MADE STRANGE BY THE WORD IN A TECHNOLOGICAL AGE

BY BRIAN BROCK
For most of us there is something genuinely exciting about new technology. What child is not viscerally attracted to the gleaming rows of cars at a new car show, or amazed at the world to come promised in science fiction? Even our adult imagination boggles at what is being made possible today by technology, a fact marked by the stories of new hi-tech feats that now regularly appear on the front pages of our newspapers.

Almost all of us are used to having our attention grabbed by new technologies. We are part of a social milieu in which a host of social and cultural forces have succeeded in linking these developments with excitement, a sense of exploring the unknown, a touch of entrancing menace, and aesthetic progress.

But, in this general excitement, have we directed attention away from the miracle at the heart of the universe? In asking about the relationship between the Bible, technology and human identity, the Bible presses us to ask this question. It does so by indicating that human identity can be understood as being formed by that which excites it, because where our interest is engaged, “there will your heart be also” (Mt 6.21).

Changing perceptions

We have a problem today knowing what technology means. We find technology easiest to explain if we focus on objects, such as computers and mobile phones. But we live in an age that is increasingly influenced by software. Today’s sophisticated microchips and increasingly complex computer programs thus force us to rethink our perceptions about what technology is and make it difficult to arrive at a satisfactory definition.

This movement away from an object-based definition of technology reverses our common perception that we live in an age which is trying to catch up with the technologies surrounding us.

There is probably more widespread agreement about the way our technological artefacts help us to organise our relations efficiently, both with material things and each other.

Consider the historical shift in timekeeping. Our ancestors told the time by glancing up to see where the sun or the stars were in the sky. They assumed that the natural rhythms of day and night defined time. It was simply what was going on in the universe, irrespective of any human activity in it.

The sundial was designed to give a more accurate measurement of time than a casual glance at the sky.

However, this development did not question the premise that time is governed by rhythms outside human control.

This questioning began with the invention of the clock, or, we might say, the clock embodied a new idea about the nature of time, because there was no longer any need to refer to the motion of the heavens. Time was still synchronised to the movement of the sun, but that was just a convention left over from the previous way of measuring time. (This is proved by the ease with which we shift back and forth for daylight saving time.) Days could have been six or fifty hours long, and we could still decide to alter the twenty-four hour system if it seemed expedient.

Before the invention of the clock, our forebears understood themselves as governed by that which was outside and over them. But with the invention of clock time, they came to see themselves as subjects who needed to get a better handle on an object that was outside them. They developed an abstract measurement that made time both more manageable and amenable to being thought of and used in novel ways.

Having come to see ourselves as situated within a set of coordinates that stretch into infinity in a sequence of undifferentiated and equal units, we found that we could easily apply the same procedure to many other spheres of human existence. For example, we discovered that we no longer had to rely on the vagaries of local measuring systems. This growing agreement about standard measures of weight, volume, time and distance meant we became more coordinated and could trade more efficiently.

Martin Heidegger, observed this shift in the human experience of the world and came to this conclusion about the essence of modern technology: “modern science is mathematical. From Kant comes the oft-quoted but still little understood sentence, ‘However, I maintain that in any particular doctrine of nature only so much genuine science can be found as there is mathematics to be found in it.’”

In Heidegger’s opinion, the transition in our understanding of time – from seeing it as governed by the heavens to thinking of it as an abstract grid of temporal points – constituted a basic shift in the modern perspective. The results of this shift in thought have led to the profusion of objects and systems that we know as modern technology.

For us, the inheritors of this new worldview, it has become almost impossible to think of time as anything other than a line that extends into the distant past and future.

We are born into a human identity as those who can capture and understand the universe with a powerful method. This produces an experience of the universe as an object that can be made useful and productive if we only find the right concepts and practical tools. If, in our age, this power of ordering and governing is now one that we possess, we can begin to see the form of our success: technology is the expression of the worship of human power.

The Bible, technology and human identity

We would expect such a comprehensive shift in human identity to affect the way we approach all things as objects. This could not help but change our perception of the Bible, whilst, at the same time, obscuring the change from our immediate perception.

A casual dip into the pre-modern body of biblical interpretation confirms such a suspicion. Pre-modern Christians thought of God and the Bible in the same way they thought of the sun, moon and stars. They were all perceived as significant realities and, therefore, questioning their relevance would have been thought to be lunacy.

In direct contrast to our forebears, we instinctively seek to master things so that they will yield truths which can be “put to use”. We presuppose that we can grasp and comprehensively understand the world we live in. We are so self-absorbed that it’s as though we are lost in the woods and are so obsessed with the watches we make that we forget to look at the sky to tell the time or find the directions we need to navigate life. We have forgotten that we exist within something much bigger than we are and from which we can take our bearings.

Like the sun in the sky, God graciously shines on our “oh-so-knowledgeable” confusions. He has given us a token of that gift in the Bible, a Word that, like himself, we cannot fully grasp. It is a landmark from which we can take our bearings.

However, we are so self-absorbed that we find it hard to conceive the possibility that our selfish habits have alienated us from Scripture. We either ignore the Bible, thinking it is irrelevant because we believe we have constructed a better system of determining the course we will take, or we feel a burning need to “make the Bible relevant to contemporary culture”. We are used to mastering things and ruling them. Now we seek to rule the ultimate resource, God’s Word, so that we can better master the world around us. We develop biblical methods and hermeneutics designed to get at what the Bible is “really” saying and to make it “useful”. But we are perplexed by the failure of this project.

“Do not try to make the Bible relevant,” says Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “Its relevance is axiomatic ... do not defend God’s Word but testify to it ... trust the Word. It is a ship loaded to the very limits of her capacity.”
 This realisation frees us from the unbearable burden of making the Bible relevant, an experience which can only be called conversion. To be so reborn is to be given a new human identity in which the Bible is much more than an object of investigation, it is the connection with the alien, entrancing and, yes, menacing reality of God’s work in the world. It is a book that is full of tokens of life.

Escaping from the temptation to try and capture the Bible can only be experienced today as a project. Beginning this journey does not require wholesale jettisoning of the biblical methods of modernity, any more than we must do away with our watches to become again open to our unfamiliar redeemed human identity.

Yet, we must not let ourselves believe that we can easily integrate this realisation into our old habits of thought, continuing with business as usual in which we search for a method to get at what the Bible is saying. We must sit with Scripture and meditate on it, just as we ought to wrestle prayerfully with the gargantuan truth that we never can or should “understand” this book any more than we can claim to fully know God himself. This realisation must be experienced. As we unlearn the habits of fascination with our own powers of mastery and begin to walk the path of humility, the foundations of all our interpretation will be unsettled.

If technology is a way of approaching all things that are objects, then the Bible is a counter-artefact that shows we begin to find our true human identity in repentance. We must acknowledge that even our reading has been drawn into the schematising powers of this age. We have become those who, like a miner, seek to find a resource to exploit so that we can end up profiting by extracting an easily packaged idea, a product. When we do so (and we cannot help but desire to do so) we blind ourselves to what the Bible really is and reject our redeemed identity, preferring instead to express the logic of the age – a technological human identity.

If we repent of our fascination with our own powers to make the universe, and God, manageable, God is faithful to give us a glimpse of his working in the world. But we must not do what Lots wife did and glance backwards. Instead, we must wholly renounce the desire to hold on to our former existence where technology (of all things!) held our attention.

In doing so, we will, with time and God’s work within us, become ever stranger as we explore the rich and alien logic of this world remembered in the Bible. No matter how long we wander its labyrinthine pathways, or how well we learn its surfaces and are changed by the journey, God’s promise is that his Word will resist the basic desire of technological humanity. God’s Word is eternally fascinating precisely in this divine refusal to be tamed. We should learn from this and become more fascinated with God’s ability to maintain with undiminished strength Scriptures alien power to subvert all of our doomed attempts to domesticate it.
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