From Illumination to Polyphony:

beyond the paradigm of central Light.



ROSS THOMPSON

What had Seegard done for him, was it an irrelevant interval, a corrupt mystery, a good enigma, a journey to the underworld?....Of course I'm thinking about it in two quite different ways, thought Edward.   In one way it's all a muddle starting off with an accident: my breakdown, drugs, telepathy, my father's illness, cloistered neurotic women, people arriving unexpectedly, all sorts of things that happened by pure chance.   At so many points anything being otherwise could have made everything, be otherwise.   In another way it's a whole complex thing, internally connected, like a dark globe, a dark world, as if we were all parts of a single drama, living inside a work of art. 

So, in Iris Murdoch’s novel, Nuns and Soldiers, Edward reflects on his mysterious stay in his now dead father's house at Seegard, where he convalesced from the guilt-inducing trauma of his best friend's death, and to him it seems as if he is ‘living inside a work of art’.   The question I want to pose is, does it make sense to think of ourselves as living in a work of art, and if so, what kind of art?

What makes Edward think he might be living inside an artwork is what we might call the meaningfulness of coincidences: the fact that events happening according to the logic of different streams of  causality nevertheless exhibit relations between them which causality does not explain.   As well as exhibiting ‘diachronic’ meaning 
 as part of coherent causal stories happening through time, events exhibit synchronic’ meaning across those streams.  Things interilluminate in unexpected ways, so that what gives meaning to an event is not just what preceded and caused it, but other remote events belonging to different causal stories, so that everything becomes ‘a whole, complex thing, internally connected, like a dark globe’.   

Of course, Edward certainly was living in a work of art, the one devised by Iris Murdoch, called Nuns and Soldiers.   It is Iris Murdoch, presumably, who has created all the interconnections, and given Edward the true insight, so rare in fictional characters, that he is part of an artwork.  Yet to believe in God is presumably to believe that we are living in a work of art of some kind, the creation of a Creator.   Just as Edward cannot have direct experience of his author, Iris, because he inhabits the work and she is the work’s creator, so it is with us and God.  But like Edward we might be led to suspect there is a God if we find the world has the characteristics of a work of art, with the kind of interconnections, beyond diachronic causal connections, that make it appear to us as a ‘dark globe’, a mysterious whole.

But what kind of artwork could we conceivably be in?   The form of art that exhibits the finest balance of diachronic and synchronic is arguably music: not just any music, but the music of the polyphonic traditions developed, apparently uniquely, in the Christian West from the Middle Ages onward.  In such music, the parts unfold according to a diachronic logic of melody, while at the same time relating synchronically as harmony.   We can listen for the melody, or the harmony; it is hard to hear both at the same time, but the composer has created both.  It is arguably  characteristic of creative activity to be able to work on both levels simultaneously, even though only one level can be in consciousness at a time.

It was an important stage of my journey to faith when I learnt to hear the world as a symphony, as I put it then, in my Quaker days.  Perhaps it was Quakerism, with its severe attenuation of any visual art or image, and its focus on listening to silent music, as it were, that made this step natural.  For in the traditions to which I later turned – Eastern Orthodoxy and Anglican Catholicism – though there is music in plenty, it is the visual iconography that so often holds pride of place as he clue to the divine.  Western thought from Plato through to the advent of modernism has conceived the world on the analogy primarily of a visual work of art.   Knowledge as relying on a centre of illumination: the Platonic Good, symbolised by the sun whose rays illuminate all we can know.  A centre is posited whose contents, though simple, are in one to one correspondence with all that is, in a relation of knowing.   This light creates a hierarchy, or chain of being, with things that are more pellucid, rational and amenable to the light are nearer the centre, while cruder, opaque, more material and chaotic forms are pushed out to the periphery.  

From the centre it is possible to see the whole world synchronically; as a visual, unlike a musical, or for than matter a literary work of art can be seen all at once.   To believe in the world as a visual work of art is to see it as all synchronically knowable from some centre of meaning, in which the diachronic fades from view as the mere occasion of the synchronic.   In a painting we may, of course, see characters that must have stories, but the stories are elided in the interests of an eternity.  Keats’ Ode on a Grecian Urn is a classic statement of this Platonic aesthetic, in which time is frozen into eternity, and desire never dies because it is always arrested in the movement towards the otherwise inevitable alternative disappointments of satisfaction or loss.

    Bold lover, never, never canst thou kiss,

Though winning near the goal – yet, do not grieve;

  She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss,

    For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair!

On one understanding, the Beatific Vision itself consists of just such an eternal, suspended gaze of desire, secure against death and loss in the way no earthly, living desire can be.   But this can be reversed: living desire is desire that can die, and in a sense the beatific vision, thus understood (and we shall see it is not the only possible understanding) is secure against death only because it is already dead, frozen out of time.

But the charm of Keats’ urn is the way, in this frozen death to actual time, the diachronicities of the portrayed elements still live in the imagination, with a life that Keats (or at least his urn) seems to suggest, is more intensely real than actial life:


Who are these coming to the sacrifice?

   To what green altar, O mysterious priest,


Lead'st thou that heifer lowing at the skies,

   And all her silken flanks with garlands drest?


What little town by river or sea shore,

   Or mountain‑built with peaceful citadel,

      Is emptied of this folk, this pious morn?


And, little town, thy streets for evermore

   Will silent be; and not a soul to tell

      Why thou art desolate, can e'er return.


O attic shape! Fair attitude! with brede

 
   Of marble men and maidens overwrought,


With forest branches and the trodden weed;


   Thou, silent form, dost tease us out of thought


As doth eternity: Cold Pastoral!


   When old age shall this generation waste,


      Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe


Than ours, a friend to main, to whom thou say'st,


   Beauty is truth, truth beauty, ‑ that is all


      Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.
So the urn invites imagination regarding the diachronic stories of the priest, the sacrifice, the town, the river.   But diachronicity is frozen, speculative, contemplated; as we shall see, the amnesia, the forgetting and oblivion of real time?) this priest and sacrifice invite is the inverse of the anamnesis, the unforgetting invoked by priest and sacrifice at the Eucharist.  And it concludes with deeply Platonic affirmations of the ‘Cold Pastoral’ of eternal forms, and the unity of the transcendentals, truth and beauty.   Plato banned artists from his republic, and yet his forms are essentially timeless objects of aesthetic contemplation, frozen out if time and secure against death because already dead, killed by that mathematisation and abstract visual representation of nature that has been the aim of western science and philosophy until postmodernity.

God and self.
Christian (along with Jewish and Islamic) theology had shown no hesitation in  identifying the God of its stories with the Platonic Good, this timeless light of beauty and truth.   There were difficulties; the spontaneity and resistance of God to human reason, his infinity – a negative quality for Greek reason –  and his apparent temporality and suffering, especially in Christ, created tensions that were never quite resolved.  What happened with Descartes and modernism was that the God of omniscient light became the ideal for human consciousness.  Knowledge was seen as illumination, as having a mind with contents (ideas) as much as possible in one to one correspondence with reality ‘out there’.   Even where in modernism God has died, his ghost lives on as the centre of illumination in the Cartesian machine.  And in the enlightenment moral ideal, for example in Kant, the spontaneity, infinity and passion of the human self are repressed, just as the equivalent features in God were, in the interests of the objective light of the rational ego.   

The advent of the modern can be seen as the reassertion of the diachronic, in a manner that has shattered this old visual unity and the whole sense of creation, as a work of art in which we live.  Science posits a world in which all is explained by the diachronic, by atomising reality into parts that can be seen as the effects of previous parts and the causes of successive parts.    But modern science and epistemology still rely heavily on the visual art analogy, and the paradigm of central illumination.  This is abundantly clear from Laplace, who felt he had no need of the God hypothesis, but only because he felt it possible to move into and sit in that Godlike centre of knowing, so that a science that knew in full detail the present state of the universe, plus the laws of nature, would be able to predict all future states, and retrodict all past states, because of the deterministic nature of those laws.   God has been replaced as the supreme objective creator and beholder of the cosmic work of art, by the self, which ‘constructs’ the world out of sense data, and whose knowledge of the world consists in having an internal picture that perfectly corresponds to the external world.

We have suggested a critique of this centralised, visual paradigm as involving a defence against death by killing, and we can come at this from another angle.  The defence against death by killing is one understanding of sacrifice, that propounded in the works of René Girard.   A centre demands a boundary, and societies live by setting boundaries outside which lie chaos and the outcast.   Societies thus constituted can only hold together by casting out agreed scapegoats into the outer darkness.   The price of meaningful, centred, ordered life is the existence of an unacceptable outside and unacceptable outsiders.  Society centres, eternalises and propagates its life by the sacrifice of the scapegoat, the victim.  The price of central light is outer darkness; so the beautiful visual metaphor cannot escape a shadow side of violence and oppression. 

Postmodernism has grasped this shadow side.  For Nietzsche, the shadow is inevitable; societies just are locked in a violent struggle for power, and the root of all apparent objectivity in world visions lies in the will zur macht. In Foucault it is possible to discern a greater sympathy with the outcast, the attempt to hear again the voices of those whom central paradigms of vision has cast out or cast under.  Significantly, our image has changed here; it is the voice of the oppressed contending against the majority vision.  (Time and again liberation theologians speak of the ‘cry’ of the oppressed.  Having worked seven years on a council estate, I have never literally heard such a cry; but is it mere rhetoric?)  

Recent writings have advocated musical paradigms for society as a way to overcome violence and make for peace.
   Taking up their suggestions, I shall argue that if  we allow a ‘postmodern’ challenging of the visual paradigms, it becomes possible to shift to a musical paradigm in which it is possible, still, to believe in the world as a creation, an integrated wok of art, even though there is no centre of integration where we or God could sit and see it all.  The crucial move is from wanting a point of central illumination, a world with a central sun of meaning, to allowing a world of interilluminations, in which things cast light on each other without such a centre, or to use the musical analogy, harmonies between its melodies.   This move, we shall see, gives us the world as artwork, as creation, again, but conceived very differently, with vast implications: on how we hear the Word of God, how we conceive ourselves and identity, and how we conceive time and eternity and eternal life.   

Interillumination. 

A look at how we actually know things, in ordinary life and in science, has shown us that things do not converge on a central point of illumination, whether divine or human / mental.   Knowledge rests on interillumination, whereby things and practices can stand as models or paradigms for other things and practices.  Modernism and its antecedents presupposed atoms of reality and atoms of mind, linked by correspondence.   But interillumination is what ‘breaks reality up’ into ‘pieces’, but only in the very act of setting things alongside each other.   So now the God-mind-matter hierarchy is disappearing.   Matter as ‘information’ has a decidedly ‘mental’ and self interpreting aspect; mind is seen as a level emergent from matter, rather than as a haunting by a divine illuminating spark.
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Consider how I might classify the shapes in figure 1. Which of them are 'the same kind of' shape? Can we discern lumps, identifiable elements which some shapes share, so that we can group those shapes as 'the same'? Yes of course we can identify such elements; the trouble is that we can discern too many ways of carving our shape into lumps, and each of them gives us a different classification! If we divided the lines that form any one of the shapes into sufficiently minute segments, it would doubtless be possible to reassemble those bits into another of the shapes. It is impossible to say which shape would be easiest to reconstruct (with the least bending and stretching) just by looking. It would be purely coincidental if it turned out to be the shape that looked most like it. And several of the shape have quite large portions of similar configuration ‑ substantial ‘common elements' ‑without being much like each other overall How we divide the shapes up is altogether too arbitrary for us to base our notion of likeness on 'common elements'.

But suppose, instead of trying to analyse and abstract elements, we simply compare shapes in an open‑ended, contemplative kind of way. Common structures soon emerge. We notice that A, C, F and G can be compared with one another because of a correspondence between elements that emerge in the very process of this comparison. Each has a point at either end, while below one of these protrusions (the right one in A, C and F, the left one in G) there is a series of three points. And each of these shapes contains a couple of holes or circles. That does not make us want to say, necessarily, that these shapes are alike, but that we now have a structure whereby it makes sense to compare them. C's 'protrusion' is very long compared with F's we might say, and G's 'points' are much 'sharper' than F's.

So irresistible is the tendency to look for structures of comparison, that I expect the reader has already begun to look to his own experience for more such structures. It is hard not to call the protrusion a nose' (or to use some such anatomical analogy), to call the points 'teeth' and the circles 'eyes'. So we begin to see the shapes as 'like a skull or head'.

Let us use the term 'bloop' to define the wider category of shape we have discovered. We can make use of our ready‑made structures of perception to name the parts as 'nose', 'teeth', 'eyes'. We may use the term 'horn' for the knob at the rear of the 'skull' in some shapes, so that we have two sub​categories, 'horned bloops' like A, F and G, and the 'hornless bloop' C. Meanwhile by the same process you may have found names for the other shapes. It is hard not to see E as a falcon while D is perhaps a parrot. A caricature of one no doubt ‑ but what makes caricature interesting is the way we can recognize likenesses even where photographic, analytical resemblance is absent. You can see the parrot's wings and beak, though precisely what makes them a parrot's beak and wings and not a falcon's is hard to analyse.

This is the way we are led to liken patterns ‑ not by comparing pre-existent lumps, but by the very process that enables us to discern elements and to begin to analyse the shapes. We become able to classify the shapes as instances of a larger category, the 'universal' head‑like shape they manifest, because of smaller elements they have in common; but those smaller elements only emerge as we make the comparison. Synthesis (grouping into kinds) and analysis (division into parts) are inseparable aspects of the same process.
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The process here is none other than that of abstraction, or concept ​formation. In our example we formed the new concept of a 'bloop'. We have done so by setting the shapes alongside each other and pairing off features of the one with features of the other. That way the shapes act as maps of each other, classifying an identifying features in a certain way. We arrive at a kind of diagram (fig. 2) which shows us the essential features of a bloop in their essential relations. Now that we have this diagram somewhere in mind, we have the concept of a bloop. But the diagram does not exist as a picture 'in the mind'; rather it is a kind of blueprint ‑ what we could term a `conceptual model'‑ that will enable us to, construct another bloop if we wish and recognize whether further shapes are bloops.

I use the term 'interillumination' to describe the process of pattern ​recognition which supplies, rather than relies on, an analysis of patterns. Interillumination generates out of the continuous flux of patterns the world of discrete elements and relations upon which language and mathematics rely. Out of the rich variety of our patterns it distills the 'bloop' blueprint with labels, something we can talk about and communicate as information. In this sense interillumination distils the digital out of the analogue, or information out of pattern. In time we take the elements as fundamental reality and forget that the interillumination which gave rise to them may admit of alternatives.
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The crucial point here is that the ‘bloop’ blueprint (blooprint?) is not a prior idea in which all real blueprints ‘participate’, as in Platonic idealism; nor is it an idea inducted from all bloops, on the empiricist model (since we have no concept of ‘all bloops’ prior to the interillumination).   Interillumination replaces both participation and induction, as a process more fundamental than either.

The power of interillumination over sheer analysis into chunks is perhaps best illustrated by fig. 3. Here we have a pattern that quite clearly does subdivide into square chunks; that is the analysis that first suggests itself. Yet if we blur the focus a little (e.g. try focusing on a finger held ten inches in front of the eye while the picture is held at arm's length) an interillumination with a well‑known 19th century American political leader supervenes and provides a quite different analysis. Discrete chunks now blur together to become the 'nose' and the 'beard', and we even see things like the 'mouth' that cannot be assigned a discrete chunk from our original!

The visual model of knowing, common to Platonism and empiricism, posits, as we have observed, a mind looking out on the data and grouping it into patterns.  But on the current model, the mind becomes one of the patterns.  Interillumination is not just something we perceive in reality ‘out there’; the process of perception can itself be regarded as resting on an interillumination, between things and the brain.   Dualism whether Platonic, Cartesian or empiricist sees knowledge as a hierarchy, as in fig. 4. At the bottom, marked by 'X', are the 'data'; the 'mind' gathers these and groups them into a hierarchy of categories until it has 'built' the edifice of knowledge on solid foundations. What we have to replace this with is far less rigid and much more confusing ‑ something like fig. 5. Here we see conceptual structures emerging from interillumination, while other conceptual structures suggest alternative aspects of the same object. Out of the interillumination points, fresh concepts emerge, fresh ways of dividing up our world. We no longer have two distinct areas, mind and matter, in tidy hierarchy, for the mind is not only the interpreting subject but also one of the objects emerging from the interpretation. The result is a sea of interpenetrating concepts converging on and competing for objects, showing us different aspects, different ways of seeing. The whole develops organically somewhat like the way in which genes may meet and 'interilluminate': finding their pattern mirrored in the other, entering into creative fusion, reproducing themselves and generating larger structures which themselves bud further structures, till these clash and compete with alien patterns, and the fittest, those best harmonized with the world, survive. Matter, structure and consequent significance, are everywhere intertwined. Just as matter is elevated from the bottom of the hierarchy, so mind is dethroned. The infinity of significance arises from the potential in pattern to interpret pattern in an elusive and perhaps infinite variety of ways. It is there already in that messily organic and growing tangle, and what we call 'mind' emerges quite naturally from that growth. 

Melody and harmony.


Thus far we are heavily into the postmodern jungle.  Modernism, having abandoned the synchronic mediaeval world with its multiplicity of synchronic interilluminations, in favour of discrete diachronic chains of causality that merely coincide without any necessary harmony, has lost what holds even the diachronic together.  For without recognition, which implies some kind of synchronic interillumination, we cannot recognise things as instances of the same thing tracing out its temporal story in space.  Things in turn dissolve into a Heraclitean flux of moments, never repeated because never recognisable as the same.

But this cannot be quite right, because in ‘real life’ we do recognise things; we are able to describe the world in stories in which things cause other things to change in different ways..  But how can we articulate stories and repetitions and changes – differences happening to the same – in the Postmodern ‘jungle’ we have just described, where there is no vantage point that illuminates all the stories of everything at once, but things simply interilluminate in non hierarchical ways.

It is at this point that hearing the world as music becomes both possible and attractive.  Music (especially the polyphony and fugue of Renaissance and Baroque Christian music) combines ‘synchronic’ harmony with ‘diachronic’ melody .    We cannot, it is true, hear both dimensions at once, but we can shift focus from one to the other and so gain a sense of the music as a whole, even though there is no central point of illumination that makes sense of the music all at once.

Harmony in music is at least analogous to interillumination.  When notes harmonise it is because of a ‘bijection’ between their wave forms.   Harmonising notes have relatively more of their wave-crests and troughs coinciding than discordant notes.   And melody in music is a kind of story, a movement of the notes through the spaces of pitch and rhythm comes to generate a recognisable ‘shape’ which may recur at intervals throughout the music.  Quite what makes a melody a recognisable melody is somewhat elusive, however.   Not every string of notes forms a melody; in fact, most note strings do not.  A melody has to have a beginning, a middle and an end, features which relate in part to rhythm, and in part to the movement of the notes through tonal space; at least in Western music, a melody most often ends with a cadence in which the melody returns to its tonic note. Likewise most word clusters, or even coherent sentence clusters,  do not form a story.   A good story has, like a melody, a beginning, a middle and an end.

A fundamental issue, of course remains.   We could be taking the view here that the auditory and the visual provide analogies for the process of knowing, and that on many counts the auditory provides a better analogy.  We could still then allow that the visual might in other respects be a better analogy.  We would note that interillumination looks very like a visual model, albeit a different visual model from that of central illumination.   We would note the analogies between interillumination and harmony without taking either as basic.  Or we might want to get more ontologically committed, and say that the world actually is a kind of symphony rather than a kind of picture, or that picture analogies inevitably mislead us and make for violence, whereas symphonic analogies give a truer insight in reality, and make for peace. If we wanted to argue the latter, we would have to reduce interillumination to harmony, eliminating the visual aspects of the interillumination analogy in favour of auditory aspects.   We would then be saying that we need to learn to hear being 
 rather than trying to see it, that understanding was a matter of harmonic attunement rather than vision, and perhaps that it was better to think of God as uncreated sound (the Hindu and Buddhist aum?)
 rather than as uncreated light.

A third possibility would be to note that the core of the interillumination idea is the mathematical notion of isomorphism.  Again, we have just argued that harmony rests on mathematical notions of ‘bijection’ and isomorphism.  We could further note that the western music that is capable of polyphony (as distinct from Oriental styles) relies on notions of harmony that are primordially mathematical.   In this way we might argue that both the visual and the auditory analogies are alternative ways of dressing up a more fundamental mathematical model.  If we take that route we might arrive at a pre-Platonic Pythagoreanism that bears uncanny resemblances to recent strands of recent physics and cosmology, Insofar as I understand superstring theory (and not many individuals do understand it; I am told that the full theory is understood only by a harmony of many scientific minds working together), it is saying that the core of reality is a kind of music, played out on the analogies of ‘strings’ oscillating in countless dimensions, setting up the harmonies and dissonances out of which all things are made.  But though this theory sounds like it makes music fundamental to the cosmos, it is of course not any music we can hear, but a silent mathematical ‘music’ oscillating in dimensions we ourselves can neither see nor hear.

Within the limits of this essay I cannot begin to tackle these deep issues, which may after all be non-decidable.  I have no choice but to move on to consider a number of ways in which the music analogy, whether or not it is ontologically fundamental, is to say the least ‘helpful’. 

Melodic identity, the Body of Christ and Eternal Life.

One of these ways in which the analogy helps in the way it enables us to reconceive our own identity, and move away from the quasi-eternal Cartesian onlooker to something more musically repeatable, like the traditional embodied soul.

The identity of a melody, is stronger than qualitative, but less than numerical identity.
   A melody cannot be abstracted from the notes that form it, in the way that greenness can be abstracted from grass to give us a general quality of greenness that can be instantiated in various blades of grass, leaves of trees, slimy ponds and so forth.  So a melody is more than just a quality that can be instantiated at various times in the music.   But a melody is less than a numerically reidentifiable ‘thing’.  A melody has no spatial continuity with its past instances, because music has no space for things to disappear into, hide and reappear later.   We cannot turn melodies around in our hands, as we can turn things around and realise what they look like from all angles.   A melody can reappear, and be a bit different but still recognisable, but it is not a thing that returns to the scene, nor is it another instance of a quality or a Platonic form.   All these notions of identity have to go if we abandon the visual analogies of appearance, disappearance and reappearance, and also the ultimately visual analogy of participation in the forms and abstraction of qualities from things.  The world as music is a Hericitean flux that properly has only one dimension, time, wherein we never step twice into anything the same: but it is not necessarily a meaningless flux.

This may be good news for us, in that the kind of identity we would need for eternal life would need to be of the kind that pertains to a melody.  Numerical identity is too strong, for death certainly brings to an end the causal process of me, and disrupts any continuous progress of me into heaven, wherever that may be conceived to be.  In eternal life I cannot be the same thing.  But qualitative identity is insufficient to make me look forward to the joys of heaven.  If all that is resurrected there is something very like me, even identical in kind, I still want something more if I am to be convinced that that will actually be me.   But if it makes sense for me to see my life as a unique melody, with a beginning, a middle, and an end, then may not that melody be plucked again on the body of Christ, in glorious counterpoint with all the other melodies that have been sung in him?

If this is so we can make sense of the displaced body of Jesus Christ – the body of Christ after the resurrection, after the ascension, in the Church, in the Eucharist, etc  
– as having melodic identity. Once again, something stronger than qualitative, and weaker than numerical identity is required.  The Eucharistic body of Christ, for example, cannot be numerically the same as the historical body of Jesus.  That is to say, it is not the same thing as him; otherwise the Eucharist would be a cannibalistic act.  But it is not, pace Zwingli, just a qualitative likeness that reminds us of him.  It is the melody of his life returning in all its fullness, sweeping our lives up into harmony with his. The Eucharist is more than an act that resembles and reminds us of the Last Supper and Calvary; in fact, the Eucharist hardly looks like Calvary at all.   But it is less than a repetition of the same thing.   Eucharistic adoration is misplaced if it is an attempt to see Christ in the blessed sacrament; we need rather to hear him there, and the stress on ‘hearing’ Mass, and listening out for the words of institution, as well as the bodily partaking, are altogether right.   Christ is present to us as melody, that is, in the way we are present to each other in the eternal life; which requires a certain absence of knowing him in the way we know each other in this world or age.

The Polyphonic Word.

More generally, if we take music as our primordial way of reading the world, the loss of centre and the multiple possibilities of a world of interilluminations does not have to become a meaningless or subjective chaos.  It can acquire a coherence without having the coherence of the central illumination model, with its clear and distinct ideas and things.  There need be no solid atoms in our world, but still there can be patterns, stories of the world harmonising into clusters of meaning, if only to dissolve again into the flux and regroup in other new ways.

But if the cosmos is primordially music, what of the Word of God that calls it into being?

In many ways, story has become central.  The universe is no longer a static, ‘synchronic’  hierarchy but a ‘diachronically’ evolving process.  And so with God.   Some now see  the Platonising turn from the God of story to the timeless God of metaphysics as a profound mistake, alienating God from God’s locus in revelation, and leaving us with a centralised, hierarchical God who cannot show us the way in a world of multiple interilluminations and interacting levels of story.  And some theologians have turned to music for inspiration.   Barth was perhaps the first, but his musings on Mozart stand in uncertain relation to his somewhat monolithic concept of the Word; recently, as noted ,
 Begbie has begun to develop a musical theology, and Pickstock has turned to Augustine’s theory of music to provide a model for society that itself admits of harmony without totalitarian uniformity..

(Some) Biblical criticism has moved significantly from the attempt to recreate history to an appreciation of the Bible as a story.  Jack Miles has looked in turn at the Hebrew Tanakh and the Christian Bible as stories about a character called God.   But I wonder if the Bible makes best sense when regarded as a monolithic story, rather than as an interweaving of diverse stories, songs, mediations, prophecies  and letters, and many other literary forms, interilluminating and harmonising in many different ways.   In which case the Word of God seems to be a polyphony.     There is  no exclusive central point of illumination that makes sense of all Scripture and collapses it into synchronic meaning.   We can choose such points (Creation; Red Sea crossing; Servant Songs; the Cross; Resurrection; etc) and see all of scripture in a single light.  This is often a productive imaginative exercise, but the multiplicity of possible points  defies any exclusive claim on behalf of one.   We can ‘hear’ the Word by reading it diachronically, as a single epic story, as Miles does, but alternatively we can hear it liturgically, juxtaposing chunks of scripture and seeing what synchronic interilluminations happen for us, what metaphor and typology then leaps out.  

And then hearing the Bible as a polyphony requires that we combine, somehow, the literary approach that sees the Bible as a whole work of art, as Miles does, with more traditional modernist criticism, which can be seen as serving to help differentiate the parts.  J and E, Q, the ‘authentic words of Jesus’ and any number of such traditional modernist concepts, may have something to offer if they are seen not on a reductionist, scientistic model, as supplying a single authentic voice of the Word, but as differentiating the many different parts, each with their own sitz in leben, that go to make the unified whole the Bible is as polyphonic Word of God.  As with music, so with the Word, we can listen now for the diachronic parts, now for the synchronic melodies, the distinct textual undercurrents.   And again, as good music allows of dissonance as well as harmony, we need not be too worried about the dissonances and contradictions within the Word of God.   These would indeed worry us if we were looking in the Word for a God’s eye’ vision of the whole.  In that case we would try to paper over the cracks at all costs to present a coherent ‘Biblical world view’,  But if the Bible is polyphony, there is no ‘Biblical world view’.   There is just the Biblical counterpoint, in harmony and sometimes dissonance with which, and picking up the melodic themes of which,  we need to learn to sing our own song.

Moreover, grasping the word of God as a polyphony allows us to be faithful to the canon – the completed fugue as a vast work of art – but also to experiment with the juxtaposing of the songs of other faiths.   Inter faith dialogue does not need to be an attempt by each party to subordinate the other to its own centre point of illumination, or else the plotting of a common centre around which the faiths can be seen as circling; it can be a matter of singing one’s songs of faith together and seeing if harmony results.

Hearing and Singing the Trinitarian Fugue?


If it is no longer tenable to see God as the central,  all-illumining light,  how can we hear God in the fugue of  being?   We can hear the fugue of being, I suggest, in three distinct ways, giving three ways in which God may relate to time.

a)
Time as chronos, duration, carrying on remorselessly, ‘never again’. God incarnate, enduring change, suffering, even death in the diachronic melody, striking up unrepeatable patterns.

b) Time as kairos, right moment, due season, the time that repeats and resembles other times..  God in the synchronic interilluminations, the unpredictable interconnections and harmonies set up between diversely unfolding melodies.

c) Time as aion, the age, considered as a completed work of art.  Though we never experience the whole at any climactic moment, we can acknowledge it and sense the hand of a single composer working throughout.

Needless to say this gives us God as Word, Spirit and Father respectively.   But can we learn in practice to move from trying to see the world as illuminated by a monadic God, to live by hearing it as a Trinitarian fugue?   Perhaps, bearing in mind the prominence of world faiths – each struggling to impose their single illuminative viewpoint –  in the political world today, learning to sing together the polyphony of God is now a life or death issue for humanity?
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Figure 3: Abraham Lincoln - or just some blocks?





Figure 4: Centralised conceptual hierarchy





Figure 5: Tangled conceptual hierarcy








NOTES


� Nuns and Soldiers


� I borrow Saussure’s term, but put it to a flexible, wider than linguistic use.


� A. Ehrenszweig: The Hidden Order of Art. London, Weidenfield and Nicholson, 1967.


� For a clear exposition, see R. Girard, I see Satan Fall


� Cf Catherine Pickstock, Soul, City and Cosmos after Augustine (in Radical Orthodoxy, eds J. Milbank, C. Pickstock and G. Ward, London and New York, Routledge 1999) and John Milbank….


� This section is adapted from pp.42-54 of my Holy Ground, (London, SPCK 1990.)


� Cp Heidegger’s hõren auf sein.


� I am indebted for this idea to a discussion with Rowan Williams at the recent Illuminations conference.


� Much of the discussion (though hardly the conclusions!) here rests on that by P.F. Strawson in Individuals (London, Methguen 1959).  The ideas are explored (though, again, current conclusions are not reached) in my Holy Ground (op. cit.) pp.120ff.


� The concept of  such a body is introduced and discussed in Graham Ward’s The Displaced Body of Jesus Christ in Radical Orthodoxy, op. cit.


� above, note 5.
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