
The first part of the Catechism (n. 26-1065) focuses on the
Apostles’ Creed, and the First Section (n. 26-184) looks at what it
means to believe.

What is it to ‘know’ and what is it to ‘believe’?

The wonderful gift of intelligence

As a baby we know nothing. Our waking hours consist in a
stream of sensations (smelling, tasting, seeing, hearing, touching)
and feelings (wanting food, sleep, touch; picking up the moods of
our mother).



Knowing needs a question and an inquiry that concludes with a
satisfactory answer. We begin to know quite young. At first
someone else asks the question, and, provided it is uncomplicated
and requires no double checking, we are able to investigate and
achieve an answer. ‘No, Mummy, the car is not in the driveway’;
‘Yes, Mummy, the baby is awake, but she is not crying’. Mum is
rightly confident in the answer and so is the child.



Then, as every parent knows, we start asking our own questions.
Our parents learned the art of providing part answers that
satisfied us for the time being. We weren’t old enough to know
that their response didn’t really provide a satisfactory answer to
our question. It left further questions to be explored, but we
didn’t know this at the time. However, in simple, uncomplicated
matters we grew in knowledge.

At the same time most of the responses we gave as a small child
were learned from our parents and from others we trusted. We
didn’t really know, we believed. That is to say we accepted
something as true based, not on tested evidence, but on trust.



Still as adults this reliance on belief covers most of the things we
think we know. I believe that the earth goes around the sun. I’d be
foolish not to believe it, since everything I have come to know
points in that direction. At the same time I haven’t taken the
trouble (you may have!) to carry out for myself all the complicated
physics and maths needed to establish the fact. There is so much
to know. Even if we were capable, we would be foolish to reject all
belief and accept only what we know because we have established
the truth from our own resources. The whole scientific endeavour
would collapse if scientists refused to accept as true (that is
‘believe’) what other scientists have established. A huge percentage
of the answers we give are based on belief in those we trust.



‘Human knowledge is not some individual possession but rather a
common fund, from which each may draw by believing, to which
each may contribute in the measure that he performs his cognitional
operations properly and reports their results accurately. A person
does not learn without the use of his own senses, his own mind, his
own heart, yet not exclusively by these. He learns from others, not
solely by repeating the operations they have performed but, for the
most part, by taking their word for the results. Through
communication and belief there are generated common sense,
common knowledge, common science, common values, a common
climate of opinion. No doubt, this public fund may suffer from
blindspots, oversights, errors, bias. But it is what we have got, and
the remedy for its short-comings is not the rejection of belief and so
a return to primitivism, but the critical and selfless stance that, in
this as in other matters, promotes progress and offsets decline.’

In his book Method in Theology, page 43), Bernard Lonergan writes:



Strictly speaking, we can claim to know something only
when the following are in place:
1. We are attentive to our experience, both as regards the
objects that we experience and ourselves as the subject
consciously having the experience.
2. We have engaged our intelligence, looking for insights
that might help us discover answers to the questions we ask
about what we are experiencing.
3. We have checked our insights till we are satisfied that we
have looked at things from every relevant angle and our
questions have been satisfactorily answered.
4. We have formed a judgment, based on the evidence,
about how things really are, as distinct from how they
appear to be.



Every step along the way we experience a spontaneous, dynamic
drive, moving us to experience things, people, situations and to
want to understand what it is we are experiencing. When an
idea occurs to us that might lead to understanding, we
experience a spontaneous, dynamic drive to check it, to make
sure. At times we have to look elsewhere for an answer. At
other times we think we are on to something but more
questions arise and we have to follow these up till we run out of
relevant questions. When all our questions have been
satisfactorily met, we experience a spontaneous, dynamic drive
to conclude our inquiry. On the evidence we conclude that our
understanding is true or false. Sometimes we are certain of our
conclusion. Sometimes the best we can manage is a level of
probability.



It is essential that we reflect carefully on these various steps. When
we do we find that there are two poles to each step of our inquiry.
It is because of this that we are confident that we are knowing what
really is (not just how things seem to us to be). Intelligence connects
us with reality.
In the very same act we are aware of the object we are experiencing,
and we are conscious of ourselves as the subject having the
experience.Sometimes we ourselves are the object we are
experiencing. In this case we are in the same act conscious of
ourselves (we experience ourselves) as the subject and the object of
the awareness.
In the very same act we are aware of the idea we are examining, and
we are conscious of ourselves as the subject doing the inquiry.
In the very same act we are aware of the conclusion we have come
to, and we are conscious of ourselves as the subject forming the
judgment.



•  be attentive to reality and to our response to it

• be intelligent - look for meaning in our experiences

• be reasonable - check our insights so as to know what is real 
(how things are, and not just how things seem to me to be).

• be responsible - respond to what we know to be true 
in a creative, personal way.

• be be-lieve

5 imperatives



It is not easy to work our way thoroughly and honestly through
these steps.
We can be inattentive to what we experience. We can become
uninterested, insensitive, content to live in a world dominated by
our feelings.
We can muddle along from one experience to the next without
making the effort to understand what is going on or to integrate
our experience into our life in a meaningful way. We can opt out
of the concentration, discipline and perseverance needed to
pursue truth, and instead we can choose to dissipate our energy by
living a distracted life, a dissipated life. We can lapse into a
stupour (‘veging out’ far too often, till it becomes a habit). We can
substitute what we pick up from talk-back radio for the effort
required to check things out.



We can misunderstand, mis-take. We can make no effort to
check our assumptions. We can wallow in our prejudices. We
can lock ourselves into an ideology, conform to habit or trendy
opinion. By not questioning the first thought that comes into
our mind we can work from oversights, illusions, rationalisations.
We can be silly, gullible, careless.
We can jump to conclusions, prejudge a situation or a person,
and so fail to connect with what is real, fail to arrive at the truth.



Again and again we come to know that our spontaneous and
dynamic drive to know does connect us with what is real, when we
allow ourselves to reach beyond our ‘comfort zone’ and pursue the
truth whatever the cost. In matters that are significant our grasp
of truth is rarely complete. Rather it is a progressive extension and
refinement of our grasp of reality by a progressive extension and
refinement of the self-transcendence that moves us from a world of
experiencing to a world of knowing. There are special difficulties
today in making this move. Rahner reminds us:
‘The enormous amount of knowledge offered today leads to
uncertainty. The speed at which sciences are racing into the
future makes every individual element of knowledge already
acquired appear to be temporary and subject to
revision’(Theological Investigations volume XXI, page 130).



Knowing is not something arbitrary. It is not like tossing a coin.
To the extent that our search for the truth is authentic, we can
be confident that our intelligence is connecting us with what is.
Today we need a special courage to assert what we have come to
know as true.
It is important, however, not to limit knowing to the processes
we are familiar with from the empirical sciences. Love can
deceive, but it can also open up areas of knowledge that take us
beyond our senses and rational logic. Objectivity in knowledge
requires more than logic. It is the fruit of being an authentic
subject.



Belief
We say we ‘believe’ when we accept something as true because
we trust. We can choose to trust, and believe, or we can choose
to not trust and not believe. There are many layers of belief.
There is the belief that a child has in tooth fairies or in Santa
Claus. As children we are not in a position yet to ask questions.
We trust our parents and so we believe.
As adults there are many things that we believe (hold as true),
because we trust experts in the field and we find that our belief
is supported by the constant reinforcement that results from
acting on our belief. As already noted, without belief the
scientific community would grind to a halt.



Conscious belief always is the result of a choice. Living would be
impossible if we doubted the accuracy of every measuring line and
every street directory, even though we haven’t worked it all out for
ourselves. At the same time we don’t follow our beliefs blindly. We
are dealing with probabilities, and while this ruler or this directory
could be wrong, it is highly unlikely, and we simply do not have the
time or the knowledge to check everything for ourselves. When our
trust has proved right over and over again, it is reasonable to
continue our choice to believe.
At the deepest level of our conscious experience, belief that is based
on tested trust and knowledge that comes from love overlap so that
we can conclude that to believe is to ‘know in trust’. Once again
there are many layers to this. In some matters we have grounds for
certainty, in other matters we accept something as probably true, in
yet other matters we accept something as a working hypothesis until
further evidence refines our judgment.



It is not always sensible to believe. The person whom we believe
should be worthy of trust. It is naïve and often foolish to believe
someone who is untrustworthy. Even if a person is generally
trustworthy, it is reasonable to accept their word as true only in areas
where they are knowledgeable. Unfortunately, it is not uncommon for
‘experts’ to claim authority in areas beyond their expertise. There are
problems, too, with hearing things second and third hand. We would
be wise to believe only when we are confident that what we are
believing does in fact come from the knowledgeable and trustworthy
expert who is claimed to have said it.

When is it reasonable to believe?



From our side there are two important criteria for reasonable
believing. The first is that what I believe must be consistent with
what I know in other areas. We can tentatively hold hypotheses
that appear contradictory while we search for a higher viewpoint,
but truths (judgments about the way things really are) cannot
contradict. Sadly, it is not uncommon for us to compartmentalise
our ‘knowledge’ and not examine the connections between things.
We are capable of holding as true matters that are, in fact,
contradictory.



Another criterion is the fruit in our lives of believing. We
cannot know everything through independent personal
investigation. To live we need to accept many things as true on
the word of another who knows. If, through believing, I find
myself becoming more attentive, more thoughtful, more
reflective, more truthful, more responsible, and more loving, my
believing would seem to be reasonable. If things go the other
way, it is likely that my believing is misplaced.



Since to believe is to accept something as true based on
reasonable trust, there is value in reflecting on the role played
by love in relation to trust and so belief. The word ‘believe’
goes back to the Anglo-saxon roots of the English language
where ‘lieve’ is an older spelling of ‘love’. To ‘believe’ is ‘to-be-
in-love’.When we begin the Creed with the words ‘I believe’ we
are speaking of what we have come to hold as true because of
our experience of love.



In Catechism n. 26 we read:

‘Faith is our response to God, who reveals himself and gives
himself to us, at the same time bringing us a superabundant
light as we search for the ultimate meaning of life.’

Chapter One (n. 27-49), which is the topic of this lecture as
well, looks at this search, and begins with a quote from the
Vatican Council:



‘Human dignity rests above all on the fact that we are called
to communion with God. This invitation to converse with
God is addressed to us as soon as we come into being. For if
we exist it is because God has created us through love, and
through love continues to hold us in existence. We cannot
live fully according to truth unless we freely acknowledge
that love and entrust ourselves to our Creator.’

The Church in the Modern World, GS n. 19



The Catechism goes on to speak of the ambiguities and
paradoxes that we see in the human religious response to God.
It is important that we acknowledge these ambiguities and
paradoxes. They make us respectful of religious cultures and
language that differ from our own. Without in any way
lessening our gratitude for what we have been shown as
disciples of Jesus, it helps to keep us open to the limits of our
own viewpoint, and to be open to learn from the many rich
insights that are part of our heritage as human beings. We
might begin by asking ourselves: What are people talking about
when they say they believe in ‘God’?



As far back as our records go, people who experienced the sea
have been moved with a profound reverence for what they have
experienced and have found ways of worshipping the ‘god’ of the
sea. The name given to the sea-god varies from language to
language. The experience, too, varies. Sometimes the aspect of
power dominates. Sometimes it is the amazing variety of moods
that has captured people’s imagination. Sometimes fear seems to
play a huge role, and sometimes faith is put in magical rituals and
rites that are believed to win the favour and avert the anger of
the powerful sea-god. Peoples channel their experience into
hundreds of different understandings and practices, but I suspect
that there is one fundamental experience that lies at the basis of
the various religious responses

Belief in God



It is a sense of communion that people experience. In ways
that are too profound for understanding, we sense that there is
a connection between us and the sea: that somehow we belong
to each other. When we experience the various moods of the
sea, we experience the various moods of our own heart.
Tragically, human frailty, including hunger for security and
power, can obscure this primal experience of communion, and
the religions of the world witness to dreadful human behaviour
done in the name of worshipping the sea-god. However, if we
can abstract from these, I suspect that believing in the sea-god,
by whatever name, is acknowledging a profound sense of
wonder and awe, and, even more importantly, an experience of
communion.



Parallels can be drawn with people’s experience of a grove of
trees, a spring, a mountain, a storm, light and darkness, birth
and death, bird and animal life, the seasons, the many and
varied harvests, mother, father, sexual union, childbirth,
dancing, music, painting and the myriad human experiences
that have given rise to worship. Since there is no obvious
connection between the sea and a grove of trees, throughout
human history the norm has been polytheism. People have had
their favourite ‘god’, but have sensed in various ways a
communion with the mysterious, awe-inspiring, ‘gods’(divine
presences) in all their experiences.



Some people, and consequently some cultures, have come
close to monotheism, that is, to the amazing insight that the
mysterious divine presence with whom they experience a
profound communion is the one ‘God’ present and revealed in
different ways in all the varied experiences indicated in the
previous two paragraphs. Ancient Judaism is sometimes
spoken of as a monotheistic religion, and there are indications
in the ancient texts of a gradual movement towards
monotheism. However, their writings give no evidence of the
kind of profound respect for other peoples that is surely
essential to genuine monotheism.



If one genuinely believes that it is the one God who is at the
heart of, and is expressed and revealed through, everything,
then one would not disrespect others just because they are
different from ‘us’. We would still have to deal with error –
our own and other people’s, but surely monotheism includes
the insight that everything is fundamentally an expression of
the one Source and so is fundamentally sacred. The failings of
classic Judaism can be seen in the behaviour of others who
claim to be monotheistic, including among the followers of
Jesus of Nazareth, or Muhammad.



At the same time, history is full of genuine monotheists who
have recognised that the communion which they experience
at the heart of their varied experiences is with the one sacred
Presence who is at the heart of, and at the same time
transcends, everything. An outstanding example is Jesus of
Nazareth who refused to live within the limited thinking and
practice of the religion of his contemporaries, and who gave
expression to his communion with God in a life of love that
was all-embracing. Those among Jesus’ followers who have
grown to share Jesus’ experience have done the same.



In the light of Jesus’ example, perhaps we could answer the
question posed here by saying that, for a true monotheist, to
believe in God is to believe that everything belongs to everything
else, because everything that exists is held in existence by the one
Source and is part of an explosion of love radiating from this
Source and revealing different aspects of the Source. If we use the
word ‘grace’ for the action of this Source, to believe in ‘God’ is to
believe that grace acts like gravity, drawing everything to
everything else. Paradoxically, grace is also experienced as a
centripetal force drawing everything into the beyond – into
communion with this Source who is immanent in creation but
who transcends it, who is, in the words of Pierre Teilhard de
Chardin, ‘the heart and the beyond of everything’.



To believe in God is to believe that genuine religious
experience is the experience of being drawn into communion
with everything that exists in such a way as to be drawn through
everything and beyond everything into communion with the
One who is the Source of everything that exists – into
communion with the Source, one name for which is ‘God’.



In light of the primal human connection with one’s mother, it is
not surprising that the image of the mother goddess is central to
many cultures. One thinks of Cybele, the mother goddess of
Anatolia, whose worship found its way into Greece in the fifth
century BC, and into Rome in the second century BC. Examples
from other cultures can be multiplied. Is the movement to the
father god an indication of the drifting away from the experience
of communion to an emphasis on power, control and fear? If
there is any truth in this, Jesus’ calling God by the intimate word
‘Abba’ and his revealing God as love was his way of drawing the
patriarchal religion of his contemporaries back to their primal
experience of communion.



The wide range of religious experiences is affirmed by the sacred
scriptures of all the major religions of the world in whatever way
they conceive the ultimately Real to be. It is affirmed by the
Vedas and the Upanishads, the sayings of K’ung-fu-tzu
(Confucius), Lao Tzu and Gautama the Buddha, by the oracles of
the Hebrew prophets, the Newer Testament and the Qur’an. It is
of this that the mystics of all cultures speak, as do the poets and
artists and lovers of our world. Paul hints at this in his speech at
Athens: ‘From one (probably meaning ‘one source’ and referring
to God) God made all nations to inhabit the whole earth … so
that they would search for God, even grope for God, and find
God – though indeed God is not far from any of us.’ Paul goes on
to quote from Epimenedes, a sixth century BC poet from Crete:
‘For in him we move and live and have our being’(Acts 17:26-28;
quoted n. 28 of the Catechism).

Variety of Religious Experiences



There are as many examples of religious experience as there are
people who have longed for love. These experiences have found
expression in inspired music, inspired painting, inspired poetry
and inspired action: the ordinary inspired action of loving that
every mother, father, aunt, uncle, teacher and nurse knows in his
or her daily life. Every time we are genuinely in contact with
religious experience, analyse it accurately and express our insights
truthfully, we expand, refine and correct the concepts that
attempt to give precision to the notion of God with which we
begin our questioning.



In the history of humankind, people have always looked towards
those whose lives have been particularly free from the
distractions that lead to sin and whose religious sensitivity led
them to an attractive wisdom. Every people has its saints, its
wise men and women who have been especially sensitive to the
inspiration of the ‘spirit of God’, and who have responded
creatively and often heroically to this inspiration, living lives that
have mediated God in a wonderful way to others. They have
been a ‘word of God’ to their contemporaries, connecting them
in a remarkable way with life, connecting them with God.



All major religious movements must have achieved a degree of
harmony to have appealed for so long to so many people. But
some religions concentrate on the revelation of the transcendent
God that is mediated through nature and history. This is called
the ‘numinous’ dimension of religious experience (from the Latin
‘nuo’, meaning ‘to nod’). The divine presence and the divine will
(the divine ‘nod’) are revealed through nature and history.
Such religions have high regard for the prophetic for they
treasure the words received from those who are judged to have
been especially sensitive to the divine presence. Obedience and
submission to God’s will are of central importance. Notable
examples of such religions are Judaism and Islam.

The Numinous



The Numinous dimension of religious experience

Judaism Islam

Heart

‘The world is full of God’s glory’(Isaiah 6:3)

• Prophet -Moses • Prophet -Muhammad

• Book - Torah • Book - Qur’an

• Obedience • Submission

Word



The Mystical

Other religions concentrate on the revelation of the
transcendent God that is mediated through the movements of
a person’s mind and heart. This is called the ‘mystical’
dimension of religious experience, for the focus is on an inner
enlightenment and transformation that cannot be adequately
expressed, and remains ‘mysterious’. Some religions give
priority to this inner enlightenment. In some of its forms
Buddhism is a notable example.



The Mystical dimension of religious experience

Heart

Buddhism

Spirit

Enlightenment



On the one hand, Christianity is like Judaism and Islam in that it
takes the world and its history seriously, recognising that God is
present in the world speaking his word to us through nature and
through the events of our life. To encounter God we must listen
humbly and at depth to God’s ‘word’ speaking to us from the
heart of creation and in the events of our history. Christianity
sees Jesus as God’s focal word. Listening to him we are able to
avoid distraction and get to the heart of God’s self-
communication, for in him God’s word is made flesh (John 1:13).



On the other hand, Christianity is like Buddhism in that its
focus is on the heart. Jesus is the one who has and gives the
Spirit of God without reserve (John 3:34), a Spirit that he shares
with his disciples, enabling us to experience in our hearts the
enlightenment and transformation that is the fruit of divine
communion. As Paul writes to the Romans: ‘God’s love has
been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has
been given to us”(Romans 5:5). In Jesus the numinous and the
mystical come together. Authentic Christianity does not
neglect or consider as illusory either the outer ‘word’ or the
inner ‘spirit’.



For Christians, God remains transcendent, so we need to be
attentive to the way in which he is revealed to us in the world, and
especially in Jesus (God’s ‘Word’). As in Judaism and Islam,
obedience is basic. The Christian, however, is also invited to enjoy
the wonderful indwelling of God revealed in Jesus and experienced
as we are drawn by grace to share in his intimate communion with
God. As in Buddhism, enlightenment, inner transformation and
communion are essential dimension of religious living. We find
both these elements in the opening words of John’s First Letter:



‘We declare to you what we have heard, 
what we have seen with our eyes, 
what we have looked at and touched with 
our hands, concerning the word of life —

this life was revealed, and we have seen it 
and testify to it, and declare to you the 
eternal life that was with the Father and was 
revealed to us. We declare to you what we 
have seen and heard so that you may have 
communion with us; 
and truly our communion is with the Father 
and with his Son Jesus Christ.’ 

1John 1:1-3
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