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Excerpts from Letters and Papers from Prison

...my fear and distrust of ‘religiosity’ have become greater than ever here. The fact

that the Israelites never uttered the name of God always makes me think, and I can
understand it better as I go on.

The Pauline question whether circumcision is a condition of justification seems to
me in present-day terms to be whether religion is a condition for salvation... I
often ask myself why a ‘Christian instinct’ often draws me more to the religionless
people than to the religious, by which I don’t in the least mean with any
evangelizing intention, but, I might almost say, ‘in brotherhood’.

...Religious people speak of God when human knowledge (perhaps simply
because they are too lazy to think) has come to an end, or when human resources
fail — in fact it is always the deus ex machina that they bring on to the scene, either
for the apparent solution of insoluble problems, or as strength in human failure —
always, that is to say, exploiting human weakness or human boundaries. Of
necessity, that can go on only till people can by their own strength push these

boundaries somewhat further out, so that God becomes superfluous as a deus ex
machina. I’ve come to be doubtful of talking about any human boundaries (is even
death, which people now hardly fear, and is sin, which they now hardly understand,
still a genuine boundary today?). It always seems to me that we are trying
anxiously in this way to reserve some space for God; I should like to speak of God
not on the boundaries but at the centre, not in weaknesses but in strength; and
therefore not in death and guilt but in man’s life and goodness.

Efforts are made to prove to a world thus come of age that it cannot live without
the tutelage of ‘God’. Even though there has been surrender on all secular
problems, there still remain the so-called ‘ultimate questions’ — death, guilt — to
which only ‘God’ can give an answer, and because of which we need God and the



church and the pastor. So we live, in some degree, on these so-called ultimate
questions of humanity. But what if one day they no longer exist as such, if they too
can be answered ‘without God’?

The attack by Christian apologetic on the adulthood of the world I consider to be in
the first place pointless, in the second place ignoble, and in the third place
unchristian. Pointless, because it seems to me like an attempt to put a grown-up
man back into adolescence, i.e. to make him more dependent on things on which
he is, in fact, no longer dependent, and thrusting him into problems that are, in fact,
no longer problems to him. Ignoble, because it amounts to an attempt to exploit
man’s weakness for purposes that are alien to him and to which he has not freely
assented. Unchristian, because it confused Christ with one particular stage in man’s
religiousness, i.e. with a human law.

The difference between the Christian hope of resurrection and the mythological
hope is that the former sends a man back to his life on earth in a wholly new way.

[Theology] has accommodated itself to the development by restricting God to the
so-called ultimate questions as a deus ex machina; that means that he becomes the
answer to life’s problems, and the solution of its needs and conflicts. So if anyone
has no such difficulties, or if he refuses to go into these things, to allow others to
pity him, then either he cannot be open to God; or else he must be shown that he is,
in fact, deeply involved in such problems, needs, and conflicts, without admitting
or knowing it.

We cannot be honest unless we recognize that we have to live in the world etsi

deus non daretur. And this is just what we do recognize — before God! God himself
compels us to recognize it. So our coming of age leads us to a true recognition of

our situation before God. God would have us know that we must live as men who
manage our lives without him. The God who is with us is the God who forsakes us
(Mark 15.34). The God who lets us live in the world without the working
hypothesis of God is the God before whom we stand continually. Before God and



with God we live without God. God lets himself be pushed out of the world on to
the cross.

It is not the religious act that makes the Christian, but participation in the
sufferings of God in the secular life. That is metanoia: not in the first place
thinking about one’s own needs, problems, sins, and fears, but allowing oneself to
be caught up into the way of Jesus Christ, into the messianic event, thus fulfilling
Isa. 53. Therefore ‘believe in the gospel’, or, in the words of John the Baptist,
‘Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world’ (John 1.29).

The world that has come of age is more godless, and perhaps for that very reason
nearer to God, than the world before its coming of age. Forgive me for still putting
it all so terribly clumsily and badly, as I really feel I am. But perhaps you will help
me again to make things clearer and simpler, even if only by my being able to talk
about them with you and to hear you, so to speak, keep asking and answering. (p.
361-362)

During the last year or so I’ve come to know and understand more and more the

profound this-worldliness of Christianity. The Christian is not a homo religiosus,
but simply a man, as Jesus was a man.

It is only by living completely in this world that one learns to have faith. One must
completely abandon any attempt to make something of oneself, whether it be a
saint, or a converted sinner, or a churchman (a so-called priestly type!) a righteous
man or an unrighteous one, a sick man or a healthy one. By this-worldliness I mean
living unreservedly in life’s duties, problems, successes and failures, experiences
and perplexities.



