
Word & World 1/3 (1981) Copyright © 1981 by Word & World, Luther Seminary, St. Paul, MN. All rights reserved.

page 252

Word & World: The Experience of God, Self and World
PAUL R. SPONHEIM
Luther-Northwestern Theological Seminaries, St. Paul, Minnesota

Benedict Spinoza is the author of A Short[!] Treatise on God, Man and His Well-Being. I
offer here a still shorter comment on God, Self and World. What else is there? Granted that the
range risks ridicule, this article is not about everything. It is about how God, self and world are
present in human experience. Indeed it is my contention that they are present precisely as
together, so that a more selective range threatens to distort our understanding of what is
�covered� and of what is not. The wide angle view, grand or not, seems indicated, even though
some important particular aspects of the terrain of our topic may not be visible here. Such a view
seems important to a person who seeks some orienting perspective in approaching the �buzzing
multiplicity� (James) of contemporary experience.

I
I begin with two observations which are ordinary enough: (1) The church is not of one

mind about �experience,� offering stances varying from ardent espousal of �religious experience�
to passionate rejection of the same. Many warily occupy unstable middle ground. (2) Church and
�world� are not often to be found in reasoned dialogue or principled cooperation with each other.
Today�s �cultured despisers� have better manners than Schleiermacher�s so that religion can be
permitted a place in the wonderful world of subjective �values.� Many in the church seem willing
to accept, or even insist, on that role�though their account of the isolation reads differently. I
believe that the church�s effectiveness in mission is hindered by this elevated isolation, as by the
divided mind remarked about in the first observation. I take these two matters to be connected
and think that we might be able to make some headway for ministry if we reflect about the nature
of human experience.

John E. Smith urges that experience be

seen as an encounter with an objective world in the dual sense that the encounter
is something objective and that what is encountered at the same time transcends
the subjectivity of the individual and of any finite collection of individuals.1

1John E. Smith, Experience and God (London: Oxford, 1968), 13.
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The point is that subject and object are together and interacting in experience. It is possible to
misunderstand this. Indeed one might argue that the history of modern western philosophy is the
story of the misadventures of the subject-object distinction. René Descartes and David Hume
come together to give us this legacy. If one can indubitably possess a self apart from experience



of the world, one can turn about to speak of the self artificially constructing a world from the
primitive sense impressions it has passively received. As the distinction trickles down to
dominate popular thinking, science is seen as ruling over the reading of the hard and objective
world outside our skin (or at least outside the ghostly self inside the skin), and what is left over
for the subject is the luxury of feeling or value.

Little wonder that the church should be wary about experience so conceived! At the heart
of faith�s speech about God is the conviction that God is real. Where is that reality to be known
in experience? If experience is taken to refer to the passive accumulation of isolated sense
impressions, most of us will come up short. That will be the more evident if the best data are
those which can be tested by experiment. If, on the other hand, experience is taken to refer to the
inner life of subjectivity we may manage no better. God may not be an identifiable object in the
world, but surely God is not the self either! We worship one who is other than we are.

Does the split of self and world leave the field open to God? That �clean� and dramatic
alternative understandably attracts. Yet to many mainline Christians the appeal to a third kind of
experience, distinctly �religious� experience, likely seems another morass of subjectivity. In such
experience it would seem easier to give up the world than the self. If the self is not here, how is it
that we are talking about this? In any case a reasoned explication of how �religious experience�
works apart from self and world is not easily made. I shall argue later (III) on theological grounds
that it seems fundamentally mistaken to adopt this view.

In the meantime I return to my second opening observation. Life outside the church seems
to be regulated by principles of explanation which do not readily accommodate reference to a
God. Again the subject-object distinction seems to trouble. The battle for explanatory control
seems to be between my stubborn sense of subjectivity and the ineluctable web of �objective�
causality which natural and (increasingly) social scientists monitor. We seem to alternate
uneasily between these approaches. History rests in an unstable middle ground, lacking the
supposed repeatability of the laboratory, while clearly stretching beyond the skin of selfhood. But
the stand-off and the uneasiness about history do not seem to suggest to moderns a �wholly
other� move to talk about God. Thus such dominant contemporary philosophical alternatives as
existentialism and ordinary language philosophy still tend, respectively, toward their more
subjective or more objective readings of experience. It hardly helps to celebrate the schism by
appealing to the later Wittgenstein�s talk of the multiplicity of language games.

Perhaps the subject-object distinction is not so much argued for as illustrated in the
movements of our time, and so it does continue to control our thinking. But it is not without
challenge. Smith�s understanding of the �encounter� of experience proceeds as follows:

If we do not start out with the certainty that experience is something private and
mental in character, and if, instead, we assume that in the course of expe-
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rience the self is discovered, rather than being a fixed certainty at the outset, we
have no need to hold to the view that experience as such has the status of the
merely subjective or that it is confined to an individual consciousness.2

Alfred North Whitehead provides a comprehensive sketch in which this understanding of



experience fits well. Whitehead speaks of �a vague grasp of reality, dissecting it into a threefold
scheme, namely, �The Whole,� �That Other,� and �This Myself.�� He adds:

This is primarily a dim division. The sense of totality obscures the analysis into
self and others....There is the vague sense of many which are one; and of one
which includes many. Also there are two senses of the one�namely, the sense of
the one which is all, and the sense of the one among the many....We are each of
us, one among others; and all of us are embraced in the unity of the whole.3

Thus self and world are together in experience. Self is not given to itself apart from
world. World is not given except as it is given to and for the self. Self and world are not identical
in this understanding. The world comes to me from outside of me (though I am changed in its
coming), and I can make of it (and so of me) something significantly different. Perhaps the
degree of difference marks the distinction between creativity and fantasy. Self and world are not
one, but they are together.4

The appeal here is not to authority but to the primitive and pervasive elements in our
experience. The appeal acquires breadth in the increasing recognition on the part of many
disciplines of the intrinsic relatedness of human selfhood. Increasingly we have come to see that
relationships are constitutive, though not exhaustive, of selfhood. But this insight has not been
applied as readily to our processes of knowing. Bergson offered the distinction between analysis
and intuition, but few seem to have found in his thought a clear view of how the whole, the elan
vital, yields the distinction. In his distinction between �causal efficacy� and �presentational
immediacy� Whitehead has offered an account of how

those elements of our experience which stand out clearly and distinctly in our
consciousness are not its basic facts; they are derivative modifications which arise
in the process.5

A discussion of the details is available elsewhere, but it will be helpful to note that what
the derivative mode of sense perception leaves out is in large measure precisely the temporality
of the world. At the more primary level we experience passage, we sense ourselves moving
�from� and moving �toward.� When that flow of connectedness is omitted from consciousness,
the world may indeed seem to be a collection of external and so spatially locatable particulars
upon which sense impressions can report to a similarly located self. But in our

2Ibid.,33.
3Alfred North Whitehead, Modes of Thought (New York: Free Press, 1968),110.
4Though subject and object are together in Whitehead�s understanding of experience, it is not as clear that

the subject is a self. Whitehead recognizes no �continuity of becoming,� only a �becoming of continuity.� For an
attempt to address and redress this problem within a general Whiteheadian framework, see Robert Neville, The
Cosmology of Freedom (New Haven: Yale, 1974).

5Alfred North Whitehead, Process and Reality (New York: Free Press, 1978), 162.
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bones we know it is not so. Thus Cecil J. Schneer writes of fields as apparently diverse as music
and history:



Like music, history is experienced in the present. The past is gone; the future is
not yet. As in music, the impact of the momentary event is completely determined
by the past. One episode is meaningless without its background, its perspective,
just as in music the note is of high or low pitch not in the absolute but according
to whether the preceding notes were higher or lower....The data, the documents,
the chronicle of history are comparable to the wood, the resin, the catgut side of
music. What is done with this becomes history or music....The resin and the catgut
are the chaos of existence. To convert them to aesthetic experience is the province
of music. To convert them to a theory of sound is the province of a Helmholtz.
The death of a man, the ink on a parchment, the chip on a stone must somehow be
converted into living thought to enter into our minds to interact with the
experience of our past and to convert us subtly from the men we were into
something different, more profound, more complex.6

I suggest that if we read �self� for �mind� in this passage, we have here an appropriate statement
of how self and world are together in experience.

II
But what of God? What do Christians say of God and how may that be understood in

relation to the experience of self and of world? At the risk of seeming (and being) presumptuous,
I bid to state rather baldly certain fundamental matters of faith:

(A) God and humankind are in relationship. God is one who makes and keeps covenant.
Whatever God might or could have been, God�s freedom is now exercised in relationship to
human beings. If there is a relationship�if God wills to be for and toward us�we must indeed
be real as well.

(B) The relationship is not one between equals. God is still the categorically supreme one,
whom we appropriately worship. We may matter to God and affect God, but it is through God�s
will that it is so. We do not suppose that God worships us. This distinction of kind within
relationship gave much of the convincing force to Nygren�s rather too clean separation of agape
and eros.

(C) In this relationship God is for us, also epistemologically. God is known by human
beings. Despite God�s otherness (and our finitude), God is known. Despite our sinfulness, we
know God. (This may have been part of the point in Kierkegaard�s insistence against Socrates
that sin lies not in the understanding, but in the will.) This knowledge is ours; it is human, not
divine. However it may have come to us, it is now part of the process of human knowing.

(D) God�s supremacy in relationship invites statement in ontological terms. Creatio ex
nihilo talk is such statement. To talk of God�s ontological supremacy is to talk of the present.
Thus Langdon Gilkey talks of God as

the deep, transcendent, and yet immanent ground of our passage; the power

6Cecil J. Schneer, �Science and History,� pp. 127-149 in The Concept of Order, ed. Paul G. Kuntz (Seattle:
University of Washington, 1968), 127-128.
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that gives us our past and preserves it, that creates and recreates our freedom, and
that lures and calls us with new possibilities.7

If there is a relationship, we must be real�true enough. But faith knows that our reality comes
from and goes to God. God is the alpha and omega: the ground and goal of self and world.

(E) God is known as ground �naturally�; it is our nature to know God. We have the
Johannine linking of life and light. Even the least �optimistic� of the church�s voices affirm such
a natural knowledge. Thus Luther spoke of a �general knowledge� of God to be had in reflection
on creation, reason and philosophy and conscience. Calvin affirmed a universal sensus
divinitatis. And even Tertullian speaks of a �natural knowledge� of God deriving from the order
and beauty of the world and from the immediate testimony of the soul.8 Paul helps us to see that
that ground is known in logos (Romans 1) and in nomos (Romans 2). If humankind is free, its
ground must function for that freedom. One is not free without a sustaining order of relationship
or without a law which engages one�s freedom, calling toward life.

(F) To know God as ground is not yet to know God as goal. To hear the call to justice is
not to hear the word of justification. To know God in logos and nomos is not to know enough. Or
perhaps it is to know too much in the sense that such knowledge terrifies. This, of course, is
Luther�s particular emphasis. The wisdom the law brings accuses and kills. One does not blame
the law for this, as Luther says in the twenty-fourth Heidelberg thesis:

Nevertheless, this wisdom is not bad nor is the law to be fled. But without a
theology of the cross man misuses the best things in the worst way.9

(G) The world is not without a cross. Christians have spoken differently about how to
understand the work of Christ, but it is this one Jesus about whom they all speak when they
reflect on God as the world�s goal. In our time it is particularly Wolfhart Pannenberg who has
accented this note:

God�s revelation in Jesus Christ is indeed only an anticipation of the final event,
which will be the actual revelatory event. And yet, we have the well-founded
confidence that the final event will not bring anything decisively new that was not
already anticipated in the resurrection of Jesus.10

(H) Christians have differed in understanding the relationships between these knowings.
Two major tendencies are apparent. The first conceives of the relationship to be that the kairotic,
the special, supplements and fulfills the natural

7Langdon Gilkey, Message and Existence: An Introduction to Christian Theology (New York: Seabury,
1979), 84.

8See B. A. Gerrish, Grace and Reason (Oxford: Clarendon, 1962) on Luther, and Edward A. Dowey, Jr.,
The Knowledge of God in Calvin�s Theology (New York: Columbia University, 1952), 50-56, on Calvin.

9Cf. Regin Prenter, Creation and Redemption (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1967), 207.
10Wolfhart Pannenberg, Basic Questions in Theology, Vol. II (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1971), 44. Similarly

in the Bondage of the Will Luther can appeal to the way in which the light of grace resolves the questions of the
light of nature to sustain the hope that the light of glory will reveal a God whose justice is righteous.
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or general knowledge. In varying ways Bonaventura, Anselm and Aquinas illustrate this
tendency, as does theological liberalism. In the second tendency the emphasis is on the
opposition between the general and the special. This opposition may be understood as logical
(Nicholas of Cusa) or as existential (Tertullian, Luther). While it seems right to accord some
priority in the order of knowing to the clarity of kairos, one meets here the God who has always
been for us. There is some continuity in knowing as well. Perhaps Lutherans� emphasis on the
law-gospel dialectic suggests that the question of God gives rise to the quest for God. However
so sinful we may be, it remains true (as Luther said) that God did not make heaven for geese!

III
If God is known in relationship with humankind, how is that to be understood? I speak

here not of the revelation, but of its reception. Paul Tillich distinguishes (and chooses) between
two principal traditions at this point:

One can distinguish two ways of approaching God:the way of overcoming
estrangement and the way of meeting a stranger. In the first way man discovers
himself when he discovers God; he discovers something that is identical with
himself although it transcends him infinitely, something from which he is
estranged, but from which he never has been and never can be separated. In the
second way man meets a stranger when he meets God. The meeting is accidental.
Essentially they do not belong to each other. They may become friends on a
tentative and conjectural basis. But there is no certainty about the stranger man
has met. He may disappear, and only probable statements can be made about his
nature.11

It is certainly helpful to think in the terms of this distinction. Aristotle is not Plato;
Augustine�s illuminationism is not Aquinas� empiricism. It is important as well, however, to note
that the two traditions are not in simple and total disagreement. One familiar characterization
employs the contrast between faith and reason, as far as priority in knowing is concerned. If we
are inclined to use the word reason to refer to reflection upon a publicly accessible reality (as,
�world�), then the Thomistic approach stresses reason, to be sure. On the other hand, what could
be more public�yes, more accessible�than the bare logic of the notion of perfection which the
ontologically superior being authorizes in the Anselmian version of the Augustinian tradition?

It seems important, too, to suggest that each tradition needs the other. This can be
asserted on human, on anthropological, grounds. If it is the case that self and world are not to be
understood apart from each other since they are together (I, above), then it is risking the error(s)
of distorting selectivity to pit self and world against each other as the media through which God
is to be known.

But is a third way available? The haunting call to experience of God sounds again. Might
one even argue that the Reformation theocentrism constitutes pre-

11Paul Tillich, Theology of Culture, ed. by Robert C. Kimball (New York: Oxford, 1959), 10 (italics his).
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cisely an understanding of faith which is quite other than knowing God through self or world?
Helmut Thielicke writes:

God�s true presence, then, is to be sought in the incarnate Word, in the
manifestation of Jesus Christ. Here is the mirror of the fatherly heart (Luther) and
hence the Father himself. Even under the cover of the cross, even in the alien form
of the suffering, death, and lowliness of the Son of God, even under apparent
concealment, God is present in the directness of his form as the Word. For the
lowliness of this manifestation is the form of his self-emptying love. This is his
very nature. It is God himself.12

Yes...and no. Surely God is one with this one; of that we do not debate. But the knowing
of God is not unmediated. Thus Søren Kierkegaard writes of the emphatically human Jesus:

When one says directly, �I am God; the Father and I are one,� that is direct
communication. But when he who says it is an individual man, quite like other
men, then this communication is not just perfectly direct; for it is not just perfectly
clear and direct that an individual man should be God�although what he says is
perfectly direct. By reason of the communicator the communication contains a
contradiction, it becomes indirect communication.13

The historical argument about the Reformation is something I am not competent to
address, except most tentatively. With Luther, for example, one would have to ponder the
influence of Augustine, the role of nominalism, the place of experience in Luther�s own
development and the emphasis on visible means for the work of the Spirit. The notion of will
comes to be very important. Nothing that depends on the free decision of an absolutely free God
is philosophically deducible. Both the Thomistic analogia entis and the Anselmian necessitas are
eliminated.14

Perhaps the point being made most clearly by Luther (and Calvin) has to do not with how
knowledge of God comes, but with whence it comes. It is indeed knowledge of God, knowledge
from God. The intention to confess God�s supremacy even in our knowing of God seems to
prevail. Nonetheless, one may sense the need for saying something more than this as well. The
later vacillation between pietism and orthodoxy, for example, may not suggest some systematic
instability in the position itself, but it would seem to warrant a fuller and self-conscious attention
to the matter of the how of the human knowing of God.

The Lutheran emphasis on the finitum capax infiniti warns against any attempt to
understand the experience of God as somehow a naked reality apart from experience of self and
experience of world.15 Perhaps the very categorical supremacy of God should constrain us and
inform us in this matter. God�s freedom is full in commitment, not in isolation. May not God�s
ontological

12Helmut Thielicke, The Evangelical Faith, Vol. II (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 13.
13Søren Kierkegaard, Training in Christianity (Princeton: Princeton University, 1944), 134.
14On the relationship to nominalism see Heiko Oberman, �Headwaters of the Reformation,� in Luther and



the Dawn of the Modern Era (Leipzig: Brill, 1974) together with Oberman�s The Harvest of Medieval Theology;
Gabriel Biel and Late Medieval Nominalism (Cambridge: Harvard University, 1963). See also Gerrish, Grace and
Reason, 68-69.

15See James H. Burtness, �As Though God Were Not Given,� dialog 19 (1980), 249-255.
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uniqueness suggest that only of God may it be said that knowledge is direct, but mediated?16

IV
I have argued on descriptive grounds that we need to resist any effort to isolate experience

of self and experience of world from each other�despite the prevailing tendencies to do just that
in competing claims to �experience.� On theological grounds I have suggested that it is mistaken
to claim that the experience of God can be a reality apart from self and world. It remains to ask
how understanding together the experience of God, world and self may be helpful to the church
in its own self-understanding and in its relationship to those outside the church.

If the church�s experience of the knowledge of God can be made clearer to those outside
the church, those within the church will gain directly for such clarity will serve the humanity we
have in common. In some measure at least it has seemed that Christian faith speaks against the
human when it speaks for God. It will be helpful to all if it is made clear that to know God is not
an unselfish matter...one may lose something, to be sure, but one gains the self. To insist that the
knowledge of self is full in the knowledge of God will be to resist authoritarianism, to reject
magic and manipulation. The inter-penetration of logos and kairos will be seen also here. There
is continuity between the self given and known in creation and the self born and found new in
redemption. Thus Tillich helpfully distinguishes between demonic ecstasy and divine ecstasy.17

We may be called to stand outside ourselves, but the self is preserved and transcended, not
destroyed. Plastic smiles do not adorn the temple of this God.

I speak of being called. In nomos God grounds us by engaging us. To speak so is to resist
the invitation to �celebrate is-ness,� which is heard on the authority of �wholism.�18 That
authority seems to muddle the distinction which abides in the relationship between God and
humankind. We may be in the image of God�yes, even in our sin; but we are not God. The
image of God carries claim within it, as Claus Westermann suggests:

The creation of man in God�s image is directed to something happening between
God and Man. The Creator created a creature that corresponds to him, to whom he
can speak, and who can hear him.19

In such an understanding distinctions between good and evil are not washed out in a
pantheistic fog. To speak in the church of being called is to make contact with persons outside
the church who also speak so. Linguistic analysts puzzle over how to derive �ought� from �is,�
and school systems agonize over �values� education. Christians will join in those tasks. And the
Christian does not regard these efforts to be useless passions (Sartre). Faith does not deny, but
rather insists, that non-theists can know what is right. Because God wills to be known in the
engag-

16John Smith develops this theme in Experience and God, chapter three.



17Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, Vol. I (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1951), 111-115.
18For a representative statement see Matthew Fox, A Spirituality Named Compassion (Minneapolis:

Winston, 1979), 155.
19C1aus Westermann, Creation (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974), 56.
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ing of human freedom an atheistic ethic of ambiguity does not collapse into absurdity, and values
do not become mere tastes. Christian knowledge of God at this point does not contradict such
human convergence as may happily occur, but precisely comprehends it�that is, places that
reality within the context of the call of God to all humankind. Some will be attracted as they find
the church�s moral witness to be comprehensive in that sense. Meanwhile the Christian will
continue to make moral common cause also with those who choose instead an identity which
senses threat in any theistic grounding.20

Throughout it will be important to remember that the self exists only in relationships. We
dwell together in a world. Similarly, then, the experience of God will not be claimed by the
Christian apart from experience of the world. The gift of life can indeed be celebrated. This will
affect Christian attitudes toward body, toward world, toward science. Moreover, it will be seen to
be appropriate to ask how God may be known in knowing the world. The Christian will find a
new interest in quite unreligious matters. Bernard Lonergan suggests as much:

The question of God is epistemological, when we ask how the universe can be
intelligible. It is philosophic when we ask why we should bow to the principle of
sufficient reason, when there is no sufficient reason for the existence of contingent
things. It is moral when we ask whether the universe has a moral ground and so a
moral goal. It finally is religious when we ask whether there is anyone for us to
love with all our heart and all our soul and all our mind and all our strength.21

Perhaps metaphysics, in seeking to identify universal explanatory principles, is questing after
God�s incognito. Perhaps the transcendence known in art, combining givenness and specificity,
suggests a divine incognito.

But God is not only the world�s ground. Something new is ahead of us and it may be
questioned whether this note is not missing in the unnamed �secular� reference to God. The sure
and the universal sound here, but perhaps more to call us back. Schiller puts it so:

It is neither charm, nor it is dignity, which speaks from the glorious face of Juno
Ludovici; it is neither of these, for it is both at once. While the female god
challenges our veneration, the godlike woman at the same time kindles our love.
But while in ecstasy we give ourselves up to the heavenly beauty, the heavenly
self-repose awes us back. The whole form rests and dwells in itself�and as if she
were out of space, without advance or resistance; it shows no force contending
with force, no opening through which time could break in.22

Time does break in, for we are through and through temporal beings. Thoughtful human
beings know that and they look to what they do not possess, to what they do not know. Faith
joins them in turning aside from a cyclical world view in which our best human hope would be a



return to the beginning. Faith will, then, resist any appeals to a timeless reason, as much as it will
eschew any appeal to a non-temporal God meeting us outside our world. Faith will know that

20See Kai Nielsen, Ethics without God (Buffalo: Prometheus, 1973) and Simone de Beauvoir, The Ethics of
Ambiguity (New York: Philosophical Library, 1948).

21Bernard Lonergan, Philosophy of God and Theology (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1973), 54-55.
22F. Schiller, �Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man� in Modern Continental Literary Criticism, ed.

by O. B. Hardison, Jr. (New York: Appleton Century Crofts, 1962), 38 (italics mine).
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it is not done trusting or thinking or living. The church will be glad indeed for the gifts of
creation, knowing that �all things are yours.� But it will also know that we have here no abiding
city.That surely does include hymnals and forms of polity, but no less so theological articles!

This teleological vision lies at the heart of the Christian-Marxist dialogue. Marx sought
not to celebrate reality, but to change it as he looked toward the coming of the proletariat, that
class that is not a class and which can redeem itself only through the total redemption of
humanity.23 Christian faith agrees with Marx that �man is not an abstract being squatting outside
the world,�24 and so will join his criticism of such religious dualisms. But it will note that the
proletariat seems not to come, so that one is tempted to philosophical resignation or to terroristic
creation of that future.25

Of course the Christian knows the same dangers, as the history of the church well enough
illustrates. But the Christian knows more as well. �In, with and under� the experience of self and
world the Christian experiences God. To know God is to know one who justifies us, who honors
our life by undergoing it and intensifies it by calling us freshly to that for which we were made
already in creation. Much is not clear; a great deal is uncertain. But in the meantime the Christian
gladly accepts the struggle, seeking to know God in all that experience brings. And the Christian
knows that something else is ahead:

For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then
I shall understand fully, even as I have been fully understood (1 Corinthians
13:12).

23The language is Marx�s own. See his �Toward the Critique of Hegel�s Philosophy of Law: Introduction�
in Writings of the Young Marx, ed. by Lloyd D. Easton and Kurt H. Guddat (Garden City: Doubleday, 1967), 263.

24Ibid., 250 (italics his).
25See Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Humanism and Terror, An Essay on the Communist Problem (Boston:

Beacon, 1969), 98ff.


