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‘Apophatic’ is a little-known word that Karen Armstrong would like to make central to the debate over atheism and theism.  Her 2009 book, The Case for God - What Religion Really Means explains that the apophatic view considers God a mystery, beyond the ability of any human language to comprehend.  Apophasis, the discussion of what God is not, was central to main ideas of the Bible and of major theologians before the rise of modern science, but features less strongly in current popular concepts of Christian faith.  Her argument is that the modern debate has failed to properly engage with the realities behind religious belief.  She sees Descartes and Newton as main culprits for making God into an object of proof instead of an article of faith. 
Armstrong blames the scientific enlightenment, with its Deist theory of God as a clockwork-winding entity that supports the empirical cosmology of evidence and observation, for putting the scaffolding in place that would be used by later atheism to deny the existence of God as an entity.  The implicit question is whether the scaffold the Deists erected to explain God ended up supporting a new building or a noose. Armstrong’s case for God is that by framing the debate in Deist terms, the philosophers of the Enlightenment enabled the rise of modern atheism and also encouraged Christians to think of God as only an entity or idol, rather than as the mysterious source of our ultimate faith and loyalty and trust.
Armstrong sees Deism as creating the conditions for the doctrine of Biblical inerrancy and related movements.  With its scientific theory of God, Deism brought on the response of the new fundamentalist claim that every statement in the Bible is a matter of scientific fact.  Christian ignorance of allegorical symbolism represented a new degraded level of theology, alarming to those of modern mind and easily refuted by science.  However, Armstrong observes, faith in the apophatic God of mystery and trust was the real main casualty in the historic conflict between modern science and dogmatic religion.  
Armstrong comments that until the 1920s, the fundamentalists’ main enemy was not science, but scientific theology – the German scholarly method known as Higher Criticism, which disproved the historical accuracy of many Bible tales, especially Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch.  Defending Moses and Abraham against Higher Criticism consolidated the pietistic rejection of reason in theology.  Darwin’s dangerous idea of evolution only later came to be seen by pastors as the source of destruction of their moral universe, leading to the rejection of scientific biology that broke the shaky alliance between Newtonian physics and much Evangelical Christianity.
Faith, the inner sense of absolute confidence, is defined in the Bible as certainty of things that are not seen, implying an absolute loyalty to God.  Armstrong says the original Greek term for faith, ‘pistis’, means ‘trust, loyalty, engagement, commitment’ and was translated into Latin as ‘fides’ or loyalty, and ‘credo’ or ‘gift of the heart’ (90).  She says this old idea of faith as gift was corrupted by Christian dogma from an originally valid concept into one that is now held up for ridicule, especially for baseless claims to confidence in the truth of miracles and such like.  Richard Dawkins exemplifies the modern contempt for faith through his belief that faith is blind. Rejecting such scorn, Armstrong asks us to see faith as through a glass darkly, presenting a case for faith that acknowledges the unknown nature of God.
The Case for God is divided in two parts, pre- and post- 1500 CE, presenting an immensely rich intellectual history of ideas.  From the observation that religious sense of mystery formed the narrative framework for human life over the long pre-history of language, Armstrong sees a hidden continuity from ancient apophatic vision through to the Middle Ages.  Inter alia, the thought of Aquinas, in his reconciliation of Christ and Aristotle, and Duns Scotus, who ‘held that it must be possible to arrive at an understanding of God by our natural powers alone’ are staging posts of apophasis, before the breakdown brought by modern rational scientific thought.  
My own reading of this material is informed by my MA thesis, The Place of Ethics in Heidegger’s Ontology.  Heidegger, who wrote his dissertation on Duns Scotus, also had an apophatic ontology, but one generally seen as atheist.  Heidegger’s Being and Time argues that Being is not a being, in that ultimate reality cannot be conceived on the reductive model of existence used to understand entities.  Such reductive thinking, as Paul said in Romans 1:25 in an idea similar to Heidegger’s ontology, makes the Creator into a creature.  Armstrong notes Heidegger’s call for meditative thinking as a return to the holy, and comments that Heidegger shows that dialogue with atheists is useful, as seen in his exchanges of views with Christian theologians Bultmann, Tillich and Rahner (294). 
Armstrong’s apophatic theology slightly loses the thread in my opinion in her comments on science and religion as respectively the realms of logos and mythos.  Armstrong speaks kindly of Stephen Jay Gould’s idea of ‘separate magisteria’ between mythos, the realm of religion, and logos, the realm of science.  However, Gould’s idea breaks down from both sides of the science-religion divide. Gould relegates Christ to the realm of mythos.  Yet the Christian claim that Christ is the incarnate Logos links myth and logic, revelation and abstract reason, in a way not compatible with the scientific confinement of religion to symbol and emotion.  
Armstrong’s willingness to cede the terrain of logos to science, together with her insistence that religious ideas only make sense as guiding myths for a community of practice, downplays the rational and conceptual basis of universal religious belief. Her support for relativism, the idea that myths cannot be compared on a common standard, gives insufficient weight to the scientific method, and its belief that the truth content of mythological claims requires an empirical basis in observational logic.  By opening the suggestion that mythology has a rival truth status to empirical logic, Armstrong misses the opportunity for an integral ontology, a poetry of physics, that might seek to find how Christology can reconcile myth and logic.
In assessing the absence of apophatic ideas from the atheism debate, Armstrong expresses support for the relativistic thinking of Jacques Derrida in his critique of the objectivity of science.  She notes how Derrida’s deconstructive heritage goes back through the atheist philosopher Spinoza of Amsterdam and his Marranos Jewish forebears from Portugal, with their interest in Kabala, to Jewish theologian Maimonides, of whom Armstrong says ‘his apophatic spirituality denied any positive attributes to God, arguing that we could not say that god was good or even existed’ (137).  

The challenge of all this is to encourage dialogue between the rival camps of science and religion.  Armstrong places apophasis as the bridge.  Just as quantum physics sees the mystery of being, she notes that authentic religion follows in the steps of Calvin, who held that ‘if a biblical text appears to contradict current scientific discoveries, the exegete must learn to interpret it differently.’(311)
Richard Dawkins, doyen of atheism, might say that apophasis is atheist because it rejects the concept of God as entity.  Armstrong observes that T.H. Huxley, known as ‘Darwin’s Bulldog’, argued that such ‘principled reticence’ about the existence of God is an agnostic view that was shared by Socrates, Paul, Luther, Calvin and Descartes (241).  But where Huxley saw scientific agnosticism as the path to a non-religious enlightenment, Armstrong says logos cannot escape its enframing mythos.  The case for God rests on recognition of the enframing mystery of religious language, the perception that symbolic imagery in religious practice points to a universal depth of meaning and purpose in life, making religious language an essential partner in dialogue with modern scientific imagination.  The challenge suggested is to take religious mystery out of its web of practice, and to engage in dialogue with modern thought to find a common ground of understanding.
