Dogmatism - 
Since Christianity is presented as a revealed religion, many people get the idea that God has set himself up as a professor over all mankind and taught us a whole series of doctrinal propositions which make up religion.
Nothing could be farther from the truth. Far from being a sort of intellectual message or theoretical enunciation, the Christian religion is essentially an act, a free step towards us on God’s part and, on our part, an active response to this gift. It is a union between God and man, making man the child of God. It is God showing himself, opening himself, giving himself. It is the Father sending the Son; it is the Son taking our flesh. It is Christ suffering and giving for us. It is Christ sending us the Holy Spirit, forming the Church, fortifying it with the sacraments in order to give us sanctifying grace. It is interior urgency. It is a challenge for us to live a life of active conformity to this supernatural vocation and meet these divine overtures with an answer that does not consist in words and ideas, but in a complete and total adherence whereby our person gives itself freely to Christ, hands over itself to God, and communicates in the blessed and beatifying fullness of the Three Divine Persons.

Such is the great and noble act of religion. It is one, but it is composed of many different episodes all working together to lead us into the hidden life of the Godhead.

Someone had to put us in contact with God’s great act of love for us and make us aware of the obligations that it gives rise to. Christ did this in words that are very simple, very concrete, very much alive, themselves a sort of insight into the divine gift. “I am the way, the truth, and the life. If anyone loves me, my Father will love him. I will send you the Paraclete. I am the vine, you are the branches. You are Peter, and upon this rock I shall build my Church. Love one another. Blessed are the pure of heart, the meek, and the poor.”

It was only natural for man to be inclined towards the divine reality that was presented in such a way and to be interested in his own person, which was called to share the inmost life of God. Man feels the need to understand this wonderful undertaking more perfectly, to learn how to express it in clear and distinct terms, to defend it against those who deny it, to protect it against counterfeiters, to make it known throughout the whole world.

This need gave rise to the work of reason in religion. At first, the work was but little developed. The early Christians were more concerned with living the gift of God than with explaining it. But gradually, under the influence of many different causes, human intelligence began to play a bigger and bigger role in developing an idea of God, in arriving at a clear and coherent notion of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, three Persons in one God, in showing how Christ is only one person even though he possesses both a human and a divine nature.
This is the history of the science of revelation, theology. This is how we came by the great variety of concepts, terms, and formulae that try to express, as well as it can be expressed, the inexpressible reality of God and the mysterious elevation of human nature. Certain formulae the Church rejected. Others she approved. That is the origin of dogma.

Theology has analyzed man and the response he is supposed to make to God throughout his life. Theology has studied this free response to its least detail and drawn up a list of virtues and vices. That is moral theology. Actually, there was a form of moral theology among the pagan philosophers before Christ. Aristotle had drawn up several excellent schematic arrangements of natural virtues and vices, and Christianity merely borrowed them, “baptizing” them varying degrees of success.

The gigantic work of reason to explain revealed truth is condensed in the manuals or catechisms that are commonly used for teaching religion to lay people. It is hard to see how we could get along without the services of reason. Reflection, thought, concepts, words, and formulae are all indispensable to the man who wants to learn to know about religious realities, either to express them more adequately to himself or to communicate them to others.

This is another manifestation of the law of “necessity of symbols” which we describe briefly above. And once again we come up against the same dangers that always go hand in hand with symbols. They tend to stop our progress, to attract our attention to themselves and actually to conceal the realities that they are really supposed to point out. They tend to make us think that religion is an intellectual system, a learned scaffolding of concepts and theses. They give us the idea that religion is nothing but abstract knowledge, familiarity with the catechism or book of instructions and that everything is done when we have learned to know, whereas in reality everything is just beginning. We still have to learn to live, to love, to unite our whole being with the reality of God.
There is certain majesty about the formulae that speak to us of God. They contain God and they give us God by being a symbol of God and by conjuring up God’s own reality within our spirit. There is some danger of our stopping with the mere words and lowering religion to the degree of pure verbalism, a mere battle of words. Those who first developed these formulae, for example, the one which states that the Holy Trinity is the mystery of one single God existing in three distinct persons, together with the Church, which gives official approbation to the terms, all set out upon their mission from the living reality revealed by Christ, and they constantly had their eyes upon the Person of the Father, the Person of the Son, and the Person of the Holy Ghost. For them the formula was expressive, pregnant, and full of meaning, full of truth and life.

But what happens to this same mystery of one God in three Persons for the child who picks up his catechism and sets out from the printed formula and not from the living reality in his quest for knowledge? Words, mere words. And many men, even when they reach adult age, never get beyond this religious verbalism. They accept the formula, of course; but more likely than not it is only a sort of official religious password that they have to know in order to be saved. The formula itself remains meaningless. It does not succeed in leading them to any reality. The impression they have, and the impression they give to others, is this: religion consists of unintelligible formulae thought our by an authority with a vivid imagination. They have one single purpose, to put our minds and spirits to the test and see how docile we will be.
There is great danger in words. And there is great danger, too, in the ideas and concepts that we formulate about the divine realities. All our representations of God are absolutely inadequate. They are all borrowed – basically – from our human realities. They are on a human scale, not a divine scale. They always lead towards anthropomorphism. They need constant efforts at purification to keep them from lowering the idea of God and reducing it to human dimensions. The idea of God - the policeman, God – the giver of temporal goods, God - the insurance policy against every risk of here and hereafter, God – the avenger, and many others, is only too frequent in certain circles of believers. In fact, one might also say that in their ignorance many unbelievers are closer to a true notion of God than are a very great number of pseudo-Catholics.
We also have to go beyond words and concepts. Otherwise, we shall stop with the concept of God and never reach his reality. His reality is beyond all concepts. God cannot be reached except through a very humble and very pure operation of our mind and spirit. The many ways we represent God are all inevitable, but they are not God. We have to learn to avoid all these representations of God and strike out towards the reality of God himself. Otherwise, the most we can arrive at is conceptual religion, a religion of notions and ideas, but never a real religion, a religion of the real. Otherwise, we can think of God with a greater or a lesser degree of success, but we will not be in communion with his Being and we will not enter into his presence. Reason will be at work, but not the spirit and the heart. That is not religion.

Neither is religion religious science. There is, of course, religious science, the elementary kind that is contained in the catechisms or manuals of religion, and the more profound kind, theology. And there is a religious intellectual culture, which consists in a clear and distinct knowledge of everything that enters into the domain of religion. But confusing religion with religious science would be just a serious mistake as confusing life with biology, health with medicine, flowers with botany. Religion is a way of life that can be worked into a science, but it is not that science itself. The science is certainly extremely useful as long as its whole aim is to increase the motivation for religious love. But to think that knowing and preserving pure Catholic doctrine is all that there is to religion is a very dangerous illusion.

“Books are not the place to look for God”, writes Julian Green. “We must look in ourselves; for God is in us long before he is in books, and much more fully. God is the one whom we must discover eternally. The definitions they give us of God are often really obstacles to the knowledge (knowledge by communion, that is, real religious knowledge), we could have of him. Spiritual books, as rich as they are, set up systems, and none of these systems is God; but they turn into a substitute for God in the minds of many readers. The religious feeling for God that a simple peasant can have is sometimes loftier than what the professors of theology say in their books.”
(Julian Green, Journal, IV (1943-45), 109.
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