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David Bentley Hart: The Experience of God is a profound exploration of the nature of God and
humanity's relationship with the divine. In this intricate work, Hart, an accomplished theologian,
philosopher, and cultural critic, delves into the complexities surrounding the concept of God from
various philosophical, historical, and theological perspectives. The book is not merely an academic
treatise; it invites readers to consider their own experiences and understandings of the divine,
leading them to a deeper appreciation of spirituality and existence itself.

Overview of the Book

In "The Experience of God," Hart seeks to address the contemporary understanding of God,
particularly in the context of modern skepticism and secularism. He argues that many contemporary
critiques of theism—especially those rooted in philosophical naturalism—fail to adequately engage
with the historical and intellectual traditions surrounding the concept of God.

The book is divided into several key sections, each focusing on different aspects of the divine
experience. Hart engages with a variety of themes, including:

1. The nature of God
2. The experience of the divine
3. Historical perspectives on God
4. Responses to atheism and secularism

Through these themes, Hart presents a comprehensive case for the existence of God, contending
that the divine is not merely an abstract idea but an integral part of human experience.

The Nature of God

Hart begins by examining the nature of God, positing that traditional theistic conceptions of
God—particularly those found in the Judeo-Christian tradition—offer a more coherent and
philosophically robust understanding of the divine than many modern interpretations. He
emphasizes several key attributes of God:

1. Transcendence and Immanence

Hart argues that God is both transcendent and immanent. This duality is essential for understanding
the divine's relationship with creation.

- Transcendence: God exists beyond the physical universe, not limited by time or space, which allows
for a divine perspective that transcends human understanding.
- Immanence: God is also present and active within the world, sustaining creation and engaging with
humanity in a personal manner.



2. Goodness and Perfection

In Hart's view, God is the epitome of goodness and perfection. He argues that any conception of God
that deviates from this understanding fails to capture the essence of the divine. According to Hart,
God's goodness is not merely a moral attribute but the foundation of all existence.

3. The Relational Aspect of God

Hart emphasizes that God is inherently relational. This is evident in the Christian understanding of
the Trinity, where the three persons of the Godhead exist in a perfect relationship of love. This
relational aspect extends to humanity, as God desires a personal relationship with each individual.

The Experience of the Divine

One of the central themes of Hart's book is the experience of the divine, which he argues is a
fundamental aspect of human existence. He asserts that many people, regardless of their
philosophical or theological beliefs, have experiences that can be interpreted as encounters with the
divine.

1. Common Human Experiences

Hart identifies several common human experiences that can lead individuals to a sense of the divine:

- Beauty: The experience of beauty in art, nature, and music often evokes a sense of the
transcendent.
- Love: Profound interpersonal connections can lead individuals to a greater understanding of divine
love.
- Suffering: In grappling with suffering and existential questions, many individuals find themselves
seeking answers beyond the material world.

2. Historical Context of Divine Experience

Hart also explores how historical figures and cultures have understood and articulated their
experiences of God. He examines religious traditions and texts that offer insights into humanity's
quest for the divine.

- Mystical Traditions: From the writings of the Desert Fathers to the works of mystics like John of the
Cross, Hart highlights how mystical experiences provide a window into the nature of God.
- Philosophical Insights: He draws on philosophers such as Augustine and Aquinas, who grappled
with the nature of God and human experience.



Responses to Atheism and Secularism

Hart's book also serves as a response to contemporary atheism and secularism, which he views as
inadequate frameworks for understanding the complexities of existence. He argues that many
critiques of theism stem from a misunderstanding of what God is and what it means to experience
the divine.

1. The Limitations of Naturalism

Hart argues that philosophical naturalism, which posits that everything can be explained through
natural laws, fails to account for the richness of human experience. He suggests that naturalism
cannot adequately explain:

- Moral values: Where do objective moral values come from if there is no divine source?
- The human longing for meaning: The search for purpose transcends mere biological or evolutionary
explanations.

2. Addressing Common Objections

Hart meticulously addresses common objections raised by atheists and skeptics. He challenges the
notion that belief in God is irrational by presenting a robust philosophical case for theism:

- The Problem of Evil: Hart contends that suffering does not negate the existence of an all-good God,
but rather highlights the depth of divine love and the human capacity for growth through adversity.
- The Argument from Nonbelief: He argues that the existence of nonbelievers does not disprove
God’s existence but rather emphasizes the complexity of free will and the nature of belief.

Conclusion: The Relevance of Hart's Work

David Bentley Hart's "The Experience of God" stands as a significant contribution to contemporary
theology and philosophy. By revisiting traditional concepts of God and exploring the rich tapestry of
human experience, Hart invites readers to reconsider their understanding of the divine.

His work resonates with those seeking deeper meaning in an increasingly secular world, offering a
bridge between faith and reason. Hart’s articulate defense of theism serves not only to challenge
modern skepticism but also to invite readers into a more profound and personal experience of God.

In conclusion, Hart’s exploration of the divine experience is a reminder that the search for God is not
merely an intellectual exercise but a deeply personal journey that touches upon the very essence of
what it means to be human. His insights encourage a richer engagement with the profound
questions of existence, ultimately leading to a more meaningful relationship with the divine.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central thesis of David Bentley Hart's 'The
Experience of God'?
The central thesis of 'The Experience of God' is that the experience of God transcends mere belief,
emphasizing that the divine is an integral part of human consciousness and existence, which can be
understood through philosophical inquiry and personal experience.

How does Hart differentiate between theistic and non-theistic
experiences of God?
Hart argues that theistic experiences of God involve a personal relationship with a divine being,
while non-theistic experiences can encompass a broader understanding of the divine, including
concepts like the ground of being or ultimate reality, which may not personify divinity.

What role does philosophy play in Hart's exploration of the
experience of God?
Philosophy plays a crucial role in Hart's exploration as he utilizes philosophical arguments to
articulate and defend the rationality of religious experience, integrating insights from both classical
and contemporary thought to deepen understanding of the divine.

How does Hart address the problem of evil in relation to the
experience of God?
Hart addresses the problem of evil by suggesting that true experience of God cannot be reduced to
simplistic explanations; instead, he argues that understanding God's nature and the presence of
suffering requires a nuanced approach that recognizes the limitations of human comprehension.

In what ways does 'The Experience of God' challenge modern
atheism?
'The Experience of God' challenges modern atheism by questioning the assumption that God can be
defined solely through empirical evidence, positing that the richness of human experience and
consciousness points towards a deeper, intrinsic understanding of the divine that atheism often
overlooks.
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