God as Ground of Being

Paul Tillich, the famous 20th Century
German-American Christian existential-
ist philosopher and Lutheran theologian,
argued that God could not be a Being,
even a Supreme Being, be-cause that
presumes something which brought that
Being into existence. Rather, he argued,
God is the Ground of All Being, the
Ground on which all being stands. This
brings Christian theology more into line
with Vedic teachings which say that God
is pure Conscious-ness, and that all Be-
ing and Existence emanate from Con-
sciousness. His theology thus distances
Christian thought from the anthropo-
morphic depiction of the Roman and
Greek Gods and Goddesses (perhaps
best thought of as aspects of God).

Even the Greek and Roman theologies
struggled with the concept of ultimate
cause. Before Zeus or Jupiter, the Su-
preme God, there was Chaos, which in
Greek means “Chasm.” (Doesn't that
sound like the Void?) Chaos gave birth
to, or brought forth Gaia — the One be-
came Two. And from those Two, Zeus
and all the other Gods and Goddesses
were born. So even though the Gods
were all anthropomorphized, the ulti-
mate cause was not quite thought of as
a Being so much as Being itself. A
Chasm reminds me of a Black Hole,
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which modern astrophysics and quan-
tum theory suggest might be the source
of all creation.

This is pretty heady stuff. | can't wait to
see what articles Bill finds to stimulate
our thinking and discussion. So, dear
reader, read on! Feast on the cornuco-
pia of theological and philosophical
morsels arrayed for your enjoyment,
pleasure and enlightenment.

Happy Autumnal Equinox,

Arthur

President, Board of Trustees

OUR VISION STATEMENT

The Spiritual Light Center is a peaceful
and joyful fellowship of individuals, cen-
teredin love, dedicated to the God within,
and honoring the many paths to truth

OUR MISSION STATEMENT

We seek to develop our highest selves by
continuous sharing of spiritual ideas, in
an environment of unconditional love and
respect forothers.




ONGOING EVENTS AT SLC

Every Tuesday at 5:00 p.m. - Join our
group in the Hall for Movie Night! We en-
joy a good spiritual movie or documentary
and afterward we pick a place to go eat!

Thursday, October 13 & 27 at 5:00 p.m. -
Please join us for our meditation group in
the Chapel led by Dr. Richard Kimball. We
have an informative discussion followed by
walking and sitting meditation. Call Richard
at 371-3425 for further details.

Wednesday, October 12, 5 to 7 p.m.
Come to the Sacred Circle/TEA, an open
group dedicated to spiritual sharing and
growth, facilitated by Tina Wardwell. Con-
tact Tina at 828-276-6557, leave message.

UPCOMING SPEAKERS

October 2, 11 a.m.

Arthur Cataldo, A.B.D. is a clinical psy-
chologist experienced in many healing
modalities, and our current Board presi-
dent. He will speak on “Sufism.”

October 9, 11 a.m.

Rev. Barbara Jefferys, ordained Science
of Mind minister and pastor of Open Door
Center in Sylva and a wonderful speaker
will share with us on “In the Beginning”.

October 16, 11 a.m.

Terry Gironda is owner of Elevations res-
taurant in Franklin and has practiced har-
monic healing 14 years. Terry will be speak-
ing on “How to remain spiritual while
wearing the many “hats” of humanity.”

October 23, 11 a.m.

Kim May, a Science of Mind Practitioner
from Creative Thought Center in Waynes-
ville, author, speaker, and fitness trainer,
speaks on “Play Your Way to Happiness”.

October 30,11 a.m.

Rev. J. Robin Whitley is a poet, musician,
and author of two books who holds the M.
Div. from Lutheran Theological Southern
Seminary. She will speak on “Life is Art.”

Native American Purification
Ceremony Saturday Oct. 8

Barbara Vitale is
inviting mem- | )
bers of SLC to [CaiA
participate in a [H@
traditional T l—=>
“sweat lodge” on
her land. This is a powerful and unique
spiritual opportunity lasting most of the day.
Emails with details have been sent and will
be sent again very soon. Please don'’t let
this beautiful event pass you by.

Fall Back Time Change is
Sunday November 6th

=T

S '3 Please be sure to
. move your clocks
back one hour be-
fore you go to bed
Saturday night
November 5.
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God as the  Ground of Being

a Theloncept of the Ground of BeiR@ww.doxaws

Many people tend to think of God as a big man with a beard, or some sort of powerful
"person”, although one who can do amazing things. This is conditioned in our thinking
by a pedestrian approach to religion.

There are religions that don't have a "God" per se, such as Buddhism. Essentially, there
is no reason to think of God as a person, certainly not one with a corporeal body. That
image is merely metaphor. Depending upon the religious tradition, one can have very
abstract views of God which have nothing to do with a father or mother figure. This is
the notion of a metaphysical first principle that organizes everything into a metaphysical
hierarchy. Most of the works of the great Christian philosophers hint at notions of God in
these abstract terms.

St. Anselm defined God as "that which nothing greater than can be conceived." He
ended all of his arguments by saying "this thing we call God," as a means of keeping
the exact nature of God open-ended. This is because God is beyond our understanding,
as is often stated in the Bible.


http://www.spirituallightcenter.com/

Ground of Being  One of the concepts used by
great Christian theologians is that of "The Ground of Being."
This concept indicates that God is the basis for the existence of all things. So funda-
mental to the existence of all things is God that God can be thought of as the basis up-
on which things exist, the ground their being. To say that God is the ground of being or
being itself, is to say that there is something we can sense that is so special about the
nature of being that it hints at this fundamental reality upon which all else is based.

The phrases "Ground of Being" and "Being itself" are basically the same concept. Paul
Tillich used both at different times, and other theologians such as John McQuarrey pre-
fer "Being lItself,” but they really speak to the same concept. What is being said is that
God is the basis upon which being proceeds and upon which objects participate in be-
ing. In other words, since God exists forever, nothing else can come to be without God's
will or thought; and since there can't even be a potential for any being without God's
thought, all potentialities for being arise in the "mind of God" then in that sense God is
actually "Being lItself.” | think "Ground of Being" is a less confusing term. God is the
ground upon which all being is based and from which all being precedes.

God is primordial being. God is prior to all that is (other than himself, of course; that
goes without saying). Considered in this way God is not a single being since God is not
a thing alongside other things in creation. God is unique, not a version of some type of
thing. There is nothing else like God. What it means to be is to be a creature of God.
Metaphorically, God is a great big mind and we are thoughts in that mind. Thus God is
off scale to anything we can think of. Since God is the framework in which our whole ex-
istence takes place, we can't think of God as "a being" because he's totally off scale,
he’s not a being alongside other beings. He's the basis upon which beingness has any
meaning or possibility.

Christian Concept?  This may not sound very orthodox, but it is extremely orthodox.
God is not just a big man on a throne; he is not the Zeus of Pagan mythology. The great
theologians of the Christian Church, and theologians such as Paul Tillich and John
McQuarrey believe, as St. John of Damascus says, "God does not belong to the class
of 'existing' things; not that he has no existence but that he is above existing things,
even above existence itself..." The Jewish Virtual Library tells us, "The name of god,
which in Hebrew is spelled YHWH, is difficult to explain. Scholars generally believe that
it derives from the Semitic word, "to be," and so means something like, “he causes to
be.™

» God is ultimate reality. God is the first, and highest and only necessary thing that ex-
ists, and thus, had God not created, God would be the only thing that exists. Could one
somehow ponder a universe in which God had not created, in which God was all that



http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/hebegypt.html

In such a universe the only conceivable answer is "to be is to be God." In that sense
God is Being Itself.

Thus Tillich's notion of God as the ground of being is not only orthodox, but is shared by
most of the great thinkers of the Christian tradition. As an agnostic, | see Christianity is
much deeper and richer than most people understand. It remains misunderstood and
unexplored by the vast majority of its adherents and is even less understood by its crit-
ics. The Christian concept of God is a much more philosophical and abstract concept,
much deeper and richer in nuance and understanding than most ever consider.

a The Ground Of Beimg?oger Mock (UnityAlbany.org)

It was a tongue-in-cheek take on this
passage from the Gospel of Mark 8:27-
29. Someone, probably a smart alec
seminarian, rewrote the story inserting
theological terminology:

Jesus and His disciples went on to the
villages around Caesarea Philippi. On the
way, He questioned His disciples: “Who
do people say | am?” His disciples an-
swered,

‘Some say you are the Cosmic Con-
Sciousness;

others say you are the Ground of our Be-
ing;

and still others say you are the “Thou” of the I-Thou relationship.”
To which the Master replied, “Huh??”

The terms came from key theological concepts by people like German Lutheran theolo-
gian Paul Tillich and Jewish philosopher Martin Buber. The joke, which I've always
loved, came to mind this week when | read a recent piece by the wonderful spiritual
writer Fr. Richard Rohr, a Franciscan priest. He was writing about the Christian doctrine
of the Trinity and this statement caught my attention and has stuck with me the last few
days:

God isnot a being among other beings,
but rather the Ground of  Being itself
which then flows through all beings



So succinctly put! This remarkably clear sentence really helps me get it — that concept
of God’s Immanence or presence in all of creation. How difficult it is to dismiss this be-
lief that God is a being among other beings. Someone we must answer to, or even
someone we carefully avoid because we would rather have “fun.” I'll pay attention to
you later, God, but right now I’'m scrolling through people’s posts on Facebook and then
| gotta get some lunch.” But God is being us right now. God is being every being hang-
ing out on Facebook. God is lunch.

There’s a really cool song that riffs on this idea, called God Is In by a guy hamed Billy
Jonas and other contributors. It begins:

God is in the child’s eyes. See them wide, wondrous, wise

God is in the rain and snow, and each snowflake: this we know

God is in the trees and air; the rocks, the birds, the bees, the bears

God is in the clouds above; God is in each act of love

God is in the oceans deep, some say God goes there to sleep

God is in the mountains high, whistling a lullaby

God is in the darkest woods, God is in your neighborhood

God is in a place that’s near; sometimes it’s just not so clear, but God is in

When | read Fr. Rohr's words |
connected it to something | heard
a meditation teacher say recently
that also gave me a big “aha”
moment. He teaches a method of
quieting the mind by sensing the

a5 \\w | T body. He said, “When | suggest
to you that you sense yourself—

G O d | S n Ot a b e | n g you silence your mind as best you

GOd IS the ground Of bemg ItSGH:. can and you put your attention on
your physical body—what | am

really saying is, ‘Touch God.”
Wow.

Yes, because when you simply
pay attention to sensation without
allowing the mind to analyze it;
when you are simply being pre-
sent to a tree or a flower or an-
other human soul, Being is what
you are experiencing. And it's kind of like one huge jigsaw puzzle where God is the
whole freakin’ thing and we’re all the little pieces. Together we are being the whole. But
apart — it just makes no sense because in reality there is no apart.




It seems like everybody is totally down with that, right? But we humans — we’re like a
bunch of jigsaw pieces in a pile on the table still trying to sort it out, still trying to figure
out the big picture, still trying to connect to other pieces that we don’t really fit within the
way we think we do. Or it’s like we’ve somehow agreed to remove ourselves from the
big picture saying, “Hey, uh, we’re gonna try to make a different picture over here on the
coffee table. See ya when we’re all back in the box sometime, okay? “

And so every now and then they send out a piece from the bigger puzzle to go over to
the coffee table. Somebody like Jesus comes along and says, “I and the Father are
One. And | am in you as you are in me and we are all together.” And we say, “Oh we
get it now. You want us to worship you. Sure. We'll build a little shrine for you here on
the coffee table.”

Arrggh. Humans. A lovely bunch of coconuts we are. Still we are not abandoned, not left
to fend for ourselves forever on the coffee table. Let's come back to Fr. Richard,
who ends his article like this:

Our sense of disconnection is only an illusion. Nothing human can stop the flow of di-
vine love; we cannot undo the eternal pattern even
by our worst error. God is always winning, and
God’s love will win. Love does not lose, nor does
God lose. Nothing can stop the relentless outpour-
ing force that is the divine dance.

And from Billy Jonas’ song:

God is in you and me. Someday God will help us
see

That God is in love with love, so live and love and
that’s enough.

| certainly can’t put it any better than either of them.

a Is God a Person or The G% "3
Of BElng? by Santi Tafarella

| find the argument between intellectual Christians
over whether God is a person or the Ground of Be-
ing interesting. On one side are Protestants like Al-
vin Plantinga and Richard Swinburne (God is a
person, not merely some abstract Ground of Be-
ing). On the other are Catholics like Edward Feser and St.Thomas Aquinas (God is prior
to personhood). Here’s Feser framing the debate:



https://santitafarella.wordpress.com/2014/04/20/is-god-a-person-or-the-ground-of-being/
https://santitafarella.wordpress.com/2014/04/20/is-god-a-person-or-the-ground-of-being/
https://santitafarella.wordpress.com/author/santitafarella/
http://edwardfeser.blogspot.com/2014/04/gods-wounds.html

The God of classical theism is (among other things) pure actuality, subsistent
being itself, absolutely simple, immutable, and eternal. Critics of classical theism
sometimes allege that such a conception of God makes of him something sub-
personal and is otherwise incompatible with the Christian conception. As | have
argued many times, nothing could be further from the truth. In fact, to deny di-
vine simplicity or the other attributes distinctive of the classical theist conception
of God is to make of God a creature rather than the creator. For it makes of him a
mere instance of a kind, even if a unique instance. It makes of him something
which could in principle have had a cause of his own, in which case he cannot be
the ultimate explanation of things. It is, accordingly, implicitly to deny the core of
theism itself.

Never mind that in the above passage Feser, in a bit of incoherence, repeatedly refers
to God as he. Instead, focus on what Feser is arguing. He’s saying that if you think of
God as literally a person, even the greatest of ghost persons, you basically have a no-
tion of God indistinguishable from a demiurge (a god like Zeus or Baal):

Theistic personalists are explicitly or implicity committed to regarding God as an in-
stance of a kind. Their core thesis says in effect that God is “a person without a body”
(Swinburne) or that “there is such a person as God” (Plantinga). And from here, Feser
goes on the attack, his critique of personalistic theism ironically adopting the ridiculing
tone—and even argumentative form—of new atheists like Richard Dawkins:

For the theistic personalist, then, the biblical
assertion that “the Word became flesh, and
dwelt among us” seems to amount to some-
thing like “a certain instance of a species with-
in the genus ‘disembodied persons’ sudden-
ly acquired a body. Now, when you think
about it, that's essentially the plot
of Ghostbusters Il.  Now, here’s the twist: He
takes on a human body and comes to
earth! Its The Ten Command-
ments meets Brother from Another Planet.

This is coming, recall, from a Catholic. And
Feser continues:

Well, we’ve seen that movie a hundred times. Horus was incarnate in the Pharaohs,
Zeus changed into a swan, the Marvel Comics version of Thor took on the human guise
of Donald Blake, and so on. If God were, as theistic personalism claims, “a being”
alongside all the other persons and beings that populate the world, then he would differ
only in degree from these other gods.


http://edwardfeser.blogspot.com/2012/07/classical-theism-roundup.html
http://edwardfeser.blogspot.com/2013/10/why-is-there-anything-at-all-its-simple.html
http://edwardfeser.blogspot.com/2013/10/why-is-there-anything-at-all-its-simple.html

Okay, that’s ridiculous. But what’s the alternative? Here’s Feser again:

Now for the classical theist, God is not “a being” — not because he lacks being, but on
the contrary, because he is Being lItself rather than something which merely “has” or
“‘possesses” being. Nor is he “a person” — not because he is impersonal but on the
contrary because he is conscious personhood lItself. (As | have put it before, the prob-
lem with the sentence “God is a person” is not the word “person” but the word “a.”) De-
scribing God as “a being” or “a person” trivializes the notion of God, and it thereby trivi-
alizes too the notion of God Incarnate.

For the classical theist, what the doctrine of God Incarnate entails is that that which
IS subsistent being itself, pure actuality, and absolutely simple or non-composite, that in
which all things participate but which itself participates in nothing, that which there-
by sustains all things in being — that that “became flesh and dwelt among us.” That is a
truly astounding claim, so astounding that its critics often accuse it of incoherence. And
that’'s the problem. You’ve got a child’s conception of God—which Feser ably disman-
tles—or you’ve got accusations of incoherence.

| see this very debate as yet another ex-
ample of theism in a state of serious in-
tellectual crisis in the 21st century. You
have intellectual Catholics summing up
Protestantism as (at best) demiurgic
polytheism and at worst atheism, and
you've got intellectual Protestants sum-
ming up Catholicism as (at best) inco-
herent and at worst atheism (because
the Ground of Being promoted by Tho-
mists like Feser is simply too abstract a
peg on which to hang a truly personal
God). Both sides are, highly educated

and well-versed in the issues at stake.
Both sides have thought about God’s nature a lot. And they can’t agree, dismissing one
another’s view of God as ultimately a subtle form of atheism.

What if they’re both right? The truth is, God is one, we are One with God. All separa-
tion is a temporal illusion. If our theology prevents us from living in this light, maybe our
theology is part of the current crisis.

a | have given no definition of love. This is impossible,

because there is no higher principle by which it could be de-
fined. It is life itself in its actual unity. — Paul Tillich
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