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The relativism of our present age is
nothing new. In fact, human under-
standing has always been relative
and perspectival in spite of our naive
beliefs to the contrary. What is
unique today is that great numbers of
human beings have become aware of
the fact that our understanding of the
world is not objective but seen
through the filter of our understand-
ing. It would seem that among the
last to accept this truth are Christians
who cling to an antiquated realism in
the belief that it is essential to Chris-
tianity. Such a belief, however, is no
more essential to Christianity than

James P. Danaher, Ph.D., M. Phil. (City Uni-
versity, New York) is Head of the Department
of Philosophy, Nyack College, NY and Chair
of the Department of Arts and Sciences,
Berkeley College, White Plains, NY. He has
published articles in many philosophical and
theological journals, including ‘Forgiveness:
Human and Divine’ (Lexington Theological
Quarterly, Summer 2000) ‘The Dynamics of
Faith: from Hope to Knowledge’ (The Asbury
Theological Journal, Fall 2000), ‘The place
of Berkeley’s ideas’ (Philosophical Enquiry
Summer 2000), ‘Concepts and our under-
standing of them’ (Ashland Theological
dJournal, 1999). He is the author of Post-
modern Christianity and the Reconstruc-
tion of the Christian Mind. (Academica
Books, 2001)

was the belief of many early modern
Christians that the universe was geo-
centric. Furthermore, not only is
such a realist view less than true, it is
also less conducive to the spirit of
Christianity than a perspectival, rela-
tivist view of reality.

Since the time of Kant it has been
generally accepted that our under-
standing of the world is always medi-
ated by concepts that are in us and
not part of the world. Of course,
Kant tried to salvage the idea of uni-
versal knowledge in spite of our not
being able to know objective reality
or things-in-themselves. The Kantian
solution was that what the individual
brought to the experience, and what
was therefore not part of the world
as given, were ideas that existed as
universal mental hardware which,
although not part of the world itself,
are part of the way all human beings
conceptualize and think about the
world.

After Kant, however, a host of
philosophers as diverse as Hegel,
Nietzsche, James, Wittgenstein,
Gadamer, and Foucault, just to men-
tion a few, argued that much of what
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Kant thought to be innate hardware
was, in fact, the product of history,
culture, language communities, and
the philosophical perspectives and
values of individual human beings.
Of course, there remains another
camp of philosophers who have
retained something of a Kantian
claim that what we bring to our expe-
rience of the world is more a matter
of innate hardware. There is certain-
ly some truth to their claim and we
do have a degree of hardware which
allows us to process our experience
of the world. Mixed with that hard-
ware, however, is imagination, and it
is largely because of a freedom in the
imagination that our understanding
changes with history, culture, and
language communities.

It may not appear that imagination
is at the root of our conceptual
understanding of the world since
most concepts which play such a big
part in making up our understanding
are dictatorially imposed upon us
when we are very young. In our ini-
tial acquisition of language, we are
given the concepts of our language,
community and culture. In the early
stages of that acquisition, however,
we did have concepts that were not
‘given’ but rather were the product of
our own experience and imagina-
tion. In fact, the concepts we
received from our language commu-
nity were generally corrections to
those initial concepts.

The initial concepts we formed
were those based on a limited num-
ber of instances and often did not
much resemble the concepts of our
language community. Our initial
concept of a dog may have been that
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of a four-legged sock-eater, but as we
experienced more instances signified
by the same signifier or word, dog,
our concept changed, and came ever
closer to reflect the concept of our
language community. Not all
instances to which the signifier, dog
was attached were sock-eaters and
there were many more things that
had four legs than were signified by
the word, dog. Our concept of dog
changed to accommodate the
instances signified by other speakers
of our language community. If we
had been presented with a different
set of instances, it would have pro-
duced a different concept within us.

Most of our concepts have been
dictatorially imposed upon us in just
such a way. Prior to that imposition,
however, we were forming concepts
out of our imagination. Later in life,
some of us become philosophers,
and that imagination again becomes
a major source of many of the con-
cepts we come to form.

Of course, the concepts of young
children and philosophers aside,
most of our concepts are not the
product of our imagination, but are
imposed upon us as we adapt to the
concepts of our language communi-
ties. But even those concepts ulti-
mately had their origin in the imagi-
nation of some individual or individ-
uals whose concepts eventually
came to be accepted and to repre-
sent the concepts of an entire cultur-
al, historical epoch, or language
community. So the understanding
that human beings have of the world
is made up of a strange mix of raw
sensations, innate hardware, and the
imagination.



312

It is, of course, the imaginative ele-
ment that is the main contributor to
relativism. Although Einstein proved
the relativity of simultaneity by show-
ing that even our experience of raw
sense data is relative to our perspec-
tive, and no perspectival position in
the universe can be privileged over
another, the main source of rela-
tivism is certainly the imagination.
Since concepts are not simply given
in experience but are a combination
of raw experience combined with
judgments concerning how that raw
experience is to be organized and
thus understood, imagination plays a
large role in our understanding of the
world.

Because the imagination is to a
great extent free, we can imagine
that there are different racial kinds of
people or we can imagine that there
is only one human race. We can
imagine sets of symptoms as a single
disease or several different diseases.
It is out of our imagination that we
divide up the world and create our
understanding. That does not mean,
however, that the divisions we make
are not based upon what we actually
experience. It is rather that what we
actually experience affords us more
bases for dividing up the world than
we could ever use. Hence, we must
make choices concerning where to
make our divisions and form our
concepts. Consequently, our con-
ceptualization of what we experi-
ence is largely supplied by our imag-
ination and is therefore relative and
perspectival rather than objective
and universal.

What is necessary to overcome rel-
ativism is not that we all have the
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same basic understanding, because
we all adhere to the same conven-
tions. That would merely produce
the illusion of realism. What is nec-
essary is some God-given means to
limit the freedom in our imagination.
Medieval Aristotelians believed that
we did have such a God-given means
in the form of a mental hardware or
active intellect that caused our con-
ceptual understanding to be formed
in a God-prescribed way. If this were
the case then we would all form not
only similar concepts, but correct, or
God-given, similar concepts. Of
course, such a view is difficult to
maintain today in the light of what
we know about the way our under-
standing of the world changes due to
history, culture, and philosophy.

Additionally, in the twentieth cen-
tury, we have become aware of the
structural nature of our understand-
ing. The great contribution of struc-
turalism, and what even post-struc-
turalists retain from structuralism, is
the fact that language constitutes a
web of meaning. The meaning of
one word effects another, and no
word stands as an atomistic entity
whose meaning is self contained and
independent from other words. This
further adds to the relative nature of
our understanding, for as the mean-
ing of one word changes due to cul-
tural, historical, or philosophical fac-
tors, so does the meaning of other
words.

In light of all this, can we believe
that there is a correct conceptual
understanding, or a God’s-eye-view
to which we might have access? The
answer to such a question depends
upon what we mean by a God’s-eye-
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view. If we mean that our under-
standing of the world can be some-
thing like mathematics which all
human beings have access to merely
by being human, and whose content
is objective and universal, then the
answer is certainly, no. If, however,
we mean by a God’s-eye-view that
we are able to enter into a personal
and intimate relationship with a God
who desires to reveal his perspectival
understanding in order that we might
become ever more like him, then the
answer is certainly, yes.

The Enlightenment science of
modernity sought an objective and
universal understanding. Christians
of the modern era followed that
dominant view and fashioned their
understanding of God after such a
model. Moderns supposed that since
mathematics is not perspectival but
objective in a way that other ways of
knowing are not, it would give us an
ideal form of knowing. The integral
calculus developed by moderns like
Newton and Leibniz allowed such an
objective way of knowing to be
mapped to our ideas of the external
world and thus gave us the notion
that such a world did not need to be
subjective and perspectival.

Certainly there is merit to this and
we would not want to do without a
mathematical physics and all the
benefits it brings. The problem aris-
es when we suppose that it is the best
and, in fact, the only model for true
knowledge. The problem with
modernity was not just that it offered
a mathematical model for knowl-
edge, but it insisted that all knowl-
edge be objective and universal.
God, however, never intended to be
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known with objective certainty. To
know God in an objective and uni-
versal way may bring us into religion
but not faith.

If we are to come to faith, our
overcoming of relativism will not be
by getting to some objective reality
but by getting to a perspectival
God’s-eye-view through a personal
and ongoing dialogue with God. The
reason we need to get to a God’s-
eye-view through a personal dia-
logue is because God is a person
and, like any person, God is a mys-
tery that cannot be discovered but
must be revealed.

Whenever we wish to know some-
one in more than a casual way, we
are faced with a mystery which we
cannot penetrate. Another’s inner-
most thoughts and desires are not
accessible to us and therefore appear
mysterious. But although we do not
have access to the mysteries which
lie within another person, they can
reveal those mysteries to us. Hence,
the mystery of a person is not an
unknowable mystery, so long as the
person we wish to know both under-
stands the mysterious depths of her
own being, and is willing to reveal
those mysterious depths to us. For-
tunately, God is a person who both
knows himself and is willing to make
himself known. Thus, although a
mystery, God is a mystery that is
knowable. In fact, God is a mystery
that is infinitely knowable.

Relativism is therefore overcome,
not by getting to some ultimate,
objective reality but by getting to
some ultimate perspective. We come
to that perspective through a series of
revelations which constitute an ongo-
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ing dialogue. Whether the revelations
by which we come to know God take
the form of a written or spoken word,
a vision or small still voice is of little
consequence. What is essential to the
nature of the revelation is that it is
both ongoing and dialogic. One rev-
elation, or even a dozen, no matter
how spectacular, will not bring us very
far into an understanding of who God
is. The revelations must constitute a
continuing series by which our under-
standing and intimacy increases. In
order for such growth to occur, the
nature of the revelation must also be
dialogic.

The form of this dialogue is not
unlike the way we personally commu-
nicate to other human beings whom
we wish to know evermore intimate-
ly. In the Scripture, God’s relationship
with us is likened to a husband’s rela-
tionship to a wife (e.g., the fifth chap-
ter of Ephesians, the book of Hosea,
the Song of Songs, et al.). In the rela-
tionship between spouses, if there is
an interest to know the depths of the
other person, it will always begin as a
mystery. With patience and an ongo-
ing dialogue through which the other
person reveals himself, however,
understanding and intimacy begin to
develop.

Of course, it is not enough that the
person reveals herself. If the revela-
tion is to be ongoing and dialogic,
the other person in the dialogue
must participate. That does not
mean that we necessarily need to
speak back to God. God knows our
hearts so it is not necessary that we
speak, but we must participate in the
revelation and respond by formulat-
ing the next question in order that
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the dialogue may continue. Every
revelation must bring us to a still
deeper question.

With human beings some ques-
tions may be considered too delicate
to ask for fear that such questions
might end the relationship, but in not
asking the question, we end the dia-
logue and our understanding of the
other person goes no further. With
God, we need not have such a fear
so long as the next question we for-
mulate is for the purpose of knowing
him better and coming into a greater
intimacy with him.

Of course, we must also be willing
to accept the answer that, at the
present time, God cannot reveal an
answer to a particular question.
There may be many reasons for this,
but one certainly is that we do not
know enough about God at the pres-
ent time and would thus misunder-
stand what was revealed to us. [ am
very grateful that God did not reveal
certain things to me until I had
enough understanding to handle
them. Indeed, many things that God
reveals to us after a thirty-year jour-
ney with him, could not have been
properly understood after two years
or even ten. This is the nature of any
ongoing dialogue with anyone but it
is especially true of our relationship
with God.

In spite of the fact that God, or any
other person with whom we are in
intimate dialogue, is able to reveal
their unique perspective to us, it
would, nevertheless, be an error to
think that such a revelation gives us
a comprehensive understanding of
that other person. We may have par-
ticular insights, but much of that oth-
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er person will always be a mystery to
us. The great error in Christian the-
ology is to either believe that God is
not knowable on a personal and inti-
mate level, or to believe that God is
completely knowable. Our under-
standing of God, like our under-
standing of anyone with whom we
are intimate, is both something we
grasp and something which escapes
us.

Furthermore, the nature of the
understanding we gain concerning
God, or any other person, is not an
objective knowing. It will always be
perspectival and therefore relative to
our present understanding of that
person. This is especially true of
God. Indeed, when God speaks to
us, either through a spoken or writ-
ten word, a vision, or an inner wit-
ness, we have to interpret what God
is attempting to communicate, and
that interpretation is not only influ-
enced by where we are in our ongo-
ing dialogue with God, but by a host
of other factors as well. Certainly
what God communicates to us is ‘the
given,’ but the meaning we attribute
to it is always relative to our histori-
cal, cultural, and philosophical
understanding.

Additionally, our understanding of
God is also structural and exists with-
in a web of meaning and therefore
our understanding will be relative to
that web. If my idea of love changes,
so does my idea of God. The same is
true of a host of other concepts such
as faith, forgiveness, sin, holiness,
repentance, etc. Any change in
those concepts will affect my con-
cept of God as well.

In spite of all these factors which
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make our understanding of God per-
spectival and relative, our under-
standing is not relative in the sense
that we can think anything we want.
If we truly are in an ongoing dia-
logue, there is an anchor which pre-
vents us from drifting here and there.
Just as the external world of sense
data provides an anchor for our
understanding of the physical world,
the other person in a dialogue pro-
vides an anchor which keeps us from
thinking anything we want about that
person. If fact, it is much more of an
anchor than the sense data of the
physical world. With the sense data
that the world provides, we are at
great liberty to conceptualize that
data, not in any way we want, but in
a great variety of ways.

Such freedom is more limited in a
dialogue that seeks to know another
person in that the other person pre-
vents us from believing a vast variety
of false assumptions. If the other per-
son is knowledgeable, trustworthy,
and open, our understanding of
them, as perspectival as it may be,
will be constantly kept in check and
not allowed to drift too far from the
reality of that other person. Thus,
although the thing we seek knowl-
edge of is not an object but a subject,
and thus our knowledge will be sub-
jective rather than objective, we can-
not think anything we want. There is
something or someone to whom our
knowledge is attached. So our under-
standing is not wildly relative, so long
as we stay in an ongoing dialogue
through which the other person con-
tinually corrects the understanding
we have of them.

Additionally, when this ongoing
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dialogue is with the person of God, it
also provides us with a knowledge
that is certain. Of course, the cer-
tainty we have concerning our
knowledge of God is unlike the
objective certainty of mathematics.
Indeed, the certainty we acquire
through our ongoing dialogue with
God is a subjective certainty con-
cerning God’s faithfulness. Such sub-
jective certainty is the kind that devel-
ops slowly over time as another per-
son consistently demonstrates their
faithfulness. As such faithfulness is
demonstrated, we become evermore
certain of that other person and their
faithfulness.

This kind of subjective certainty dif-
fers greatly from the kind of certain-
ty insisted upon by mathematics. For
one thing, it is not the kind of cer-
tainty which we can demonstrate or
pass on to other people, for even
when God repeatedly shows himself
faithful, and we get the personal
assurance that God can be explicitly
trusted, it is not the kind of certainty
we can demonstrate to others as we
can with mathematics. With God we
must let everyone come to that cer-
tainty through their own personal
encounter and journey with God.

CONCLUSION

This kind of subjective, relative, yet
certain understanding of God is not
only different from the objective and
universal understanding that theolo-
gians had attempted to set forth in
the past, but it is also more con-
ducive to the spirit of Christianity. To
begin with, it produces an invaluable
humility in us. With the view we have
been suggesting, whatever our theol-
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ogy is, it is never the last word. Our
understanding of God is always
ongoing and therefore always per-
spectival and less than stable. Of
course, what we desire is stability,
and a theology which purports to be
objective and universal gives us the
security we desire. Such security,
however, is in ourselves and our well
crafted theology rather than God.
Such a theology puts us in charge,
while a theology based on an ongo-
ing dialogue through which God
reveals himself puts God in charge
and reduces us to a proper place of
humility and dependence.

The consequence of such humility
and dependence is that it causes us
to draw near to God and seek his wis-
dom rather than simply applying
standard theological solutions to the
situations we find ourselves in.
Admittedly, that is uncomfortable,
and we would all prefer to have been
equipped with a better knowledge of
God in order that we could serve him
out of our own knowledge and wis-
dom rather than out of a dependence
upon him. But, of course, such a
dependent relationship is the very
essence of Christianity.

Certainly, God could have
equipped us with an ability to con-
ceptualize as he does and make wise
judgments out of that understanding,
but the fact that God chose not to do
that tells us that he has something
better for us. What God has for us is
to personally lead us with his wis-
dom. Indeed, God chose to retain
true knowledge for himself and dis-
pense wisdom as individuals sought
his counsel. This is a central theme
of the gospel. Jesus commands us to
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follow him, to live as he lived. The
way he lived was to be in constant
communion with the father, and to
do nothing out of his own wisdom.
The Son can do nothing by himself, he can
only do what he sees his Father doing
because whatever the Father does the Son
also does. (John 5:19 NIV)
Or as he says later in John’s
Gospel,
The words | say to you are not just my
own. Rather, it is the Father, living in me,
who is doing his work. (John 14:10 NIV)
It is God’s desire that we would all
live in such close relationship with
him that it would be his wisdom
rather than our own that would lead
us through this life. Thus, we do have
access to true wisdom, but it is not
through objective methods like those
of mathematics and science but
through a personal relationship with
a living God. This is why, in both the
third chapter of James’ Epistle and
the second and third chapters of 1st
Corinthians, we are told that there
are two wisdoms. One is a wisdom
that ‘does not come down from
heaven but is earthly . . . (James
3:15),” and another wisdom that
does come from heaven (James
3:17). If our theology is to be based
on a wisdom that comes down from
heaven, it will require a theology
rooted in a personal and intimate
dialogue with God and not in the nar-
row and exacting doctrines of a the-
ological system.
Finally, it will be only through such
a dialogue and the subjective and
perspectivally relative theology it
produces that the unity God intends
for his people will come about.
Indeed, what has kept Christians
apart for so long has been our belief
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that we possess an objective and uni-
versal theology. Once constructed,
such an objective theology causes us
to see others who have reasoned up
a different theology as either ration-
ally or spiritually deficient. In the
past, Christians have killed each oth-
er over rather minor doctrinal points
because they believed they were in
possession of an objective and uni-
versal truth.

Such a position is not possible if we
believe that an understanding of who
God is comes through dialogue
which is personal, intimate, and
ongoing. With such a view, it is easy
to understand how others can be in a
different place in the journey which
is the Christian life. Indeed, the same
Scripture and the same God have
different meanings to a seven-year-
old who has just encountered God,
and to one who has been on the jour-
ney with God for fifty years. True,
the seven-year-old can experience
God every bit as much as the mature
Christian, but the understanding and
the meaning attributed to that expe-
rience will certainly be different.
What should be the greatest differ-
ence between the two is that the new
believer is tempered to think that
his/her understanding is complete,
while the mature believer should be
reluctant to draw such conclusions.
Unfortunately, this is not always the
case and often the older Christian
has not mellowed but has become
more rigid. Ideas of God have nar-
rowed rather than broadened, and
doctrines are ever more exacting. |
would suggest that such a theology is
the product of the ego’s desire for
objective certainty rather than gen-
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uine communion with God.

It is very different with the mature
believer whose wisdom and theology
have come out of an ongoing dialog-
ic journey with God. Such a believer
is more likely to embrace what a col-
league of mine refers to as ‘humble
hermeneutics’.  Such  ‘humble
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hermeneutics’ result from a reduced
confidence in our own understand-
ing and alone makes possible the
kind of unity God desires for his
church. That is, a unity established
upon the recognition of other human
beings engaged in the muysterious
dialogue which is the Christian life.
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