his purpose, e.g. Gadamer, Polanyi and Iris Murdoch. The theory may be that he adds plausibility to his arguments by drawing on those without ‘skin in the game’. For this to be successful, he needs to establish that their arguments (which are humanities-based, more than science-based) have application in the field of theology. Certainly, there is kinship between the humanities and theology, and both have a personal aspect that is by definition missing from the objectivity of the sciences. The risk however of this kind of assimilation is that what theology gains from such parallels, it may lose in intellectual discipline: if the parallels hold, then what is to say that the story of God is not a kind of literary fiction? And the problem with answering – as Louth assuredly does – that the reality of the Christ keeps the God-story earth-bound, is that in ruling out a ‘methodology’ for tackling the scriptures (which is what keeping the scientists at bay would try to do) we may be denying ourselves precisely that reality. 

Louth is surely right, however, to see objections to the attempt to make theology more scientific through the historical-critical method, or, for example, Torrance’s attempt to bracket theology as an exact science on a par with physics (in his critique of Barth’s 1929 Dortmund lectures). But it may be argued that Louth’s is but a cursory exegesis of the constituent elements and procedures of the scientific method: scientific knowledge (when released from its natural hubris) involves elements of human apprehension that go far beyond mere hypothesis and experiment. Scientific insight has much in common with divine insight, and it is appropriate that part of Louth’s project here (and by way of indication of his deference) is to resolve the apparent conflict between the disciplines of science and the humanities, rather than inflame it. 

Underlying all this, is the problem of testability. Absent the hypothetico-critical method of the sciences, some method of gauging truth or at least plausibility is needed to lend credence to Louth’s argument. This is why he seeks to use Polanyi’s theory of knowledge – the reconciliation of science and the humanities – as two different degrees of the same type of knowing, such that, as already quoted, ‘indwelling is less deep when observing a star than when understanding men or a work of art.’ Questions, however, may be asked about the remaining force of Polanyi’s arguments in the light of recent advances in robotics and A.I., both of which may show that we are making increasingly explicit the extent of our knowledge of the world and of ourselves, and that the ‘tacit’ that Louth sets such store by is a shrinking phenomenon. As science and technology advance, one wonders if adducing Polanyi will stand the test of time.

The solution to this encroachment on theology’s terrain is, as Louth implicitly acknowledges, not something that refines either the scientific or the humanistic world view, but rather calls us to engage with the personal and moral demands on our understanding. This seems apt in light of his acknowledgment of the aforementioned ‘natural craving of the human spirit.’ It is perhaps only this – which seems but a bare minimum – that rescues us from the problem of the indispensable element, which is after all the very thing that keeps our discipline within theology’s perimeter fence and prevents it from breaking out into the objective open countryside of religious studies.  

In summary, this book may be viewed as a comprehensive guide on ‘how to swim against the tide in theology’, opening up many avenues for further discourse. By advancing the notion of a moral demand on us, Louth is looking for (and may have found) a way out of the discipline’s ‘battle with truth’. The implication of a moral summons is strong when he describes theology as ‘tested and manifest in a life that lives close to the mystery of God in Christ’ (p.147). It seems there is no way to demonstrate this other than in our sense of wonder at the mystery, which, in his words, we perceive, ‘not just as the focus for our questioning and investigating, but… as that which questions us, which calls us to account’(p145). 
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