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Each discipline in a university investigates some portion of reality. Biology studies organisms; geology, the earth; astronomy, the stars. History, sociology, economics: each discipline carves out for itself some portion of reality to study.

The same is true for theology. It studies ultimate reality, the portion of reality that frames all the rest. Theology is concerned with the ultimate questions: is there a God? a soul? life after death? a purpose to life? And, most mysterious of all: Why does anything exist? Why is there something rather than nothing?

These are typically religious questions. As Vatican Council II said in 1965,

Men look to the various religions for answers to those profound mysteries of the human condition which, today even as in olden times, deeply stir the human heart: What is a man? What is the meaning and the purpose of our life? What is goodness and what is sin? What gives rise to our sorrows and to what intent? Where lies the path to true happiness? What is the truth about death, judgment, and retribution beyond the grave? What, finally, is that ultimate and unutterable mystery which engulfs our being, and whence we take our rise, and whither our journey leads us? (Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions § 1)

The Council calls these questions “mysteries,” but there are different kinds of mysteries. Some things you already know for certain: water freezes at 32° Fahrenheit. That is not mysterious. Some truths you do not know but can find out. What year did Samuel Richardson write Pamela, considered the first modern English novel? It’s a mystery only until you look it up: 1740. These mysteries are like murder “mysteries,” mysteries with a knowable solution. Still other truths, though they have a definite answer, will always remain mysteries. How many shrimp were in the Pacific at 12:02 a.m. EST on March 4, 1990? There is an exact answer to that question, but we will never know the number. Finally, some truths we apparently cannot know with certainty, because they pertain to realities that are inherently unknowable. These are the “mysteries” that the quotation refers to. No one knows for certain what happens after death (near death experiences do not tell us: they are near death experiences and at any rate may be subjective rather than objective). No one knows for certain why we exist. No one knows for certain why there is evil. No one knows for certain whether God exists. These are religious mysteries, because religions give answers to them. The portion of reality that theology carves out for itself to study is the answers that a particular religion gives. (There is Hindu theology, Muslim theology, Catholic theology, etc.)

If theology studies the answers of a particular religion, then theology must be something different from religion.

According to its etymology, theology is the study of God (theos, God, + logos, discourse about). Aquinas (1225-74 CE) said theology is the study of God and of everything else in relation to God; even the chair you are sitting on is part of theology’s subject matter, insofar as it exists in relation to God. A classic definition of theology is that of Anselm (1033-1109 CE): theology is fides quaerens intellectum, literally, “faith seeking to reach the intellect,” but usually translated “faith seeking understanding.” This definition makes two valuable points about theology.

One is that faith precedes understanding. Theology is not a person using reason to determine the truth of a religion, then believing that religion because it has been proven to the person’s satisfaction. No: in theology one uses reason to investigate the faith one already believes. That is why theology can only be done “from the inside,” from within a faith community. A nonbeliever can engage in philosophy about religious questions, or can study comparative religions, or the sociology of religion, the psychology of religion, and so on. Such disciplines do not require a commitment to a religion’s beliefs. A theologian, on the other hand—Christian, Buddhist, whatever—presupposes the truth of a particular religion’s assertions.

This raises the question whether it would not be better to stand outside all religions, so as to view them all objectively. After all, to commit to a particular religion is to affirm that one religion is superior to the others, and such an affirmation goes against the prevailing liberal tenor of modern western societies. But a scholar who deliberately refrains from personal commitment to a traditional religion is still asserting the superiority of one religious stance over against all others. That scholar is asserting that agnosticism is the proper stance (agnosticism is the belief that one cannot know whether God exists; by extension it means that all religious questions are unanswerable) or that atheism is the proper stance (atheism is the belief that God does not exist; by extension it means that all religious realities do not exist). To refrain from commitment is to commit oneself to a choice: everyone holds some position concerning religious questions. Not to commit is just as much a commitment to one possible belief system as is commitment to a traditional belief system.

