Carter Heyward and God: A Facebook Discussion


Charles Allen began: 
Does Carter Heyward believe in God, and if she does, is it the God Christians worship? Heyward would answer “Yes” to both questions. But what do you think? Here are some representative statements from her book, Saving Jesus from Those Who Are Right (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999). Read them all, then think about them.

I am not much of a theist, but I believe in God. By this I mean that it is actually inside God that I believe; inside God we live, grow, die, and go on together through this power that connects us, each and all, to humans and other species of all generations. (5)

As an alternative to authoritarian understandings of social/relational power, I propose mutual relation as a way to god (verb). (20)

God is the movement that connects us all, the whole creation, through all that has been and all that will be, now and forever! This energy for justice and compassion goes among us and between us, within us and beyond us, beneath us and above us, carrying us with Her, transcending our boundaries—crossing over among us, connecting each to all, wherever She goes, now and forever! (61) 

Mutuality is the creative basis of our lives, the world, and God … [This] undercuts even the notion of a deity that is not essentially and mutually involved in the cosmos, the world, and history. (62-63)

Despite their patriarchal framework, certain of the earlier church fathers [i.e., the 4th century Cappadocians] understood that God is a relation—a relational power—not a person. Still … [they] refused to acknowledge that neither God, nor Jesus, nor the rest of us can be known and loved in authoritarian—non-mutual—relation ... [But] we cannot worship both the radically loving God that infused the life of Jesus and the deity constructed by ruling class Christian men in their authoritarian image. (65)

[Summing up:]
In the beginning and in the end, God is a relation:
God is not a self-contained entity or self-absorbed being.
God is love—the constant, immediate yearning and effort to make mutuality incarnate throughout the cosmos.
God is the commitment, against all odds, to justice with compassion.
God is the Spirit celebrating mutuality, the Energy generating justice, the Root of compassion, the Power in the yearning, the effort, and the commitment.
God is radically loving community, ever unfolding, changing, living, dying, and yet ever-living. In a literal sense—embodied, sensual, transformative—God is holy communion. (65).
BM wrote on Oct 19, 2006 at 2:15 PM:

It depends on how you define “god”, “atheist” and “Christian.” (those explanations are more than I feel like typing)

I would say that the God she describes is not the God that popular Christianity worships. 

God as a verb is not the “noun” that is worshipped by most flavors of Christianity. 

I suppose that makes her an atheist. She says she’s “not much of a theist” which leaves nontheist: i.e., atheists and agnostics. 

My 2 cents.

Charles Allen replied:

Interesting. I might say other things about God, and I might rephrase some of the things she says, but I'm not aware of anything that I would need to disagree with (at least not from the selections I gave you). So I wonder what that makes me and most of the other Episcopal priests I know.

But I'm afraid you may be right--this may not be the God of popular Christianity. 
BM wrote:

Whether I agree or disagree with her/you/the priests is another topic!

:-)

I was just responding to the notion of her being an atheist. 

Charles Allen replied on Oct 20, 2006 at 3:28 AM
It also depends on how you define "theist." It can mean any kind of belief in God, in which case Heyward is still a kind of theist, and least a panentheist (which is not the same as a pantheist). Or it can mean belief in the individualist, "invisible superman" sort of God who stands outside the universe but occasionally steps in to pull off some amazing special effects for "his" favorites. If that's theism, then I'm not much of a theist either, but then I'm not sure that Jesus, Paul, Augustine or even Thomas Aquinas were ever consistently that kind of theist. What Heyward is saying is that the God of Jesus, of Paul, and even of the Nicene Creed, is intrinsically relational--relational all the way through. Most nonfundamentalist Christian theologians would agree with her as far as that point goes. There are other points where they would disagree or at least want to introduce some caveats in response to her.

Charles Allen wrote on Oct 20, 2006 at 3:49 AM

Is St. Augustine "much of a theist"?

Here (below) is a passage from Augustine's "On the Trinity" (finished around 420 CE). Compare what he says to what Heyward says. (He did not, of course, know anything about gender-inclusive language.)

"God is love. Why should we go running round the heights of the heavens and the depths of the earth looking for him who is with us if only we should wish to be with him? Let no one say 'I don’t know what to love.' Let him love his brother, and love that love … Embrace love which is God, and embrace God with love … And if a man is full of love, what is he full of but God? … Love means someone loving and something loved with love. There you are with three, the lover, what is being loved, and love. And what is love but a kind of life coupling or trying to couple together two things, namely lover and what is being loved? This is true even in the most fleshly kinds of love … So here again there are three, lover and what is being loved, and love." Augustine, On the Trinity, trans. by Edmund Hill, O.P. (Brooklyn: New City Press, 1991), pp. 252-255 (8.5.11-14). 

AL wrote on Oct 23, 2006 at 5:55 AM:
Just a side-note, but I'm not sure I understand how her usage of the words "She" and "Her" can be seen as anything other than an attempt to be provocative in light of the fact that she claims that "God" has no personhood and is only a relation/relational power. Why doesn't she just use "It?" Better yet "it," since she also takes issue with an authoritarian relation to God, and capitalization of the referential pronoun would seem to perpetuate such a relation. 

Charles Allen replied on Oct 23, 2006 at 8:37 AM:
I think Heyward would reply that, since mutuality is the very basis of personhood, it would be misleading to exclude personal pronouns when refering to him/her/it. It would also be misleading always to exclude "impersonal" pronouns, so she would not object to using "it," as long as it's not exclusive. If you'll forgive borrowing from Jungian terminology, she would probably prefer to say that God is "transpersonal." This could all be nonsense, of course, but that's sort of how I think she would reply.

One other thing. I don't believe she claims anywhere that "God" has no personhood. She does claim that "God is not a self-contained entity or a self-absorbed being," but that's not the same as being a person. At least I hope not, because in that case I'd have to say that I'm not a person and that nobody else is either.

AL replied to your post on Oct 23, 2006 at 9:16 AM:
She says that "Despite their patriarchal framework, certain of the earlier church fathers [i.e., the 4th century Cappadocians] understood that God is a relation—a relational power—not a person." Granted, she is discussing the 4th c. Cappadocians, but in saying that they "understood that God is a relation—a relational power—not a person," she seems to be implying that this is also her view. 

Charles Allen replied on Oct 23, 2006 at 10:10 AM:
Thanks for pointing that out. She did say that, and that's her view too. But the emphasis is on the indefinite article: God is not A person. And that is very much the traditional, "orthodox" understanding of the Trinity. God is personAL (three times over!), but not A person. If that sounds like utter nonsense, well, you wouldn't be the first person to think that.

Charles Allen wrote on Oct 24, 2006 at 6:38 AM:
Does Charles Allen Believe in God?

Back to whether I’m “much of a theist” myself—I do think that my somewhat elusive notion of God is in considerable agreement with the early orthodoxy (i.e., the winning party) that gave us the Nicene and Chalcedonian creeds. And it’s not all that different from Heyward’s. My thinking is in some ways closer, however, to a school of thought that calls itself “radical orthodoxy.” (If you want to know more about these folk, here are links to two articles on them by yours truly: www.therevdrcharleswallen.com/roenc1.doc and www.therevdrcharleswallen.com/opwencrev.doc. They’re not easy reading.) 

For thinkers like Augustine, Gregory of Nyssa, the radically orthodox (and me), God is “glimpsed” in the community’s sacramental life, and what we glimpse is an original mutuality, infinitely expressed as word (logos), and diversely shared as spirit. And the rest of us are an astonishingly extravagent expression and sharing of this original mutuality. IF there is any difference worth noting between this view and Heyward’s, it might lie in the traditional insistence that there is an unfathomable difference between the original mutuality that God is and the mutuality that we are as creatures, something that makes the fact that we’re here at all seem utterly astonishing. 

But I’m not sure that Heyward would care to disagree with this, as long as it does not become an excuse to stop yearning and striving for right-relation here and now. It’s that urgent concern for right-relation (not the same as “being right”) that remains central for Heyward, and accordingly she just doesn’t care so much about whether she might say something that would ruffle an orthodox (or “radically orthodox”) thinker’s feathers. If our lives are responding appropriately to “the constant, immediate yearning and effort to make mutuality incarnate throughout the cosmos,” that’s what matters most. Speculative ideas have their place too, but they’re of secondary importance. And on that point I have to agree with her.

I realize that everything I’ve said here may seem hopelessly murky to most readers :-)

JR replied to your post on Oct 30, 2006 at 1:25 PM:
WOW! This entire discussion about the definition of "GOD" has been carried out with absolutely no references to what God says about Himself! Incredible!
And the LORD passed by before him, and proclaimed, The LORD, The LORD God, merciful and gracious, longsuffering, and abundant in goodness and truth, Keeping mercy for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, and that will by no means clear the guilty; visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children, and upon the children's children, unto the third and to the fourth generation. - Exodus 34:6,7.

JM replied to JR’s post on Nov 3, 2006 at 1:47 PM:
And let's not forget Bhagavad Gita 7:7:

Nothing is higher than I am; 
Arjuna, all that exists
is woven on me,
like a web of pearls on thread.

And Surah 1 in the Quran, which describes God as:

The Cherisher and Sustainer of Worlds;
Most Gracious, Most Merciful;
Master of the Day of Judgment.

Whether these are "what God says about himself" any more than the passage you quoted, of course, remains to be demonstrated, but that these are all beautiful, majestic, awe-inspiring - and at times troubling - descriptions of God is beyond doubt. In no religious tradition does a philosophical concept of God, a vague notion of God as unmoved mover, satify those whose faith is based on a personal religious experience. Then again, it is those who have such an experience who are most adamant that the God they have experienced cannot be adequately described in words!

Charles Allen replied to JR’s post on Nov 4, 2006 at 5:44 AM:
JR, that's an important passage in the Christian and Jewish Bible. 
But many devout Christians and Jews would still debate whether this is simply God speaking about "himself," or whether this is one of many human testimonies to what God is saying about "himself." 
Speaking as a Christian myself, I have to be honest enough to point out that our Bible shows us many different depictions of God that at least appear not to fit together smoothly. (I'm not saying you can't harmonize them, just that it ain't always easy!) 
Also, in my "brand" of Christianity, anything I claim to know about God has to start, not with isolated Bible passages, but with the life, death and risen life of Jesus of Nazareth. To me, what makes us Christians of every stripe such a peculiar people is our claim that God is most fully revealed (and encountered) not in a book but in the life of a fully human person who is still somehow alive and with us. 
Of course, we wouldn't know much of anything about that person without the Bible's collection of stories about him, so the Bible remains indispensible. But it's the Word made flesh who has made God known in the way that matters most to us (John 1:14-18, if you need a proof text). And I, at least, have to start with that.
