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Immeasurable Life: Fragments of a Credo

Charles W. Allen

“Since all who think about God think of him as living, they only can form any conception of him that is not absurd and unworthy who think of him as life itself.” (Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, 1.8.8)

I am most alive when I live into the Immeasurable Life that brings me here. 

The fundamental difference between somebody like me and somebody like Richard Dawkins is this: People like me view our lives as embodiments of an Immeasurable Life, while people like Dawkins view our lives as embodiments of a measurable lifelessness. 

If somebody says, “Life ultimately comes from and returns to measurable processes that are lifeless,” this is not a scientific statement; it is not an empirical observation, nor does it follow automatically from empirical observations; it is a pre-scientific, fundamental interpretation of life in its fullest setting, adopted for reasons that may be good but do not compel assent. 

When people make statements about the fullest possible setting of our existence, they are not making scientific statements, even if they are scientists. They are making what were once called metaphysical statements, what for the moment I call fundamental interpretations. They are not statements beyond the give and take of critical discussion, but they are too encompassing to be decided once and for all by any particular method.

So if I say, “Life ultimately comes from and returns to an immeasurable process that is itself alive,” I am likewise adopting a pre-scientific, fundamental interpretation of life in its fullest setting, adopted for reasons that may be good but do not compel assent. 

The two statements are on the same footing, and to choose to keep living life in terms of one statement rather than the other is to live by a kind of faith. But if you don’t like that word, you can call it a hunch.

Like Augustine, I also view this Immeasurable Life as God, specifically the God who lives as Jesus lived—bearing all my indifference and rejection while bringing me to life again and again.

(Note: Though I say, “Jesus lived” (past tense), I do not regard him as dead and gone. He lived the Immeasurable Life of God in human terms, and dying cannot banish that life, as his first followers discovered to their amazement.)

Once again, if others differ with me, we can profitably explore and perhaps revise our differences, and I do not need everyone to agree with me (nor would the God who lives as Jesus lived), but our differences are not decidable by proofs, observations or experiments, just our best hunches.

The God who lives as Jesus lived is more than personal, not less, though not literally a person like you or me, but there’s something immeasurable about being a person, and it points to the Immeasurable Life I call God.

I am not interested in getting this God to do me or you any special favors; I am drawn instead to model my life on the Immeasurable Life that lives as Jesus lived.

All I ask of God is to be drawn over and over into the Immeasurable Life that brings me here, because that is when I am most alive; that’s more than I could ever consistently desire.

DD:
I don't believe there was anything immortal or superhuman about Jesus. Everything you mention here seems to be at least 90 degrees (if not my 180) from Christianity as most of us know it. 

Why be Christian at all if you see God in this way? I mean I like a lot of what Jesus said, but I also like a lot of what Buddha said and a lot of what Dawkins says, but I don't consider any of them to be omniscient, immortal or worth worshipping. Every one of us who has ever lived (from Jesus to Hitler) has been a mixed bag of good and bad qualities.
HR:
Your beautiful expressions express such clarity of thought, feelings, and intention. thank you

Charles Allen
DD, to be crude and unkind, I can't help it if you grew up in a dumb-ass denomination. Most Americans did. It may be 90 degrees from the Christianity of the popular media, but it is very much in line with what the most informed Christians have always said. 

Try reading Gregory of Nyssa, Augustine, Maximus the Confessor, Hildegard of Bingen, Aquinas, Bonaventure, and Luther. Their views of nature were of course different from ours, and that affects their views of God to some extent. But their views of God were also about 90 degrees from Christianity as most Americans know it. 

Part of what drew me to the Episcopal Church was meeting people who didn't pretend that their church sprang right out of the New Testament with no history in between. They actually knew about these people (because they celebrate their feast days). But some would say our church is also 90 degrees from Christianity as most Americans know it. And for that I am most grateful.

We've been over this before, and I'm repeating myself as much as you are. Sorry about that.

BTW, have you seen Karen Armstrong's new book, "The Case for God"? She's done her homework.
DB:
This seems to be a semantic argument about the content of the word 'life' or 'alive', which carries multiple meanings. Science, as an activity, works with a set of assumptions as you do, so that my freshman biology text defines organic life one way, in terms of its properties, etc. “Life ultimately comes from and returns to measurable processes that are lifeless" IS a scientific statement because it accords with the metaphysical framework of Science, which is Naturalism. It is true that Science makes a different set of assumptions, or uses a different metaphysical framework. 'Life' is given a rough, though workable, definition in Science (...are viruses alive? No). Many of us may be unfamiliar with what you mean by 'Immeasurable Life' and how one gains epistemological access to the truth that it is a property of the world outside our minds.
DD:
Perhaps we should back up for a moment to make sure we are not misunderstanding each other. Who exactly do you believe Jesus of Nazareth is/was? 

This question ultimately comes down to whether you merely admire the man and his ideas (as I mostly do) or whether you consider Jesus to be superhuman or even God himself/herself/itself.

DW:
It does remind me of Shailer Matthews a bit..we can't call the universe lifeless unless we cut humans and much of what we experience of our environing world out of the universe, not an empirical move at all

HR
It seems to me that Charles' statement-- a Fragment of a credo--is a theological document. Thus I would argue that the central claim and insight is the following line: "Like Augustine, I also view this Immeasurable Life as God, specifically the God who lives as Jesus lived—bearing all my indifference and rejection while bringing me to life again and again"

The meaning of the term life here is clearly beyond the mere scientific term akin to animation. Charles clearly does not move from being a dead inert entity and then brought back to animation and dead again and alive again, but rather is speaking of the meaning of his being for him and for those in his relational sphere. Bringing me to life again and again is a spiritual expression of an energy beyond and deeper than the fact of whether or not I am breathing.

Charles-- if we add up all those 90 degrees you mention, we'll round back at 0--where we or you started.

DW:
Just throwing my 2 cents in...but I don't take Jesus as someone who sought worship. He pointed to God. In that Jesus becomes a means by which one can relate to/make sense of God. Others did as well. But given my own history, the church and what came from it is the toolbox I'm working with primarily in talking about God. In that it's good to start from  *some* place rather than no place. Secondly, the fact that there is life (biological or otherwise) provides a lot of material for a religious response (gratitude, awe, etc.)
DB:
HR, I agree with you and I see the difference between the two contextual usages. I was making a minor point, to which your spiritual definition of life also supports. The usage of the term 'life' keeps changing, including several distinct definitions. Whether Life returns to something that is alive or lifeless needs clarification about 'life', which is what I was trying to get at: God lives, processes live or are lifeless, Jesus died but is alive, God is alive but God is Life, etc.

As I hear it, God is a metaphorical context through which you make sense of your human experience. It is meaningful, and provides an overarching metanarrative to structure the content of life's experiences: it is an idea. I haven't yet seen a reason to believe it is true of the world, or metaphysically real, for the same reason that there are no moral facts- only thinking makes it so. "I believe in a god" has the same cognitive content as "I really like the color blue and it makes me want to live a more meaningful life", philosophically speaking. This is not to diminish the power of belief to change one's life. Our collective human desires make this a world worth living in and try to change for the better, always.
MP:
What's the pay off if you get this right, and how will you know?

HR:
There is no "getting it right"-- that is the point Charles is making-- it is about inviting the Immeasurable Life to be with and within you.

Charles Allen

DB, let me quote back to you a crucial remark, with some substitutions: “As I hear it, [inert matter/an ultimately lifeless nature/a collection of valueless facts/a closed mechanical system] is a metaphorical context through which you make sense of your human experience. It is meaningful, and provides an overarching metanarrative to structure the content of life's experiences: it is an idea.”

Take your pick: these are all “metaphorical context[s] through which you make sense of your human experience.” It is a linguistic fact that you cannot make a completely literal statement about the whole of reality. We can’t form a clear concept of “the whole of reality.” It’s a construct, modeled from something that definitely is not the whole of reality. Read Lakoff and Johnson’s “Philosophy in the Flesh,” or “Metaphors We Live By.” Yes my view is a metaphorical context, but there’s nothing non-metaphorical with which to contrast it, if we’re talking about the whole of reality. Some of those metaphorical contexts may be popular among many scientists, but there’s no necessary connection between that sciences and a particular metaphorical context, mechanistic or not.

Naturalism to me seems as murky a concept as any. And there are many professed naturalists like John Dewey who would NOT agree that “Life ultimately comes from and returns to measurable processes that are lifeless.” 

For example, Stephen Toulmin, a naturalist if ever there was one: “Viruses and genes, [many] say, are only highly complex molecules. But an intellectual road cannot be opened to one-way traffic only. If the distinction between organisms and molecules is, after all, an arbitrary one, then the same must be true for the distinction between molecules and organisms. Any arguments which justify biochemists in speaking of genes as ‘molecules of extreme complexity’ justify us also in speaking of atoms and molecules as ‘organisms of extreme simplicity’” (“Foresight and Understanding: An Enquiry into the Aims of Science,” p. 78).

My little credo is in some respects an extension of that linguistic point, which to me seems irrefutable.
DD, in the context of this credo all I need to say about Jesus (besides agreeing with DW here) is that Jesus “lived the Immeasurable Life of God in human terms.” Another way of putting it is that many people interacting with Jesus’ fully human life find themselves interacting with the Immeasurable Life of God. That’s all that needs to be said about his reputed divinity. But I believe I’m simply restating the fundamental point of the creed of Chalcedon (451 CE) in terms that are not so wed to neoplatonism. It was considered heretical to say that Jesus was “superhuman” and equally heretical to say, “Jesus is God,” without some very crucial qualifications. Again churches like the ones you and I grew up in don’t know any of this, because they decided to pretend that the history of the church had nothing to do with who they were.

MP, what HR said. There’s a book I find helpful entitled “Saving Jesus from Those Who Are Right,” by Carter Heyward. She argues that all of us, naturalists and theists and whoever else, need to wean ourselves from the need to “be right.” We should focus instead on “being in right relation.” I think she has a point. And as Karen Armstrong ably documents in her new book, this was a point of agreement by many people of faith or spirituality earlier ages.

MP:
But if there's no being right, how can anybody disagree about this?

DH:
In the absence of "getting it right" I think disagreement, or agreement, about this has to be argued. Argue - with civility, of course - why you believe what you believe is a better belief that what's being offered. 
One of my constant struggles in writing theological stuff is that I'm still asking the question: "Is this the right answer?" Now, for me to accept that there's not one right answer as I'm writing theology papers is both liberating and terrifying at the same time since such an idea is very new to me. And now I'm wondering if what I just wrote is right.
Charles Allen

MP, I'm glad you asked that. Helene and I were being sloppy. I'm not endorsing some "anything goes" kind of relativism. But it sounded as if I were.

The need to "be right," as Heyward uses the phrase, is the need to write off people who don't say things the way I do. "Those who are right" means "people who are so sure they're right they don't notice ... complexity and don't want to be bothered by those who do" (p. 11).

The word "right," of course still crops up in the phrase "being in right relation," and we could argue that this is still a form of "being right." I think it is. But it shifts the emphasis to an ethical and political need to build communities where it's 1) safe to disagree about such sweeping concepts as "God" or "Nature," and 2) not only safe but instructive (because we begin to appreciate the reasons people give for thinking as they do)

It's hard for me to talk about this without getting bogged down. (I did my Ph.D. dissertation on the subject, so it's easy to get lost in academic squabbling.) I think maybe the most accessible presentation I've done is a Power Point presentation I did at IUPUI last year. Here's a link to that:
http://www.therevdrcharleswallen.com/FindingPurpose.ppt
I think I'll leave it at that.
MP:
I can see all that, which leads me back to my second question. I find pretty much everything a total mystery, but one of the more mysterious parts is the notion that it is important to think about the world properly. I don't mean physical stuff, like how not to hurt yourself, but non-physical things, like what is the nature of God. You might think that it can't possibly make any difference to me as I go about my life, but there seems to be a deeply rooted need in most people (you used to tell me that one evidence of the existence of God is the existence of religions in all cultures) to develop an explanation of the ultimate reality that satisfies themselves. I have trouble seeing how having that understanding makes things better. And, if it does not have to be the "right" understanding in the sense that it should be shared by everyone, what function does it serve? Makes us feel better to get together and share our beliefs/speculations? Makes us be better? Once you abandon the idea that everyone who does not have correct belief is going to spend eternity in hell (if you do), I wonder what the point is. 

In print, questions like that can sound ridiculing or dismissive; I'm being sincere.
Charles Allen

MP, you've phrased your questions with obvious sensitivity.

I would not say that it is important to think about the world properly. I would say that is important to be careful and responsible with what we do wind up thinking about the world, because we don't have the option of not thinking about it, even if what we think remains a bit amorphous.

An understanding of ultimate reality already does shape how each of us lives, either for the better or for the worse (and what we judge to be better or worse will also be shaped by that understanding).

And, again, while I would shy away from saying that our understanding has to be the right understanding, I do not mean that all understandings are equally commendable no matter what they are. I mean simply that we may never settle on just one commendable way to understand the world.

Frankly, I don't see much to commend in an understanding of reality as controlled by a deity who seems to have occasional temper tantrums, although I meet many Christians who want to think of God in those terms. If I had to choose between that understanding and Richard Dawkins's worldview, I'd go with Dawkins. I think Dawkins's worldview is better than that one. But I think viewing my life as an embodiment of immeasurable life is a better view than Dawkins's or the mean-spirited theist's. So clearly, I think that some worldviews are more commendable than others. 

Furthermore, I want my worldview to be among the most commendable ones. Why else would it be mine? I just will never be in a position to say that it's THE most commendable one for two crucial reasons: 1) it's still very much a work in progress, and 2) there are other worldviews that seem so resourceful that I think I need to keep learning about them. There are some types of religious worldviews and even some types of secular worldviews that seem to address all the issues I want to see addressed, but they don't do it in my terms. That's where I think I really need to pay attention.

So I guess what I'm saying is that we do not have to have THE right understanding, just A right understanding. And by "right" I mean reasonable enough and resourceful enough to keep me wondering as I tinker with my own worldview. There are plenty of worldviews that do not pass that test. But there are a surprising variety of worldviews that do pass it.

I haven't addressed everything you raised, but I hope I addressed something. It's something I continue to ask myself.
MP:
Thanks so much. I guess my problem/situation remains where it always has been -- I can imagine that anything might be the ultimate truth, but I have no idea how to choose which one it is (or be confident which ones it is not.) I derive substantial pleasure from hearing other people's views, ranging from the sure-they-know-exactly-who-God-loves folks to those who operate in a much more open textured belief system that is, nonetheless, a system. It's comforting to listen to other people grapple, like the pleasure of watching someone else work. Everybody I know believes in things more than I do. Yet here I stand and I can do no other. And I consider myself a happy person overall.

Would be nice to sit and chat a while. In lieu thereof, I enjoy your posts.
DB:
Your Toulmin quote was illuminating to my attempts to get a definition of 'life'. Mostly, it seems, 'life' is a useful term of abuse for just a particular part of the continuum of physical reality. You would extend that definition to every positive physical thing and call that life- if I understand your point. 

Maybe nothing is actually alive then, since we may simply be beguiled by our language to think that there is such a thing as 'being alive'. What does it mean to be alive on a descriptive level? It must be a level of organization about certain collections of matter then. It is shorthand for all the components and pathways that go into it. Otherwise, we have all these living bits encountering all these other living bits, which vaguely sounds like Leibniz all over again as the Church of Latter-Day Monadology. So, 'life' is an arbitrary definition which once extended to all matter, seems to be in error or lose all meaning from the word 'alive'.
Charles Allen

MP, here you stand and can do no other. How very Lutheran of you. It sounds like a position of integrity to me. Thanks for the comments and questions.

Charles Allen

DB, the word is getting stretched, I admit. But the expressions "matter" and "physical reality" are also being stretched by materialists and physicalists to extend to activities like thinking, pondering, imagining, theorizing, defining, etc. If EVERYTHING is matter, then matter is no longer what we thought it was. It is, in your words, an arbitrary definition which we extend to cover everything that matter was originally distinguished from. I think that sort of stretching can be reasonable if we own up to what we're doing, but I don't think most physicalists are aware of how much stretching they've done.

Materialism grew popular when people thought "matter" meant a bunch of ultramicroscopic, colliding, inert particles. It turns out that the ultramicroconstituents of everyday things are not anything like that. They're active, they relate to one another in ways that are harder to describe than collisions, and they're not really particles. In some respects they're not even measurable. We still call them matter because they're more or less what we once called matter. It takes an appeal to tradition, in other words, to justify the word's continued use. 

That is precisely why some philosophers now call themselves physicalists instead. But as I've said before, they can't seem to escape arguing in a circle. What counts as physical seems to be what physicists currently study, which is another appeal to tradition.

I think materialists and physicalists can defend the legitimacy of how they've stretched these words. But if they, or you, want to do that, then they are in no position to dismiss my stretching the word "life" in the way I have. I'm doing the same thing, just from a different starting point.

DB:
Thanks for your comments, Charles.

Charles Allen

And thanks, DB, for not tempting me to start pontificating again :-) I hope you realize that I keep thinking about your questions even after I've replied to them. I'm trying out lines of argument that I may later decide to withdraw (and if I do that I should tell you).

DW:
A few ideas to wrack up participation points *heh*

I think our descriptions end up mattering to the degree that they can illuminate our experiences in the world, provide some larger framework of meaning for those experiences. And they provide the context by which we act in the world. For example if everything is free or determined (two different stories), this may affect how we act (and see the meaning of our actions). I'd also think we'd want our stories to connect up. So what we generally know in the sciences, in our moral lives, etc have some traffic with each other. And we'd want such stories to make us more likely to be responsive, to the needs of others, of our world..there is an ethical basis for evaluating our stories. So when I read Charles Allen's take on the universe as marked by life, it seemed to me that it was on par with saying everything in the universe matters (which is to say that we do too and that we do because we are ultimately connected with the whole). A lifeless universe or may not communicate that message. I can imagine many different stories coinciding (and be in a position to affirm several at once) but I also think we have the means to evaluate (and even dismiss some of them, criticize them).
Charles Allen

Thanks, DW. I find that instructive. I doubt that you will need more participation points in Helene's course when you're probably setting the curve.

MP:
It's the "to the degree" part that stumps me. I know what I believe, but other people seem to have an extraordinarily broad, radically different range of views in which they believe just as strongly as I believe in mine, and, at the next analytical level up, I have no confidence that I can say any of them are wrong. In my more biological moments, I wonder if this sort of reasoning arises as an artifact of adaptive developments that help us stay alive and reproduce in the world, but that are completely unsuited for metaphysics, as if we were trying to discern the nature of color with only our ears. But then I also sometimes wonder is consciousness itself is an illusion that produces the impression of being different from other physical processes but actually is not. This way madness might actually lie.
Charles Allen

Two conundrums: 

1) If you say, "I wonder if consciousness is an illusion," you are using consciousness to wonder about that. (I suspect, though, that many of our ideas about consciousness are illusions--some kind of spooky stuff added to our brains.)

2) If you say thinking "metaphysically" is an accidental offshoot of evolution unsuited to its aims, you are thinking metaphysically about the unsuitability of metaphysics.

There's room for debate, I think, about what that proves, if anything, but they're interesting conundrums.
