
The Limits of Mellowness 

The Heretical Imperative: Contem- 
porary Possibilities of Religious Affir- 
mation, by Peter L. Berger, Garden 
City, New York: Anchor PresdDouble- 
day, 1979. xu + 220 pp .  $9.95. 

PROFESSOR PETER BERCER has a sure sense 
of the movement of contemporary thought 
about religion, and a touch of insight con- 
cerning the weaknesses of popular writing 
about it. His Rumor of Angels (1969), writ- 
ten in the aftermath of Harvey Cox’s 
Secular City, called attention to the depth 
of perennial religious experience which 
Cox’s book largely ignored, and raised the 
first effective voice against the premature 
resolution of the religious possibility on 
secularist lines. Now, ten years later, 
Berger brings once more to the analysis of 
the religious environment the sure insight 
which enables him to identify the pri- 
mary issue: “modernity as a near-incon- 
ceivable expansion of the area of human 
life open to choices.” If Berger’s phrase 
has an old-fashioned ring, this is be- 
cause it echoes the grand theme of the 
sixties, when Cox, Thomas J. J.  Altizer, 
and John A. T. Robinson proclaimed the 
liberating influences of the technology 
which has since made modernity’s triumph 
evident. Indeed, the beast inhabits and 
possesses the theological literature of the 
last century. It has been given many 
names. For Nietzsche and Gabriel Vaha- 
nian, modernity signaled the death of God 
in culture. Historians and sociologists have 
sometimes called it post-Constantinianism. 
Cox himself considered the “privatizing” of 
religion to be among its most important 
aspects. The character of modernity is, 
however, uncontested. The limitless 
possibilities of technique, abetted by the 
various metaphysics of subjectivity which 
echo and encourage its Promethean poten- 
tialities, have obscured those mediate 
forms of thought. and social organization 
that seemingly defined the civilization only 
a short decade ago. And when the complex 
texture of humane tradition is uncertain. 

1 

possibilities appear equally valuable, or at 
least equally defensible. Christ and 
Zoroaster contend as peers; choosing is 
unavoidable, heresy imperative. 

The heart of Berger’s exposition is his 
analysis of the three great choices he 
discerns: tradition, the deductive possibili- 
ty; criticism of the type rooted in the 
enlightenment, the reductive possibility; 
and the inductive possibility, belief based 
upon the dialectic of experience. Since the 
reductive possibility is systematically 
bound to secular consciousness, and the 
deductive possibility, identified by Berger 
with Barthian neo-orthodoxy, too alien to 
reason and history, the proffered key must 
be inductive. As a methodological model 
Berger offers the thought of Schleier- 
macher, who traced the affirmations of 
tradition and dogma to a psychological 
ground. Religious insight and the cognitive 
content of faith are then to be developed 
from “the metahuman intentionality of the 
religious phenomenon,” in traditional 
language, from our longing for God. 

That religious experience may be sought 
and criticized inductively is an unrevolu- 
tionary conclusion. The tradition is 
venerable, and Berger discusses the 
method and its weaknesses judiciously. 
What distinguishes his appeal to the induc- 
tive possibility is an unaccountable timidity 
concerning the relation between the 
reasonable analysis of experience and the 
deeper sources of faith and theology. Hav- 
ing argued persuasively that religious ex- 
perience is possible, Berger quickly issues 
the standard warnings against “leaps of 
faith” and “positions based on some rock of 
immunity against rational and empirical 
criticism.” These warnings in turn prepare 
the reader for the conclusion, almost tradi- 
tional in arguments of this type, that Chris- 
tian faith ought never to lead us “to suc- 
cumb to the authority of Christian tradi- 
tion, be it expressed in Scripture or in ec- 
clesiastical institution.” And having effec- 
tively evoked the image of the inauthentic 
intellectual dishonorably yielding up his 
freedom before some Genevan tribunal, 
Eerger offers us his crisp alternative. What 
Christian faith does mean 
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is quite simply this: conviction that the 
core contents of the Christian message 
provide the fullest and most adequate 
interpretation of one’s own experience 
of God, world, and self. Put differently, 
Christian faith here means to express 
the conviction that the universe 
ultimately makes sense in the light of 
Sinai and Calvary. 

‘I‘he method is familiar. Its essence is the 
attempt to leap from a cool, carefully 
delineated analysis of religious subjectivity 
to the realm of “religion,” a region of per- 
sonal and unutterable meanings to which 
reference can successfully be made only 
through obscure metaphors. Such devices, 
of which Berger’s “dark drums of God’ is 
an example, are often introduced climac- 
tically in contemporary theological 
writing, much as the concluding sunset in 
films of questionable artistic power, to con- 
ceal banality with suggestions of ineffable 
significance. This discursive pattern is now 
well-nigh standard in departments of 
religious studies, in which religion is often 
conceived as a history, explored through 
laborious scholarship, and a future, vague- 
ly but powerfully invoked through 
metaphors  redolent of Te i lhard ,  
Moltmann, and Bloch, with past and 
future unconnected by any present in 
which morally significant action might oc- 
cur. The method is the shadow of the 
nominalistic scheme of knowing which 
passes from sensation to intuition im- 
mediately, studiedly neglecting that great 
middle ground of ideas, essences, and 
potentialities which makes shared meaning 
and reasonable action possible. Existential- 
ly, the method circumvents the inherent 
tendency of historical reflection to evoke 
specific action selected from the range of 
actual possibility. And it might also be sug- 
gested that Berger bypasses this market- 
place of common meanings and possible 
moralities because it is inhabited by 
angelic messengers whose existence he will 
posit but whom he is not anxious to meet. 

As a means of commending religious af- 
firmation to the citizens of modernity who 
pass their lives untouched by the ideology 

of modern religious studies, the method 
has not thus far been successful. In or- 
dinary experience the attempt to discover 
meaning without truth, construing an in- 
terpretation without invoking its authority 
and analyzing our experience without 
making bold ontological claims for the ex- 
perienced, has tested subjectivity too 
heroically. But the attempt to rack from 
human consciousness a bold confession of 
truths experienced but fleetingly and by 
anticipation is still not so heroic as the ef- 
fort to interpret Calvary without the aid 
the Ethiopian eunuch found indispensable. 
The attempt to comprehend Sinai apart 
from the illuminating context of obe- 
diences, powers, and acts which it is 
Berger’s method nowhere to discuss has 
traditionally ended in the sentimentality of 
Matthew Arnold or the contempt of Nietz- 
sche. The eclecticism of the book is also 
unaccountable. There is no compelling 
reason why an exposition based on 
Schleiermacher and the darker sayings of 

tant as they may be, should be taken as a 
serious investigation of contemporary 
religious possibilities, less reason still why 
the mysticism of the East should claim us 
until we have learned the mysticism of Ber- 
nard and of William Law. Berger’s 
scholarship is always impressive, but it is 
highly personal, and his claim that liberal 
Protestantism is an especially good guide to 
the encounter with modernity is not entire- 
ly convincing. 

Finally, it is perhaps relevant to suggest 
that the style of the book illustrates the 
heretical imperative which is its subject. If 
it is the business of theology (on the 
hypothesis that the gods speak) to explicate 
the ultimate truths of human destiny, and 
of history to enter sympathetically the 
minds of many men, justifying none un- 
fairly and judging all discretely, it is surely 
the nature of sociology that by its method it 
presents an utterly relativized world. This 
is not particularly damaging when the sub- 
ject matter is trivial, nor is it obviously in- 
trusive when the product is statistical, but 
when those great loyalties which form the 
spine of human experience are brought 
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under the sociological style, the text itself 
becomes an equal blasphemy against each 
possibility it represents. Jesus and Allah ap- 
pear along an undifferentiated horizon, to 
be treated with polite dispassion. Peter 
Berger, whose work is sociology, quite 
naturally considers such treatment con- 
ducive to an understanding which is 
“mellow,” and reasonable. But in the long 
run, if there are any gods, it may not 
behoove us to be too detached and mellow 
regarding them. Perhaps it is best to see 
The Heretical Imperative as the summary 
report of a group of Anglo-American 
theologians and sociologists who are in- 
trigued by religious thought but repelled 
by religion. Nietzsche observed that in 
modernity God is unacceptable not to 
reason but to taste. The faint odor of that 
apothegm hangs over The Heretical Im- 
perative. 

Reviewed by JAMES PATRICK 

The Master of Astonishment 

Martin Heidegger, by George Steiner, 
New York: Viking Press, 1978. 173 pp.  
I1 0.95. 

GEORGE STEINER has written an introduc- 
tion to the work of Martin Heidegger 
which should make further introductions 
unnecessary until such time as much more 
of Heidegger’s very substantial corpus is 
published and we have had time to come to 
terms with it. Professor Steiner’s book is an 
interpretive, critical, yet essentially sym- 
pathetic exposition of Heidegger’s thought. 
Not only does the content of that thought 
emerge, but through the sensitive use of 
quotation its texture is also communicated. 
Steiner skillfully blends together the 
philosophical, literary, theological, per- 
sonal, political, and other influences which 
can be discerned in Heidegger’s work. 
Steiner clearly loves his subject. This does 

not stand in the way, however, of a 
rigorous probing of the complex, 
enigmatic, and deeply disturbing relation 
of Heidegger to National Socialism (“his 
complete silence on Hitlerism and the 
holocaust after 1945 ... is very nearly in- 
tolerable”). (An admittedly speculative in- 
terpretation of this relationship is given 
which I find plausible.) In short, Steiner’s 
book, in which there is not a wasted page, 
is a small masterpiece of expository writing 
a t  the introductory level. 

Steiner leads the reader into Heidegger’s 
work by means of an extended discussion 
(comprising much of Chapter 1) of the 
problem of “how to read a page of Heideg- 
ger.” In effect this is an examination of 
some basic Heideggerian terms as they are 
developed up to 1935. The result is not a 
series of definitions but rather an in- 
tegrated sketch of the early Heidegger, 
together with an evaluation of that thought 
and a placing of it within the history of 
Western philosophy. 

In this examination the term of all terms 
is “Being.” This is the “one question” to 
which Heidegger addressed himself, and to 
which Steiner and “every reader of Heideg- 
ger must address himself.” Heidegger came 
to, was overwhelmed by, this question ear- 
ly, most probably in his late teens. Bren- 
tano’s influence helped bring him to this 
question, as did probably Heidegger’s 
relaxation of a strict Catholicism into a 
“secular, yet patently related, sense and 
vocabulary of the absolute.” Also a factor, 
and one less frequently noted, was his 
almost uncanny personal sensibility to the 
grain and substance of physical existence. 
Heidegger was a man “literally overcome 
by the notion of ‘is’, a man inexhaustibly 
astonished by the fact of existence, and 
haunted by that other possibility, which is 
nothingness.. . .” His ceaseless, circling 
question was, “Why is there? Why is there 
not nothing?” It is also, appropriately, the 
ceaseless, circling question of Steiner’s 
book. 

One way of gaining some comprehension 
of the overarching thesis of Steiner’s book 
and of Heidegger’s work can be achieved 
through attending in turn to three inter- 
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