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Preface

This book is an expanded version of my 1986-7 Gifford Lectures,
delivered in the University of Edinburgh. I would like to record
appreciation to the electors for the opportunity to present a
systematic interpretation of religion under such famous auspices;
and to Professor Ronald Hepburn of the Philosophy Department
and Dean James Mackey of the Faculty of Divinity, and their
colleagues, for their hospitality and encouragement while I was in
Edinburgh.

The book is intended to contribute to a project which no one
person can hope to complete, namely the development of a field
theory of religion from a religious point of view. I propose here a
philosophical ground-plan and suggest some of the more concrete
interpretations to which it points. Behind this endeavour lies the
belief that a philosopher of religion must today take account not
only of the thought and experience of the tradition within which
he or she happens to work, but in principle of the religious
experience and thought of the whole human race. In order to
contribute to this work philosophers must be prepared to learn
from the historians and phenomenologists of religion. I have tried
to do this. But the body of knowledge is immense, and growing
all the time, so that my acquaintance with it is inevitably selective
and second-hand, relying on first-hand experts in the different
areas. There are indeed whole regions, such as the religious life of
China, that I have had largely (though not entirely) to leave aside.
Again, in concentrating on the ‘great world religions’ I have given
primal religion less attention than it ought to have. However the
aim has not been to produce something complete and definitive,
but to make a preliminary exploration of a range of problems that
are only now entering the purview of western philosophy of
religion, and to suggest a possible approach to them. Those who
tind this approach inadequate or misleading will I hope feel under
obligation to propose another, so that the various options can be
progressively clarified and their merits considered.

The references within the book do not fully reveal the author’s
indebtedness to co-workers. For example, although I do not
discuss his writings here in any detail I have been deeply

xiii



xiv Preface

influenced by the work of Wilfred Cantwell Smith; and I have
learned more, in their respective fields, from the publications and
conversation of Masao Abe, John Bowker, Ninian Smart and
several others than the references to them here might suggest.

The writing of this book has occupied some five years, and I
probably could not have written it without moving when I did to
the academic environment of the Claremont Graduate School,
with its tradition of discussion of the problems of religious
pluralism and of East/West interaction. I am grateful not only to
colleagues and students here, but also to the administration for a
special research leave in the spring of 1986 to enable me to devote
my time at a critical point entirely to this book. I am likewise
indebted to the John Simon Guggenheim Foundation for making
me a Guggenheim Fellow for the second time, in 1985-6; and to
the Rockefeller Foundation for a delightful and productive period
of residence at their Study Center at Bellagio on Lake Como in the
spring of 1986.

I wish to thank a number of colleagues both in Claremont and
elsewhere who have read one or more of these chapters in draft
form and have given me their comments, criticisms and
suggestions: Rex Ambler, Paul Badham, John Cobb, Stephen
Davis, Gavin D’Costa, Chester Gillis, Ariel Glucklich, David
Griffin, Peter Heath, James Kellenberger, Gerard Loughlin,
Edmund and Tova Meltzer, Dewi Phillips, William Rowe, Joseph
Runzo, Norman Solomon, Richard Swinburne, John Vickers. They
have saved me from a number of errors and have pointed out
difficulties to which I had not been sufficiently alert. I am likewise
grateful to a number of graduate students at Claremont who, in
seminar discussions of draft chapters and in research assistant
and secretarial capacities, have contributed to the development of
the book: Dale Breitkreutz, Shawn Burn, Dennis Dirks, Alvin
Ethington, Ken and Elizabeth Frank, Cheryl Fields, Gregory
Garland, Matthew Hawk, Harold Hewitt, Nancy Howell, Laurie
Huff, John Ishihara, Chris Ives, Karl Kime, Kyoung Kae Kim,
Joseph Lynch, Melissa Norton, Maura O’Neill, Leena Pullinen,
Thandeka, Paul Waldau, James Wallis, Wang Jang. Henry Sun on
the ancient near-eastern material and Linda Tessier from a feminist
perspective have been particularly helpful; as also has Earlyne
Biering in the Religion Department office, in organising and
enabling the processing of the numerous successive draft versions,
Bruce Hanson in making the Bibilography and Lynn Isaak in
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checking quotations. I should also like to thank Gary Chartier for
help with proof-reading and Ellen Sun with the indices; Naomi
Laredo for very helpful editing; and my wife, Hazel, for the
background of happiness which is so conducive to productive
work!

My hope is that this book will make it clear that a viable
justification of religious belief, showing that it is rational to base
our beliefs upon our experience, including religious experience,
leads inevitably to the problems of religious pluralism; and that
there are resources within the major world traditions themselves
that can, when supported by important philosophical distinctions,
point to a resolution of these problems. In so far as such a
resolution proves acceptable within the different traditions it
provides a basis for the mutual respect that is necessary for
fruitful inter-faith dialogue and for practical collaboration in face
of the common threats — of nuclear destruction, of North-South
and East-West confrontations, of irreparable damage to the
environment — that face the human family on this small and
fragile planet.

John Hick

Department of Religion
Claremont Graduate School
Claremont, California 91711
June 1987
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1

Introduction

Everything has been said before, but usually by people who did
not know that they were saying it.

1 A RELIGIOUS INTERPRETATION OF RELIGION

There are many general interpretations of religion. These have
usually been either naturalistic, treating religion as a purely
human phenomenon or, if religious, have been developed within
the confines of a particular confessional conviction which construes
all other traditions in its own terms. The one type of theory that
has seldom been attempted is a religious but not confessional
interpretation of religion in its plurality of forms; and it is this that
I shall be trying to offer here.!

In offering a religious interpretation of religion I do not claim
that the naturalistic, or reductionist, accounts advocated by such
thinkers as Feuerbach, Freud, Durkheim and their successors can
be shown to be mistaken. It is evident that each of these is more
convincing in some areas than in others; but although severally
limited they are in principle capable of being combined into
comprehensive theories of religion as a self-regulating response of
the human animal to the pressures generated by its particular
niche within the biological system. The impossibility of refuting
such interpretations is an aspect of the pervasive ambiguity of the
universe. So also is the equal impossibility of refuting the
interpretation of religion as our varied human response to a
transcendent reality or realities — the gods, or God, or Brahman,
or the Dharmakaya, or the Tao, and so on.

However, although ancillary, the findings of the human sciences
are far from irrelevant to a religious interpretation of religion. It
has been customary to treat the view of religion from within,
through the eyes of faith, and the view of it from without, through
the eyes of anthropological, sociological and psychological theory,
as mutually exclusive. It has accordingly been assumed that one can

1



2 Introduction

understand religion either religiously or scientifically but notin both
ways at once. However a contemporary religious interpretation of
religion requires us to do precisely that. I shall therefore attempt to
construct a comprehensive hypothesis which takes full account of
the data and theories of the human sciences but which uses them to
show how it is that the response to a transcendent reality has taken
the bewildering plurality of forms that history records.

Such an endeavour is likely, as a matter of biographical fact, to
be launched from within a particular religious tradition, which in
this instance is Christianity. But it cannot restrict itself to that
tradition.? For it is evident that in some ninety-nine per cent of
cases the religion which an individual professes and to which he
or she adheres depends upon the accidents of birth. Someone
born to Buddhist parents in Thailand is very likely to be a
Buddhist, someone born to Muslim parents in Saudi Arabia to be
a Muslim, someone born to Christian parents in Mexico to be a
Christian, and so on. There are of course conversions from one
faith to another, but in the case of the great world religions these
are peripheral to the massive transmission of each from one
generation to the next within its own population. It is also true
that we have to speak today of post-Buddhists, post-Muslims,
post-Christians . . . However the post-religious are still deeply
influenced by their religio-cultural past and it remains true that
much of the life of humanity flows through the channels of
thought and imagination formed by the ancient traditions that we
know, in rough order of antiquity, as Hinduism, Judaism,
Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism, Christianity and Islam.

That there is not just one but a plurality of such historical
channels is prominent among the facts for which an interpretation
of religion must account. In doing so it will inevitably have to go
beyond the dominant self-understanding of each tradition. For
each has come over the centuries to regard itself as uniquely
superior to the others, seeing them either as lying outside the
sphere of salvation, or as earlier stages in an evolution of which it
is the culmination, or as less full and authentic versions of itself.
But this cannot be sustained on impartial grounds. A genuinely
pluralistic hypothesis will thus inevitably call, at least by
implication, for further development within each of the traditions.
Change is in fact going on all the time by means of interpretation,
exegesis, commentary, midrash, theological experiment; and
insofar as each of the world religions comes, in today’s global city,
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to see itself as one among many it will use these methods to de-
emphasise its own absolute and exclusive claim, allowing this to
fall into the background and eventually to become absorbed into
its past history.

2 RELIGION AS A FAMILY-RESEMBLANCE CONCEPT

Scholars have proposed an immense range of definitions of
‘religion’, attempting to discriminate between that to which the
word does and does not properly apply.® The major division, as
we have already noted, is between religious and naturalistic
definitions. According to the former, religion (or a particular
religious tradition) centres upon an awareness of and response to
a reality that transcends ourselves and our world, whether the
‘direction’ of transcendence be beyond or within or both. Such
definitions presuppose the reality of the intentional object of
religious thought and experience; and they are broader or
narrower according as this object is characterised more generally,
for example as a cosmic power,* or more specifically, for example
as a personal God.® Naturalistic definitions on the other hand
describe religion as a purely human activity or state of mind. Such
definitions have been phenomenological,® psychological’ and
sociological.®

These varied formulae solve in different ways the problems of
inclusion and exclusion: for example, should Theravada Buddhism,
with its lack of belief in a supreme being, or classical Confucianism,
which is often regarded as essentially a social ethic, or again
Marxism, which is militantly atheistic, be regarded as religions?
Or should we perhaps, in order to accommodate these problematic
cases, distinguish between religions and ‘quasi-religions’ (cf.
Tillich 1963, 5-12)? Or again, should we see religions and secular
ideologies as different species of the wider genus of world-views
(cf. Smart 1981)?

All these definitional strategies embody decisions and either
reveal or conceal commitments. Each can be, and has been,
attacked and defended; and indeed much time and energy has
been devoted over the years to the debate between rival definitions
of ‘religion’. But Wittgenstein’s discussion of family-resemblance
(or, as they have also been called, cluster) concepts has opened
up the possibility that ‘religion’ is of this rather different kind. He
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took the example of games. These have no common essence.
Some are solitary, others competitive; some individual, others
team activities; some depend on skill, others on chance; some are
capable of being won or lost, others not; some are played for
amusement, others for gain; some are played with balls, others
with cards, sticks, etc. What makes us apply the name ‘game’ to
this wide assortment of activities, ranging from football to chess,
and from a solitary child playing with her doll to the Olympic
Games, is that each is similar in important respects to some others
in the family, though not in ail respects to any or in any respect to
all. Instead of a set of defining characteristics there is a network of
similarities overlapping and criss-crossing like the resemblances
and differences in build, features, eye colour, gait, temperament
and so on among the members of a natural family (Wittgenstein
1963, para. 66; cf. McDermott 1970, 390-400, Smart 1986, 46-7).
There are no characteristics that every member must have; but
nevertheless there are characteristics distributed sporadically and
in varying degrees which together distinguish this from a different
family.

Using this analogy it is, I think, illuminating to see the different
traditions, movements and ideologies whose religious character is
either generally agreed or responsibly debated, not as exemplifying
a common essence, but as forming a complex continuum of
resemblances and differences analogous to those found within a
family. But as in the case of ‘game’ we need a starting point from
which to begin to chart this range of phenomena. No one would
look, for example, to the act of childbirth or to the act of murder
for an example of a game; and no one would look to a teapot or a
post office for an example of a religion. We must and do have
some general agreed notion of where to look. I suggest that Paul
Tillich’s concept of ‘ultimate concern’ (Tillich 1957, 1-4) can serve
as a pointer in the right direction. For religious objects, practices
and beliefs have a deep importance for those to whom they count
as religious; and they are important not merely in the immediate
sense in which it may seem important to finish correctly a
sentence that one has begun or to answer the telephone when it
is ringing, but important in a more permanent and ultimate sense.
This quality of importance pervades the field of religious
phenomena. Not everything that has more than transient
importance to us is religious; but all authentic as opposed to
merely nominal religiousness seems to involve a sense of profound
importance.
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However within the wide domain of this very general
characteristic religion takes such widely different forms and is
interpreted in such widely different ways that it cannot be
adequately defined but only described. Thus we can say that the
worship of a ‘higher unseen power is a widespread feature
among this family of phenomena. It is however absent from
Theravada Buddhism, which nevertheless shares many other
prominent characteristics of the family, such as claiming to teach
the true nature and meaning of life and to show the way to final
liberation from suffering. Again, the bloodthirsty worship of
Moloch in the ancient Near East had nothing directly in common
with Theravada Buddhism; but on the other hand, although in
most other ways in startling contrast to Christianity, the cult of
Moloch overlaps with it in involving the worship of a personal
deity; and Christianity in turn overlaps with the Theravada in the
quite different respect that it offers a comprehensive interpretation
of life. Thus all three are members, at considerable removes from
one another, of the same large family of phenomena.

This understanding of the concept also enables us to locate the
secular faith of Marxism as a fairly distant cousin of such
movements as Christianity and Islam, sharing some of their
characteristics (such as a comprehensive world-view, with
scriptures, eschatology, saints and a total moral claim) whilst
lacking others (such as belief in a transcendent divine reality).
Accordingly when within what we may call the Oxford-Larousse—
Brockhaus linguistic world® we are speaking of the more central
members of the religious family we usually exclude Marxism,
although when speaking more broadly we include it. But the
question ‘Is Marxism, or Buddhism, or Confucianism, or Christian
Science, a religion?’ ceases to have a straightforwardly correct
answer. It becomes a matter instead of noting their positions
within a complex, ramified network of related phenomena. Having
done this we have resolved - or perhaps dissolved — the problem
of the definition of ‘religion’. '

3 BELIEF IN THE TRANSCENDENT

Given this family-resemblance understanding of the concept,
different scholars and communities of scholarship are free to focus
their attention upon the features that specially interest them.
Thus sociologists of religion legitimately focus upon one set of



6 Introduction

features, ethnologists upon another, psychologists upon another.
The feature upon which I shall primarily focus in this book is
belief in the transcendent. Although this is not of the essence of
religion — for, as I have just suggested, there is no such essence —
nevertheless most forms of religion have affirmed a salvific reality
that transcends (whilst also usually being thought of as immanent
within) human beings and the world, this reality being variously
conceived as a personal God or non-personal Absolute, or as the
cosmic structure or process or ground of the universe.’” One
might call the systematic discussion of this topic ‘theology” except
that the term restricts the concept of the transcendent by
implication to the notion of theos. Wilfred Cantwell Smith has
tentatively suggested the more comprehensive term ‘transcenden-
tology’ (W. C. Smith 1981, 183). But however we name it the topic
of the transcendent is to be a central concern of this book. One of
the merits of the family-resemblance analogy, however, is that it
does not push the controversy between believers and disbelievers
in the transcendent out onto the borders as a battle between
religion and its external enemy, irreligion, but gives it a place
within the ongoing religious discussion. For in a growing
contemporary debate it has become a vital religious question
whether religion requires or can on the contrary dispense with
belief in a transcendent reality. In focusing upon this issue we
shall thus be addressing what is both the most momentous and
the most contested issue in religious discourse today. It is so
momentous because a whole understanding of life flows from
one’s response fo it; and it is so intensely debated precisely
because it is so momentous.

Until recently the debate has almost invariably been conducted
in terms of one or other specific conception of the transcendent,
embedded in a distinctive system of religious symbols and myths
and authoritatively expressed in its related scriptures. Belief in the
transcendent has thus generally been defended from the
standpoint of a particular tradition and has accordingly been
identified with belief in the reality of the Jahweh of the Torah, or
the Vishnu of the Bhagavad Gita, or the heavenly Father of the
New Testament, or the Brahman of the Upanishads, or the
Dharmakaya of Mahayana Buddhism ... However we have
already noted the anachronistic character of single tradition
treatments of basic religious issues in our consciously pluralistic
twentieth and twenty-first centuries.
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A further important reason for a global treatment is that it
reveals with unmistakable clarity the human element in religion.
For each tradition, whilst able to acknowledge peripheral cultural
influences, has assumed that there has been no human and
therefore fallible contribution to the formation of its own core
conceptions. These are believed to be integral to the eternal
Dharma or to have been divinely revealed in Torah, Bible or
Qur’an. But it is abundantly evident today that each tradition has
been deeply influenced by cultural forces which rest in turn upon
a complex of geographical, climatic, economic and political factors.
Xenophanes, centuries ago, noted that ‘Ethiopians make their
gods black with turned up noses, Thracians make them with red
hair and blue eyes; mortals think that gods are born and have
their own food, voice and shape; but if oxen or lions had hands
and could draw or produce images like men, horses would draw
the shapes of the gods like horses, oxen like oxen, and they
would produce such bodies as the bodily frame they have
themselves’ (Preller and Ritter 1913, 100). And modern historians
of religion have made such observations as that ancient nomadic
pastoral communities tended to think of the divine in male terms,
in contrast to settled agricultural peoples who tended to think of
the divine in female terms (Ling 1968, 27). Thus the sociobiologist
Edward O. Wilson says:

The God of monotheistic religions is always male; this strong
patriarchal tendency has several cultural sources. Pastoral
societies are highly mobile, tightly organized, and often militant,
all features that tip the balance toward male authority. It is also
significant that herding, the main economic basis, is primarily
the responsibility of men. Because the Hebrews were originally
a herding people, the Bible describes God as a shepherd and
the chosen people as his sheep. Islam, one of the strictest of all
monotheistic faiths, grew to early power among the herding
people of the Arabian peninsula . . . (1978, 190)

Again, we cannot help noticing that in conflicts between ‘God-
fearing’ nations each warring group has invariably believed that
the deity was on its own side. There are thus unmistakable
correlations between the ways in which particular communities
have believed religiously and the nature of their environmental
and historical circumstances.’’ We shall have occasion to note
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other such correlations later; but at this stage it is sufficient to
make the point, which the history of religions abundantly
illustrates, that human factors manifestly enter into the formation
of religious concepts and into the ways in which the transcendent
is believed to be encountered. :

In saying this we are in effect acknowledging an important
element of truth within the naturalistic theories of religion. These
have claimed that God is a projection onto the universe of ideal
human qualities, or of buried infancy memories of one’s father, or
of the social reality of the community with its absolute claims and
supporting presence; and that the belief in a life to come has
arisen to satisfy our insistent desire to continue in being. Such
theories, when generalised into comprehensive interpretations of
religion, turn out to have significant flaws and limitations (see
Chapter 7.1). However the issue between the naturalistic and
religious interpretations of religion must not be allowed to become
one of total opposition. The alternatives are not that the intentional
object of religious worship or contemplation is either entirely
illusory or else exactly as described in this or that sacred text. It
will be a major theme of this book that we always perceive the
transcendent through the lens of a particular religious culture
with its distinctive set of concepts, myths, historical exemplars
and devotional or meditational techniques. And it is this
inexpungible human contribution to religious awareness that
accounts for the fascinating variations of religious thought,
experience and practice around the globe and down the centuries,
in all their rational and irrational, profound and shallow, impressive
and absurd, morally admirable and morally reprehensible features.

This last polarity is worth stressing. For the ethically mixed
character of human nature is reflected in the religions of humanity.
We see individuals and societies being morally and spiritually
elevated by the claim of the Real touching them through their
religious traditions, but we also see those same traditions being
used as instruments of human selfishness, greed, cruelty and
prejudice, both individual and corporate. On the one hand
religion has been responsible for the saintly lives of men and
women who have risen above self-centredness to serve God or to
live out the Dharma; it has also been a major influence in such
developments as the abolition of slavery, the beginning of the
liberation of women, the struggle against racial discrimination,
the rise of political concern for the unjustly disadvantaged and
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the search for international disarmament and world peace. On the
other hand religion has sanctioned human sacrifices and the
torture and burning of ‘witches’” and ‘heretics’; it has blessed
almost every war that has ever been fought; and it has been used
as an instrument for gaining power over and exploiting large
groups of people, bestowing its validation upon massively
inequitable social systems. Thus to defend the conviction of the
reality of the transcendent is not to affirm the moral worth of
religious phenomena simply as such. On the contrary, the
recognition of the human element in all religion emphasises the
need for rational and ethical criticism and discrimination.

A contemporary apologetic for belief in the transcendent, then,
must start from the new situation revealed by our modern
awareness of religious plurality and conceptual relativity.' It must
see religious thought and experience as a global continuum
containing an immense variety of forms in a history moving
from archaic beginnings to the present still-evolving state of the
great world traditions.’ It must recognise to the full the presence
of culture-relative projection and symbolisation within this long
history. And it must show reason to believe that this vast and
multifarious field of human faith is nevertheless not wholly
projection and illusion — even though there is much projection
and illusion within it — but constitutes our variously transparent
and opaque interface with a mysterious transcendent reality.

4 PROBLEMS OF TERMINOLOGY

Any discussion of religion in its plurality of forms is inevitably
beset by problems of terminology. Each tradition has its own
vocabulary, expressing its own system of concepts; and whilst
these overlap with those of other traditions, so that there are all
manner of correspondences, parallels, analogies and structural
similarities, yet each set of terms is only fully at home in its own
particular linguistic environment. We have very little in the way
of a tradition-neutral religious vocabulary. Accordingly we have
to improvise, sometimes using words in stretched senses to cover
two or more related ideas — and thereby risking the wrath of those
who can see the semantic stretching but not the communicational
need which it serves.

For example, in the next chapter I shall be referring to the
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soteriological character of the great world faiths. ‘Soteriological’
comes from the Greek soter, saviour, and ‘salvation’ from the
Latin salus, and both have become linked historically with the
specifically Christian notion of being saved by the atoning death
of Christ from God’s righteous judgment upon sinners. But it is
not difficult to see that this is a specific form of the more general
idea of being brought from an evil situation into a radically better
one. It is in this sense that it is possible to speak, for example, of
‘Buddhist salvation’ (Abe 1985a, 212) and to refer to Zen
enlightenment as salvation (Suzuki 1982, 99), in spite of the fact
that the more usual Buddhist, and also Hindu, concept is that of
liberation as awakening — from metaphysical ignorance and
illusion. In the same general sense one could speak of ‘Christian
liberation” — from sin and guilt. These are both forms of what in
these chapters I propose to refer to by the hybrid term
‘salvation/liberation”:"* for they both speak of the transformation
of our human situation from a state of alienation from the true
structure of reality to a radically better state in harmony with
reality.

An even larger problem concerns the term to be used for the
putative transcendent reality which is affirmed when the different
traditions speak of the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, or of the
Holy Trinity, or Allah, or Vishnu, or Brahman, or the
Dharmakaya/Nirvana/Sunyata, and so on. It is possible to use the
term God with the proviso that it remains an open question
whether God is personal or non-personal, or both personal and
non-personal in different aspects or as differently conceived and
experienced. But nevertheless the theistic associations of the term
are so strong that such a usage is always liable to misunderstanding
and could well appear to Buddhists, advaitic Hindus, Taoists and
Confucians as linguistically imperialistic; and this would only
hinder the presentation of a general theory of religion which is
intended to be acceptable to the more global-minded members of
all traditions. We therefore have such options as the Transcendent,
the Ultimate, Ultimate Reality, the Supreme Principle, the Divine,
the One, the Eternal, the Eternal One, the Real. There is no
clearly right choice among these and different people will
legitimately prefer different terms. In previous writings, struggling
to find the most appropriate word, I have used the Transcendent,
the Divine, and the Eternal One. However ‘the Divine’ and ‘the
Eternal One’ are perhaps too theistically coloured. ‘The
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Transcendent’ is possible; but on balance I prefer to speak of ‘the
Real’.

This term has the advantage that without being the exclusive
property of any one tradition it is nevertheless familiar within all
of them. In Christian terms it gives rise to no difficulty to identify
God, the sole self-existent reality, as the Real. Within Islam the
Real, al Hagq, is one of the names of Allah. Within the Hindu
family of faiths it is natural to think of the ultimate reality,
Brahman, as sat or satya, the Real. Within Mahayana Buddhism
the Dharmakaya or $inyatd is also spoken of as fattva, the Real. In
Chinese religious thought the ultimate is zhen, the Real. ‘The Real’
is then, I suggest, as good a generic name as we have for that
which is affirmed in the varying forms of transcendent religious
belief.”” For it is used within the major theistic and non-theistic
traditions and yet is neutral as between their very different ways
of conceiving, experiencing and responding to that which they
affirm in these diverse ways. I shall also however, for the 'sake of
stylistic variety, sometimes use as synonyms ‘the ultimately Real’
and ‘ultimate Reality’ or even simply ‘the Ultimate’ or ‘Reality’.

There are many other terminological problems on a lower level.
In discussing Hinduism and Buddhism, Judaism and Islam, it will
be necessary to use terms taken from their sacred scriptures and
their theological or philosophical literature. I propose to treat
some of these — such as Karma, Nirvana, Samsara, Dharma - as
English words; for I believe that in the increasing inter-cultural
study of religion these must be accepted into whatever language
is being used. Others however — such as sinyatd — I shall usually
leave in their (transliterated) Sanscrit or other original form,
because the standard English equivalents (in this case ‘Emptiness’,
‘Void’, "Nothingness’) can be seriously misleading. Such terms as
$iinyatd cannot be satisfactorily translated by any one word but
have to be understood from context and commentary.’® On the
other hand I shall sometimes use Sunyata (without the diacritical
marks) as an adopted English word along with Dharmakaya,
Dharma, Nirvana, Brahman, Tao, God, when referring to the
different concepts of the ultimate. I hope that such liberties and
superficial inconsistencies will be forgiven in a situation in which
usage is fluid and somewhat arbitrary and in which we are all still
groping for satisfactory ways to express ourselves inter-culturally.
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5 OUTLINE OF THE ARGUMENT

It may be helpful to conclude this Introduction with a brief sketch
of the argument in the book. Our field of interest is the great
world faiths, each of which has its roots in the axial age of the
mid-first millennium BCE. Whereas pre-axial religion was generally
concerned to keep life on an even keel, post-axial religion has
been concerned with salvation/liberation as the realisation of a
limitlessly better possibility. These traditions affirm that this
possibility is grounded in reality and is thus actually available to
us (Chapters 2-4).

The universe is religiously ambiguous in that it is possible to
interpret it, intellectually and experientially, both religiously and
naturalistically. The theistic and anti-theistic arguments are all
inconclusive, for the special evidences to which they appeal are
also capable of being understood in terms of the contrary world-
view. Further, the opposing sets of evidences cannot be given
objectively quantifiable values (Chapters 5-7).

This religious ambiguity is a special case of the general fact that
our environment is capable of being construed — in sense
perception as well as ethically and religiously — in a range of
ways. In a continuous activity of interpretation, usually operating
in unconscious and habitual ways, we form hypotheses about its
character or practical meaning for us which we then test in our
behaviour. For the meaning of an object or a situation is its
perceived (or misperceived) character such that to perceive it as
having that character is to be in a distinctive dispositional state in
relation to it. We are continuously experiencing aspects of our
environment as having kinds of meaning in virtue of which it is
appropriate for us to behave within it in this or that way or range
of ways. Thus all conscious experiencing is experiencing-as.

Three levels of interpretation or meaning have long been
recognised: physical, ethical and religious. In terms of its physical
meaning we experience the world as an environment in which we
learn to survive and flourish as animal organisms; and in doing so
we exercise a minimum degree of cognitive freedom. Ethical
meaning presupposes physical interpretation but involves a much
greater degree of cognitive freedom. At this level we are aware of
other human beings as persons whose co-presence with us creates
mutual claims and obligations. The further religious mode of
experiencing involves a yet greater exercise of cognitive freedom,
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in virtue of which it can take many different forms. As religious
beings we continue to live in the world in terms of its physical
and ethical meanings, but do so in new ways required by its
religious meaning.

The religious awareness of the world and of our life within it
ranges from, for example, the experiencing by the ancient Hebrew
prophets of historical events as divine acts to the Mahayana
Buddhist experiencing of Samsara, the fleeting round of birth,
death and suffering, as Nirvana. Both the religious and the
naturalistic ways of construing the world arise from a fundamental
cognitive choice, which I call faith, which is continuous with the
interpretive element within our experience of the physical and
ethical character of our environment (Chapters 8-10).

The religious and naturalistic modes of experience both connect
with conceptions of the structure of the universe and with
expectations concerning the course of future experience within
and (in the religious case) beyond our present life. Thus the issue
between them is ultimately a factual one in which the rival world-
views are subject to eventual experiential confirmation or
disconfirmation (Chapter 11). This understanding of the situation
is challenged by contemporary non-realist understandings of
religion, which are however themselves ultimately naturalistic,
presenting us again with the same fundamental options (Chapter
12).

Confronted with this choice it is rationally appropriate for those
who experience their life in relation to the transcendent to trust
their own experience, together with that of the stream of religious
life in which they participate and of the great figures who are its
primary experiential witnesses, and to proceed to believe and to
live on that basis. It is likewise rationally proper for those who do
not participate in any way in the wide field of religious experience
to reject, pro tem, all belief in the transcendent. In view of the
ultimately factual character of the issue both groups are running
the unavoidable risk of being profoundly mistaken and both are
entitled in this situation to make the choice to which their own
experience leads them (Chapter 13).

The argument that (with various qualifications and
caveats) it is rational to believe what our experience leads us to
believe opens up the problem of religious plurality; for
different forms of religious experience justify different and often
incompatible sets of beliefs. The hypothesis proposed at this point
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hinges upon the distinction (first given philosophical prominence
by Kant) between something as it is in itself and as it appears to a
consciousness dependent upon a particular kind of perceptual
machinery and endowed with a particular system of interpretive
concepts congealed into a linguistic system. An analogous
distinction is drawn within each of the great religious traditions
between the Real in itself and the Real as humanly thought and
experienced. This distinction, in conjunction with the principle
that it is rational for people within each tradition to trust their
own form of religious experience, suggests the hypothesis that
the infinite Real, in itself beyond the scope of other than purely
formal concepts, is differently conceived, experienced and
responded to from within the different cultural ways of being
human.

Experience of the transcendent is structured either by the
concept of deity, which presides over the theistic traditions, or by
the concept of the absolute, which presides over the non-theistic
traditions. Each of these is schematised in actual human experience
to produce the experienced divine personae (such as Jahweh, the
heavenly Father, Allah, Vishnu, Shiva) and metaphysical impersonae
(such as Brahman, the Tao, the Dharmakaya, Sunyata) to which
human beings orient themselves in worship or meditation. The
function of religion in each case is to provide contexts for
salvation/liberation, which consists in various forms of the
transformation of human existence from self-centredness to
Reality-centredness (Chapters 14-16). Given this interpretive
hypothesis, are there criteria by which to assess particular religious
phenomena and the religious traditions as totalities? The basic
criterion is soteriological; and the salvific transformation is most
readily observed by its moral fruits, which can be identified by
means of the ethical ideal, common to all the great traditions, of
agape/karund (love/compassion) (Chapters 17-18).

The contrasting and often conflicting beliefs of the different
traditions are of several kinds. There are opposed historical
beliefs, which are in principle resolvable by historical evidence,
though in practice generally not; and these should simply be
acknowledged and tolerated. There are conflicts of trans-historical
belief, concerning origins (creation/emanation/beginningless flux)
and destinies (resurrection/reincarnation/heaven and hell/trans-
cendence of egoity). These concern either questions to which we
do not and do not for the purposes of salvation/liberation need to
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know the answer, or questions which cannot be answered in
terms of our present earthly systems of concepts. Our human
response to the latter has been the creation of myths. But
alternative myths, functioning in their separate mythic spaces, do
not clash with one another. Finally there are the different ways of
thinking-and-experiencing the Real. According to our hypothesis
these represent different phenomenal awarenesses of the same
noumenal reality and evoke parallel salvific transformations of
human life. None of these differences, then, is incompatible with
the overall hypothesis (Chapters 18-20).

Finally, in the Epilogue, there is some consideration of the
implications of such an hypothesis for the ongoing religious
traditions and for spirituality in a pluralistic age.

Notes

1. Although he was concerned with the phenomenology rather than
with the philosophy of religion, the massive work of the late Mircea
Eliade, one of the greatest twentieth-century scholars in the field of
comparative religion, was based upon the premise that I am assuming
here. He wrote that

a religious phenomenon will only be recognized as such if it is
grasped at its own level, that is to say, if it is studied as something
religious. To try to grasp the essence of such a phenomenon by
means of physiology, psychology, sociology, economics, linguistics,
art or any other study is false; it misses the one unique and
irreducible element in it — the element of the sacred. Obviously
there are no purely religious phenomena . . . Because religion is
human it must for that very reason be something social, something
linguistic, something economic — you cannot think of man apart
from language and society. But it would be hopeless to try and
explain religion in terms of any one of those basic functions . . .
(Eliade 1958, xi)
2. The appropriate programme has been well defined by Wilfred
Cantwell Smith as
to interpret intellectually all human faith, one’s own and others’;
comprehensively and justly. Seeing one’s own group and its
history thus far as making up one complex strand in the total
history of religion until now, a total history that one is endeavouring
to understand from within, one may essay a theory that aspires to
be part of a movement towards the truth. Seeing one’s own group
as a component in the total community of humankind, a total
community whose corporate critical self-consciousness in this
matter has yet to be articulated, again one may endeavour to
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contribute to its formulation. A Christian, no more but no less than
any other member of that human community, may and must think
in these realms. (W. C. Smith 1981, 152)

. It seems to have been mainly in the late nineteenth and early

twentieth centuries that scholars discussing religion felt obliged to
begin by offering a definition of the word. In 1912 James H. Leuba
published a list of forty-eight such definitions, adding two more of
his own (1912, Appendix). More recently, however, there seems to
have been a growing -~ though still by no means unanimous — feeling
that the range of religious phenomena is so various and many-sided
that no single definition can ever be adequate to it. On some of the
difficulties of defining ‘religion” see William Alston 1967.

. For example, ‘Religion is the consciousness of our practical relation to

an invisible, spiritual order’ (Josiah Royce, quoted by Leuba 1912,
357).

. For example, religion is ‘the belief in an Ever-living God, that is, a

Divine Mind and Will ruling the Universe and holding Moral relations
with mankind’ (Martineau 1889, I:1).

. For example, ‘One’s religion ... is one’s way of valuing most

intensively and comprehensively” (Ferré 1970, 11).

. For example, religion is ‘man’s faith in a power beyond himself

whereby he seeks to satisfy emotional needs and gain stability of life,
and which he expresses in acts of worship and service’ (Galloway
1914, 184).

. For example, ‘A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices

relative fo sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and
forbidden - beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral
community called a Church, all who adhere to them’ (Durkheim
[1912] 1963, 47).

. ‘Recognition on the part of man of some higher unseen power as

having control of his destiny, and as being entitled to obedience,
reverence, and worship” (Oxford English Dictionary 1971); ‘Rapport
que 'homme établit avec la divinité en lui rendant un culte; Ensemble
spécifique des croyances, des régles morales et des pratiques cultuelles
par lesquelles 'homme établit ses rapports avec la divinité’ (Grand
Larousse de la langue frangaise 1971); ‘Glaube an eine iberirdische
Macht sowie deren kultische Verehrung; Gottesglaube, glaubige
Verehrung eines Gottes, einer gottlichen Macht’ (Brockhaus Deutsches
Worterbuch 1960).

‘In brief: what the great religions claim, against radically secular
ideologies, is that there is a Beyond or an Unborn, and this is
somehow accessible to the religious experience of the human race,
and is not just a philosophical speculation or a theory about the
world” (Smart 1981, 178).

It was Max Weber, in the early years of this century, who first
showed this systematically in tracing, for example, the sociological
basis of the theistic and monistic religions respectively ({1922] 1963,
55-9), the differences between ancient Greek and Roman religion
(11), the different statuses of war gods (19), the sociological pre-
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conditions for the emergence of the idea of universal love (212), etc.,
etc.

On conceptual relativism see Runzo 1986.

On the unity of human religious history, despite the often fragmented
awareness fostered by the different traditions, see W. C. Smith 1981.
Another term, preferred by Martin Prozesky and having much to
commend it, is ‘ultimate well-being’ (Prozesky 1984).

. The same choice is made by Keith Ward in his recent comparative

study of concepts of God in five religious traditions (Ward 1987).
I say this despite the weighty words of Kees Bolle in his essay on
translating the Bhagavadgita (Bolle 1979).
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The Soteriological
Character of Post-Axial
Religion

The existence of an axial time, which is placed in the first
millenium B.C.: it was then that our intellectual, moral and
religious civilization was born and that the foundations were
laid on which we continue to build, despite differences in the
superstructures we have erected and go on erecting.

(Weil 1975, 21)

1 THE UNIVERSALITY OF RELIGION

The phenomenology of religion is a vast jungle of proliferating
diversity in which discordant facts have continually attacked and
destroyed large-scale theories and in which few generalisations
have been able to survive. Nevertheless, two broad interpretive
concepts have emerged to very widespread acceptance, and both
are important for the argument of this book.

The first concept is the virtual universality throughout human
life of ideas and practices that are recognisably religious. Talcott
Parsons says:

This view that belief in the supernatural is universal has been
completely confirmed by modern anthropology. Religion is as
much a human universal as language or an incest taboo, which
is to say a kinship system. Any conception of a ‘natural man’
who is not encumbered by such ‘cultural baggage’ belongs to a
fictional picture of prehistory, for which there is no solid
evidence for the human, socially organized stage. The view that
such ‘baggage’ ought to be dispensed with and that rational
man should ‘face reality” without any ‘superstition’ is a product
of sophisticated culture, in no way true of the original human
condition. (1963, xxviii)

21
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This statement reflects the general consensus among modern
historians of religion that, as Mircea Eliade puts it, ‘the “sacred” is
an element in the structure of consciousness and not a stage in
the history of consciousness’ (1978, xiii).

This does not of course mean that every man and woman,
particularly since the gradual emergence of autonomous individual-
ity, has been actively religious. There are wide variations in
degree of personal religiousness, doubtless descending to zero. It
does however mean that all human societies have displayed some
religious characteristics. This even applies to such officially secular
societies as the contemporary Soviet Union. For the Communist
ideology constitutes a mythic framework for life, providing both a
motivation for idealism and a validation of the existing social
order; and the Communist Party is, sociologically, a church with
its own hierarchy, its sacred scriptures, its system of dogma,
including doctrines of the fall (the development of capitalism) and
eschatology (the eventual classless society), and having its
exegetical disputes and heresies.! Thus the sociologist Robert
Bellah speaks of the ‘religio-political system of Marxism’ (1970,
xix}. Accordingly if (as recommended in Chapter 1) we understand
‘religion’ as a family-resemblance concept, referring to a network
of partly overlapping and partly distinct phenomena, Communism
in its Marxist and Maoist forms belongs within this extended
family. It does not constitute a counter-instance to the virtual
universality of religion within human societies.

2 PRE-AXIAL RELIGION

The second widely accepted large-scale interpretive concept is the
distinction between pre-axial religion, centrally (but not solely)
concerned with the preservation of cosmic and social order, and
post-axial religion, centrally (but not solely) concerned with the
quest for salvation or liberation. Recognition of what is often
referred to as the axial period or axial age is more widespread
than the use of these particular terms. Thus Robert Bellah notes
as one of ‘the massive facts of religious history’ that

in the first millenium B.c. all across the Old World, at least in
centers of high culture, [there occurred] the phenomenon of
religious rejection of the world characterized by an extremely
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negative evaluation of man and society and the exaltation of
another realm of reality as alone true and infinitely valuable . . .
[Now] the religious goal of salvation (or enlightenment, release,
and so forth) is for the first time the central religious
preoccupation. (Bellah 1970, 22, 32)

The terminology of current history of religions scholarship is not
uniform, but selecting from the range of uses I propose (following
Eliade and others) to refer to the pre-axial forms of religion as
archaic — using this term in its original sense of ‘characterising the
earliest times’. This will cover both the ‘primal’, ‘pre-literate’, or
‘primitive’ religions of stone-age humanity and the now extinct
priestly and often national religions of the ancient Near East and
Egypt, Greece and Rome, India and China. For our present
purpose I am grouping these together as pre-axial in contrast to
the post-axial movements which have their roots in the ‘axis time’
and which we now know as the great world faiths. But the pre-
and post-axial periods are nevertheless not stages such that the
second definitively succeeds and replaces the first. Earlier forms
of religion generally continue to some extent both alongside and
also within the later ones.”> Thus the chronological distinction
refers primarily to origins.

Pre-axial religion has both psychological and sociological
dimensions. Psychologically it is an attempt to make stable sense
of life, and particularly of the basic realities of subsistence and
propagation and the final boundaries of birth and death, within a
meaning-bestowing framework of myth. This serves the social
functions of preserving the unity of the tribe or people within a
common world-view and at the same time of validating the
community’s claims upon the loyalty of its members. The
underlying concern is conservative, a defence against chaos,
meaninglessness and the breakdown of social cohesion. Religious
activity is concerned to keep fragile human life on an even keel;
but it is not concerned, as is post-axial religion, with its radical
transformation.

Pre-literate forms of archaic religion have existed down to our
own day in parts of Africa, the Americas, Indonesia, Australasia
and the Pacific Islands; but in ever smaller pockets and in ever
less pure forms as a result of the invasions during the last two
centuries of western imperialists, missionaries and scientific
anthropologists. Such religion takes a wide range of forms.
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Whereas in the thinking of modern technological people ‘the
spiritual’ is generally relegated to a margin of private fantasy or
‘faith’, it seems that for pre-literate people it has always been part
of the everyday world. The forest, hills, streams, rocks, sky are
full of unseen beings and forces which have to be taken into
account. There are the local gods and spirits, sometimes ancestors,
sometimes totem animals, who are to be variously worshipped,
placated or subtly negotiated with. There are magical and ritual
practices of many sorts. In all this there is no division between
ordinary secular life and special religious moments but rather a
single seamless fabric in which what the modern world sees as
the ‘natural’ is everywhere suffused with ‘supernatural’ presence
and meaning. The world of humans, animals and earth forms a
unity and life is, in Stanner’s phrases, ‘a one-possibility thing’, ‘a
kind of standstill’ (1979, 515, 521). For example, for the Australian
aborigines or ‘blackfellows’ there is, he says,

1o notion of grace or redemption; no whisper of inner peace
and reconcilement; no problems of worldly life to be solved
only by a consummation of history; no heaven of reward or hell
of punishment . . . [SlJameness, absence of change, fixed routine,
regularity, call it what you will, is a main dimension of their
thought and life. Let us sum up this aspect as leading to a
metaphysical emphasis on abidingness. They place a very
special value on things remaining unchangingly themselves

(1979, 518, 521)

The same basic concern continued, though taking much more
complex forms, in the national religions of the ancient world. The
archaic structure was cyclical, its flow of meaning beginning
afresh each new year and thus maintaining human existence in
the same familiar place. This was achieved by a ritual return to
the pristine state of the world as depicted in the creation myths.
In the new year festival there was an ‘annual expulsion of sins,
disease, and demons’ which was ‘basically an attempt to restore —
if only momentarily — mythical and primordial time, “pure” time,
the time of the “instant” of creation. Every New Year is a
resumption of time from the beginning, that is a repetition of the
cosmogony’ (Eliade [1949] 1971, 54). The function of this
‘annulment of time’ was to prevent a slippage away from the
existing order and so to avoid chaos and disaster:
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the cosmos and man are regenerated ceaselessly and by all
kinds of means, the past is destroyed, evils and sins are
eliminated. Differing in their formulas, all these instruments of
regeneration tend toward the same end: to annul past time, to
abolish history by a continuous return in illo tempore, by the
repetition of the cosmogonic act. (1971, 81)

Thus for the ancient Egyptians life existed in a tension between
finite ordered existence and a limitless surrounding chaotic non-
existence which manifested itself in darkness, in the unbounded
desert, in the annual flooding of the Nile, in states of sleep and in
death (Hornung [1971] 1982, 179-80); ‘But gods and people must
together ensure that disorder does not come to overpower justice
and order; this is the meaning of their common obligation toward
maat’ (1982, 213).

The cosmic events which revealed the nature of divine life were
connected with Ma-a-t, the order which the sun-god, as creator,
called into existence once and for all at the beginning of time.
Ma-a-t held good unconditionally. The consequence of this
truth was that the ancient Egyptians entertained a static image
of the world. Unlike modern man, they did not feel themselves
borne by a dynamic stream of involvements which carried them
to an uncertain future. They had scarcely any eschatology.
They firmly believed that, in spite of periods of social disruption
and moral deterioration, Ma-a-t would prevail. They believed
in a sacred order which was normative in all spheres of life.
(Bleeker and Widengren 1969, 41)

In this world-view the king was the vital link between earth and
the gods. When Egypt became unified its divine pharaohs
functioned as guarantors of the land’s stability:

the monarch was believed to perform a cosmic role. The life of
his people and the life of nature throughout his territory was
thought to be closely bound up with his life, his vigour, his
virility. Chaos might ensue at his death if his natural successor
were not immediately enthroned in his stead; by this was
understood not only political chaos, but something more akin
to cosmic chaos. The king was deity incarnate, the guarantor of
life and fertility, the upholder of the whole natural order.
(Ling 1968, 5)°
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And so the mythic system centring upon the pharaoh was
designed to preserve the existing orderly balance of life.

This ‘immobilism’, which is characteristic of Egyptian civilization
but which is also found in the myths and nostalgias of other
traditional societies, is religious in origin. The stability of hieratic
forms, the repetition of gestures and exploits performed at the
dawn of time, are the logical consequences of a theology that
considered the cosmic order to be supremely the divine work
and saw in all change the danger of a regression to chaos and
hence the triumph of demonic forces. (Eliade 1978, 86)

Accordingly ancient Egyptian civilisation valued stability - in its
hierarchical social order, in the pyramids and other vast public
edifices, and in its cosmic mythology.* There was no thought of
renouncing the established goods of this life to realise a limitlessly
better possibility. ‘The Egyptians never succumbed to the
temptation to find in the transcendence of the existent release
from all imperfection, dissolution of the self, or immersion in and
union with the universe’ (Hornung 1982, 182).

Further east an interaction of cultures produced the Mesopota-
mian civilisation, ruled by Babylon and presided over by the su-
preme deity Marduk. Although the king was not himself divine, he
was God’s representative on earth, and the whole life of the empire
and of nature hinged upon him: ‘he was responsible for the
regularity of the rhythms of nature and for the good estate of the
entire society” (Eliade 1971, 55). Hence the annual enthronement
festival which seems in varying forms to have occurred throughout
the ancient Near East (Ling 1968, 6-8). This was a systematic
performance to ensure a continuation of the orderly existence of
the land and the people. ‘The ritual pattern represents the things
which were done to and by the king in order to secure the
prosperity of the community in every sense for the coming year’
(Hooke 1933, 8). Once again continuity and conservation were the
themes, rather than any hope of a radical transformation, personal
or national. Indeed ‘Eschatological conceptions appear to have
been entirely absent or scarcely known in ancient Mesopotamia’
(Romer 1969, 1:120).°

Further east again, in the Indus valley, there was an urban
civilisation contemporary and perhaps comparable with those of
ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt. This too had its many deities -
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primarily, it would seem, female deities representing the fecundity
of mother earth. Little is yet known about this ancient culture
before the Aryan invasions from the west which began toward
the end of the second millennium BCE. Much more however is
known from the Rig Veda and Brahmanas of the state of the sub-
continent immediately prior to the axial period. This pre-axial
Indian religious life involved, together with many gods, the idea
of the cosmic law (rta), observed by the proper performance of
liturgical acts. Vedic religion seems indeed to have been largely a
matter of ritual sacrifice in which every detail was important and
the slightest error or omission could cause the sacred spell to fail
and chaos and calamity to ensue. Here was a system clearly
formed for preserving and benefiting from the existing order (cf.
Dasgupta 1981).°

We see the essentially conservative, rather than revolutionary,
nature of the archaic religious outlook again in its attitude to
death. Some form of survival of bodily death seems almost always
to have been assumed. But in the ancient civilisations of
Mesopotamia and Greece, and among the Hittites and Hebrews
(as also among many pre-literate tribes down to quite recent
times) the persisting aspect was generally thought of as a ‘shade’,
an insubstantial shadowy counterpart body which descends into
the darkness beneath the earth. In this underworld individual
identity continued, but without any real life. The shade was to be
pitied; in some cases feared lest it should envy the living; but its
state was in no way one to be looked forward to with pleasurable
anticipation. There was no heavenly recompense beyond the
grave to which hope might cling amid perils and hardship. The
only people whose fate was sometimes thought of as different
from this — and the exception underlines the conservative character
of the picture as a whole — were the kings and chiefs. For the
differences of status prevailing in this life were generally thought
of as being continued in the life beyond, so that a great king or
warrior would have his treasures buried with him together
sometimes with his slain wives and slaves (Eliade 1978, 322; 1982,
8). This represented essentially a preservation of the status quo,
though sadly depleted for the great majority. And within the
‘megalithic’ cultures that produced Stonehenge, Carnac and
the other great stone erections which are spread from Malta and
the Aegean islands through Spain, Portugal, France, England,
Ireland and Denmark to southern Sweden, the vision of the dead,
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whilst more optimistic, seems to have contributed no less surely
to the validation and perpetuation of the existing framework of
meaning. The ancestors continued to be real and influential and
were joined with their living descendants in a single system of life
which their presence enriched and strengthened. They were
immortalised as part of the human village, extending beyond the
grave, whose indestructibility was symbolised by the massive
stones, living and dead being linked by the timeless solidity of the
rocks — the central theme in all this being, once again, continuity,
order, stable borders against chaos and darkness.”

What however we do not find in archaic religion is the hope,
central to the post-axial movements, for a radically new, different
and better existence, whether in this life or in a further life to
come. The sacrifices to the gods, the placating of ill-disposed
spirits, the rules for using without being injured by mana, the new
year festivals, the observance of taboos, the methods of disposal
of the dead - all were intended to keep the life of the community
on an even keel and the fabric of society intact. Even the high
God was creator and preserver but not saviour or liberator. The
religious system functioned to renew or prolong the existing
balance of good and evil and to ward off the possible disasters
which always threatened. But it did not have in view any basic
transformation of the human situation. There was no sense of a
higher reality in relation to which a limitlessly better future is
possible.

Before turning to the post-axial forms of religion, which are to
be the main concern of this book, may I remind the reader that no
religious stigma should be attached to the term ‘archaic’. It is not
implied that it is better, from a religious point of view, to be
literate than pre-literate, or to live within a contemporary rather
than a now extinct form of life. The profound changes initiated
during the axial age brought loss as well as gain. In pre-literate
tribes life’s hardships are endured and its joys communally
celebrated in ways which are largely unknown to us modern
individualised men and women.? In the archaic religions of the
ancient Near East and of India there were an affirmation of
earthly life and a natural acceptance of death which have been
largely lost since the discovery of sin and salvation, avidyd and
illumination. Indeed the axial age could even be seen as the fall of
humanity from a state of religious innocence. But we have to live
and work in the period into which we have been born; and this is
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for us emphatically within the post-axial age as the twentieth
moves towards the twenty-first century. There are however
fundamentally important values that we can re-learn from the
continuing precarious threads of primal religion in the modern
world: a sense of continuity with other forms of life and of the
living unity of nature, which might restrain our ecologically
destructive uses of the environment; and a sense of the moral
reality of community, which might moderate our now extreme
western individualism.

3 THE AXIAL AGE

Through centuries and millennia the conditions of human life
remained essentially the same, and generation after generation
lived and died within the same familiar mental horizons. But in
the imperceptibly slow evolution of human life through long
periods of time the conditions gradually formed for the emergence
of individuality. What these conditions were and how they
developed are still, in detail, largely matters of speculation. But in
what Karl Jaspers has identified as the Achsenzeit,® from very
approximately 800 to very approximately 200 BCE, significant
human individuals appeared through whose insights - though
always within the existing setting of their own culture — human
awareness was immensely enlarged and developed, and a
movement began from archaic religion to the religions of salvation
or liberation.™

It must be emphasised that such large-scale changes are visible
only from a distance of centuries. Further, they are not firmly
engraved patterns but rather movements within a fluid medium,
like changes in the patterns of a river surface resulting from
inflow from a new source. For we are dealing with a very large-
scale transition, without precise boundaries and complicated by
contrary eddies. The axial age was spread over centuries, and
much more was going on during these centuries than is captured
by the axial image. It was not a clean break with the past but had
been prepared and anticipated by earlier movements and has
since always been qualified by elements of pre-axial religion
persisting within each of the great world traditions and within the
secular societies of today. The inevitable danger in identifying
and naming this immensely significant transition of some two and



30 Phenomenological

a half millennia ago is that it may thereby be made to appear more
dramatic and sharply delineated than it must have been at the
time. But with this caution in mind let us attempt a long-distance
view, focusing on this religious transformation and allowing the
rest of the scenery to recede into the background.

In China during this period Confucius and Lao Tzu (or the
unknown writers of the Taoist scriptures) lived, and thus two
great traditions, later to be labelled Confucianism and Taoism,
began.! In India Gautama the Buddha and Mahavira the founder
of Jainism both lived and taught, the Upanishads were produced
and, probably, towards the end of this period the Bhagavad Gita.
In Persia Zoroaster transformed the existing pre-revelational
religion into what has been called Zoroastrianism, a movement
which survives today as a living religion only among the relatively
small Parsi community, but whose eschatological ideas nevertheless
influenced developing Judaism, and through Judaism Christianity
and probably also Islam. In Israel the great Hebrew prophets —
Amos, Hosea, Jeremiah, the Isaiahs, Ezekiel — lived and the
scriptures were largely written. In Greece this period produced
Pythagoras, Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. Individuals were
emerging into self-consciousness out of the closely-knit communal
mentality of their society. They were now able to hear and
respond to a message relating to their own options and
potentialities. Religious value no longer resided in total
identification with the group but began to take the form of a
personal openness to transcendence. And since the new religious
messages of the axial age were addressed to individuals as such,
rather than as cells in a social organism, these messages were in
principle universal in their scope. As Bellah says,

From the point of view of [the post-axial, or in his terminology
the historic, religions] a man is no longer defined chiefly in
terms of what tribe or clan he comes from or what particular
god he serves but rather as a being capable of salvation. That is
to say that it is for the first time possible to conceive of man as
such. (1970, 33)

The period of tribal and national religions was waning and that of
the world religions was beginning. Only in ancient Mesopotamia
and Egypt, in northern Europe and in the Meso-American cultures
does an axial discovery of the transcendent not seem to have
taken place.
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Thus the axial age was an uniquely significant band of time.
With certain qualifications we can say that in this period all the
major religious options, constituting the major possible ways of
conceiving the ultimate, were identified and established and that
nothing of comparably novel significance has happened in the
religious life of humanity since. To say this is of course to see
Jesus and the rise of Christianity, and again Muhammad and the
rise of Islam, as major new developments within the prophetic
stream of Semitic religious life; and the growth of Mahayana
Buddhism as a development from early Buddhism. At the other
end of the axial period there are also qualifications to be noted.
Judaism may be said to have begun, not with the work of the
great prophets, but with the exodus some four centuries before
the beginning of the axial age; or indeed with the prehistoric
figure of Abraham. Nevertheless, while Abraham is the semi-
legendary patriarch of Judaism and the exodus its founding event,
yet the distinctive Jewish understanding of God, and the ways in
which this understanding became embodied in a tradition, were
formed very largely by the great prophets and biblical redactors of
the axial period. Again, in India the Vedas existed before the axial
age; but while these are foundational scriptures, the transformation
of early Vedic religion into the complex of Brahmanism, the
Vedanta and Bhakti, constituting what has come to be called
Hinduism, began during the axial period. Finally there was, prior
to this period, a brief moment of pure monotheism in Egypt
under the Pharaoh Amenhotep IV; but this was quickly
extinguished and left no lasting influence.*

The concept of the axial age is thus not that of a block of time
with a precise beginning and end; nor on the other hand is it so
elastic as to be capable of being stretched out to include everything
of significance in religious history.”® It is the concept of a
concentration of events which, although without exact boundaries,
forms a large-scale event in its own right. Because of the
magnitude and widespread incidence of these changes we must
suppose that it was made possible by a new stage in human
development, occurring at much the same time in these different
ancient cultures, in which outstariding individuals emerged and
were able to become centres of new religious awareness and
understanding, so that from their work have developed what we
know today as the great world faiths. But the whole subject of the
axial age, its causes, nature and consequences, is ripe for further
research and clarification.
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4 THE AXIAL SHIFT TO SOTERIOLOGY

In terms of religious phenomenology the new movements arising
in the axial period exhibit a soteriological structure which stands
in marked contrast to the relatively simple world-acceptance of
pre-axial religion. In the archaic world life was variously endured
and enjoyed but not fundamentally criticised. Bellah’s suggestion
carries conviction that this world-acceptance ‘is largely to be
explained as the only possible response to reality that invades the
self to such an extent that the symbolization of self and world are
only very partially separate’ (1970, 45) whereas, in contrast, in the
axial age the human mind began to stand back from its
encompassing environment to become conscious of itself as a
distinct reality with its own possibilities. Accordingly, whilst
archaic religion accepted life as it is and sought to continue it on a
stable basis, there came through the outstanding figures of the
axial period the disturbing and yet uplifting thought of a limitlessly
better possibility. Among the new streams of religious experience
by no means every wave and eddy is soteriologically oriented.
Nevertheless a clear soteriological pattern is visible both in the
Indian religions of Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism, and in the
Semitic religions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam, as well as in
their modern secular offspring, Marxism.

They all recognise, first, that ordinary human existence is
defective, unsatisfactory, lacking. For the Jew we suffer from an
innate inclination to evil, the yetzer ha-ra, and we live in a world in
which evil forces have long been harassing God’s chosen people,
so that life is often precarious and survival a constant
preoccupation. For the Christian this is a ‘fallen’ existence ruined
by the primordial sin of our first ancestors. Inheriting their fault,
or its consequences, we live in alienation from God, from ourselves
and from one another. For the Muslim we human beings are
weak and fallible and our life is commonly lived in ghafala,
forgetfulness of God. And for the Marxist capitalist life is a
condition of alienation in which we are divided into classes with
irreconcilably competing interests. For Hindus of all kinds, as also
for the Jains and in modern times the Sikhs, the ordinary human
condition is one of immersion in the relative illusoriness of avidya,
subject to the recurrent pains and sorrows of the wheel of birth
and death round which we are propelled by our karmic past. And
for the Buddhist the first Noble Truth is that all life involves
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dukkha, an ‘unsatisfactoriness’ which includes pain, sorrow and
anxiety of every kind. ‘Birth is dukkha, decay is dukkha, sickness is
dukkha, death is dukkha: likewise sorrow and grief, woe, lamentation
and despair. To be conjoined with things which we dislike; to be
separated from things which we like, — that all is dukkha. Not to
get what one wants, — that also is dukkha’ (Samyutta Nikaya, 5.241;
Woodward 1956, 357).

Whereas in the various forms of pre-axial religion there had
always been a realistic awareness of suffering, insecurity and
mortality, in the great post-axial traditions these are now thought
of in terms implying a contrast with something fundamentally
different — whether that different state lies in the future (as also
perhaps in the remote past) or in the unrealised depths of the
present moment. Thus Christianity speaks of redemption and
eternal life; Judaism of the coming kingdom of God; Islam of
judgment and paradise; Hinduism of moksa; Buddhism of
enlightenment and nirvina. Behind and giving substance to these
varied conceptions of a limitlessly better state is the awareness of
an ultimate unity of reality and value. For Judaism this is "the God
of Abraham, of Isaac and of Jacob’ and of their descendants
through the ages; for Christianity, the triune Father, Son and
Holy Spirit; for Islam, Allah, most merciful, most compassionate;
for Hinduism, the infinite being, consciousness, bliss {(satchitananda)
which is Brahman; for Theravada Buddhism, the ineffable
imperishable reality of Nirvana; for the Mahayana, the Emptiness
($anyatd) which is also Suchness, or fullness of ‘wondrous being’.'*

In all these forms the ultimate, the divine, the Real, is that
which makes possible a transformation of our present existence,
whether by being drawn into fellowship with the transcendent
Thou, or by realising our deeper self as one with the Real, or by
unlearning our habitual ego-centredness and becoming a conscious
and accepting part of the endlessly interacting flow of life which is
both samsira and nirvina. And for the secular faith of Marxism the
saving reality, transcending the alienated individual, is the
dialectical process of history, whilst the way of salvation is that of
class struggle leading to a new age beyond the revolution. Thus
all these post-axial faiths are soteriologically oriented. We must
therefore next look more closely at the forms of salvation or
liberation which they profess to offer.
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Notes

1. Edward O. Wilson remarks that ‘The May Day rallies of T’ien An
Men Square would have been instantly understood by the Mayan
multitudes, Lenin’s tomb by the worshippers of Christ's bloodied
shroud’ (1978, 184).

2. The continuing presence of archaic elements within Buddhism,
Christianity and Islam is traced by Denise Lardner Carmody (1981,
ch. 3). See also Eliade (1982, paras 304-6).

3. For a more detailed and nuanced account of the sense in which the
reigning king was the earthly ‘image of God’ see Erik Hornung (1982,
138-42.

4. There was also evident, however, by the latter part of the second
millennium, a development looking beyond the maintenance of cos-
mic order. This is reflected in the Egyptian Book of the Dead, which
affirmed a better or worse after-life, now extended down from the
pharaohs to a much wider circle, the soul’s destiny being determined
by an ethical judgment in the court of Osiris. Heaven and hell were
still pictured in essentially earthly terms; but nevertheless in so far as
moral considerations are in principle universal the outlook expressed
in the Book of the Dead can be seen as preparing the way, even if still
at a distance, for the great insights of the axial age — that there is a
limitlessly better reality in which we can come to participate, and that
this participation involves our own moral and spiritual transformation.

5. Within the religious life of Mesopotamia there was nevertheless also
a certain wistful feeling out towards a better possibility in the form of
a desire for immortality. This is expressed in the Epic of Gilgamesh,
known in a written version of about 650 BCE but going back perhaps
as far as the third millennium BCE. Here the hero Gilgamesh seeks
the secret of everlasting life, finds it, but loses it before he is able to
take advantage of it. This ancient poem seems to express a poignant
sense of our mortality and a longing for immortality, together with
an acceptance of the sad fact that this is beyond our grasp.

6. However the whole subject of pre- and post-axial Vedic sacrifice is
under renewed discussion today. See J. C. Heesterman (1985,
particularly chapters 6 and 7). There were also, in the pre-axial life of
India as elsewhere, secondary movements, marginal to the main
stream, that were to provide the setting for the great religious
breakthroughs of the axial age. The Aranyakas, or ‘forest writings’,
express a dissatisfaction with the Vedic rituals practised merely as
ends in themselves, and evince a desire to discern the deeper
spiritual significance behind them; and they reflect also the practice
of yoga in the form of individual asceticism and meditation. The
ideas of Karma and reincarnation were developed within this less
cultic and more mystical stream from which the Upanishadic
philosophy was later to emerge. This was also the seedbed in which
Vardhamana, Mahavira and Gautama grew.

7. Cf. Eliade 1978, 118-24.

8. Cf. van der Post 1958.
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The concept of the axial age is discussed by Jaspers (1953); A. C.
Bougquet (1941); G. F. Moore (1948, 279f); E. Voegelin (1954-74, vols
1-4); Lewis Mumford (1957, ch. 4); John B. Cobb (1968, ch. 5); Georg
Fohrer (1972, 279-91); Benjamin I. Schwartz (1975b); Samuel N.
Fisenstadt (1982).

Of course during the pre-axial period there were also local
enlargements of religious awareness due to new insights. For example
Robert Bellah cites Australian research (by Ronald Berndt 1951)
showing that ‘dreams may actually lead to a reinterpretation in myth
that in turn causes a ritual innovation’ (Bellah 1970, 27). Bellah adds
more generally that ‘we should not forget the innovative aspects of
primitive religion, that particular myths and ceremonies are in a
process of constant revision and alteration, and that in the face of
severe historic crisis rather remarkable reformulations of primitive
material can be made’ (29). However in comparison with the new
insights of the axial age, which have shaped so much of the religious
life of humanity since, these seem like hillocks in comparison with
great mountains.

See Schwartz 1975a.

For a recent interpretation of this episode see Hornung (1982, 244—
50).

Nor, again, is the use of the term ‘axial’ intended to suggest that this
is the only period of critical significance in human religious history.
The profound and far-reaching changes brought about by the
invention of agriculture at the end of the Ice Age also constituted a
crucial transition (Eliade 1978, 29); and it is possible to describe both
the birth of the modern world at the end of Europe’s medieval phase
and the western secularisation of the last two centuries in similar
terms.

‘True Emptiness (Sanyatd) is Wondrous Being (Shinku nyou)’; from the
tenth-century Hua-yen text, Mojingengenkan.
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Galvation/Liberation as
Human Transformation

So long as man clamours for the I and the Mine, his works are
as naught;
When all love of the I and the Mine is dead, then the work of
the Lord is done. ‘
(Kabir, Poems, 1:83)!

Thinking on there being no self, he wins to the state wherein
the conceit ‘I am’ has been uprooted, to nirvana, even in this
life. (The Buddha, Anguttara-Nikdya, IV:353)

1 ACCORDING TO THE HINDU TRADITION

The great post-axial traditions, as we have seen, exhibit in their
different ways .a soteriological structure which identifies the
misery, unreality, triviality and perversity of ordinary human life,
affirms an ultimate unity of reality and value in which or in
relation to which a limitlessly better quality of existence is possible,
and shows the way to realise that radically better possibility. This
may be by self-committing faith in Christ as one’s lord and saviour;
or by the total submission to God which is islam; or by faithful
obedience to the Torah; or by transcendence of the ego, with its
self-centred desires and cravings, to attain moksa or Nirvana. As 1
shall now try to show, these are variations within different
conceptual schemes on a single fundamental theme: the sudden
or gradual change of the individual from an absorbing self-
concern to a new centring in the supposed unity-of-reality-and-
value that is thought of as God, Brahman, the Dharma, Sunyata
or the Tao. Thus the generic concept of salvation/liberation, which
takes a different specific form in each of the great traditions, is
that of the transformation of human existence from self-
centredness to Reality-centredness.?

36
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Let us consider first the Hindu tradition. ‘Hinduism’, which is a
term that originated in the West, is not the name of a single
cohesive tradition but rather of the spreading family of Indian
religions which have in common a respect for the Vedic scriptures.
The variations within this family are almost endless, but the
theme that I shall highlight runs through them all. This is that
spiritual liberation requires a transcending of the ego either (in the
dualist strands) in self-giving to the divine Lord, the Supreme
Person, or (in the monist strand) in union with the ultimate trans-
personal Absolute. According to this latter version, which is better
known in the West, we are in our true nature one with the eternal
reality of Brahman. But this ultimate identity is at present obscured
by the empirical ego, the self-positing ‘I’ which encases and
conceals the inner self. The ‘I' is part of the samsaric illusion of
maya, the world of perpetual change and unfulfilment through
which the jiva or soul passes in the course of many earthly lives
until it attains to liberation. Thus moksa is the freeing of the
eternal self — which is ultimately identical with the divine reality —
from the confining and distorting influence of its succession of
false egos. ‘How to realize this eternal soul and how to disengage
it from its real or imaginary connexion with the psycho-somatic
complex that thinks, wills, and acts, is from the time of the
Upanishads onwards the crucial problem facing the Hindu
religious consciousness’ (Zaehner 1966, 60). Radhakrishnan
expresses the religious challenge of this vision as follows:

The divine consciousness and will must become our conscious-
ness and will. This means that our actual self must cease to be a
private self; we must give up our particular will, die to cur ego,
by surrendering its whole nature, its consciousness and
character to the Divine. (Radhakrishnan 1969, 105)

When this happens, in the words of a contemporary interpreter of
advaitic Hinduism, ‘The small human individualistic self disappears
and the universal atman now takes its place’” (Panikkar 1977, 417).
Hindu tradition teaches three ways to final liberation. These
are not mutually exclusive but rather represent different emphases
which are appropriate for different types of personality or even
for the same person at different times. The jiidna-marga, the path
of knowledge or spiritual insight, is a direct translation into
religious practice of the advaitic philosophy. For according to this
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teaching we are in our deepest nature already one with the
universal Being or Self. Our existence as separate egos is illusion —
though an illusion which is entirely real so long as it lasts.
Accordingly on the jidna-marga one strives to realise, not merely
intellectually but with one’s whole being, the great truth: fat tvam
asi (Chandogya Up., VI:4 — Radhakrishnan 1969, 460), ‘That art
thou’, the identity of one’s deepest inner self with the eternal and
universal Self. This is a knowledge that can only come about
through the hard-won negation or transcendence of the ordinary
conscious ego. As Rudolph Otto explains in his comparative
study of Shankara and Meister Eckhart:

the self (atman) comes into sharp conflict with that which we are
accustomed to set up as self, as ego — ‘I' and ‘mine’ . . . or ‘I-
sayer’ as Eckhart puts it. The Ahankara is the erroneous act by
which consciousness relates things to an ’T’, . . . falsely imputing
a relationship between possessions, relatives, friends, body,
senses, will and action and the self, and wrongly calling them
‘my senses, my body, my possessions’. Yet it is that faculty by
which I regard myself as individual, separate and different from
others. All this does not belong to the true self but to that ‘ego’,
which, in true self-knowledge, is brushed aside as alien and
false. ([1932] 1957, 80)

The aspirant to saving knowledge must be totally dedicated to
the quest, renouncing all worldly desires and ambitions. From an
already realised guru such a one learns to meditate and in many
hours of practice descends through the different layers of the
earthly mind to that fundamental being which is the radiant
reality of Brahman. And eventually after long years, indeed many
lives, of perseverance he or she may finally attain to moksa and
become a jivan-mukta, a soul liberated from the illusions of ego-
centredness whilst still in this world.

A second path is the karma-marga, the way of action.
Traditionally, within Indian society, this is the path available to
the ‘householder’ engaged in the life of the world — married,
earning a living, contributing to the upkeep of an extended
family, performing the prescribed rituals and having social
responsibilities within the elaborate caste system. However in
order to reach liberation through the faithful fulfilment of one’s
role in society one must achieve inner detachment. There must be
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action without concern for the fruits of action. As we read in the
Bhagavad Gita:

Fools are wedded to cultic work.
A wise man should act as they do,
But unattached,
envisaging the totality of the world.
(3:25 - Bolle 1979, 45)

This is not only true for people born in Hindu India. It has a
universal meaning which was expressed very differently in
western philosophy by Immanuel Kant as the life of duty for
duty’s sake, doing without self-regarding concern that which
impartial reason can discern to be the right course of action.
According to Kant the good will, instead of making practical
decisions from the standpoint of a particular individual whose
interests will inevitably conflict with those of others, makes them
from the universal standpoint of impartial rationality. Practical
reason, undistorted by individual desires, aversions, hopes and
fears, sees and does what ought to be done, acting upon principles
which are universally valid (Kant [1785] 1947, ch. 1).* Such true
moral goodness is one form of Reality-centredness in this world —
the form that consists in becoming an unselfish moral agent, a
force in the world seeking human welfare rather than personal
advantage. The most outstanding Indian example of one who has
followed this path in modern times is Mahatma Gandhi, who
sought to ‘reduce myself to zero” (1968, II:754) as an active
instrument of God or Truth (Saf).

The third way is that of bhakti or self-giving devotion to the Real
encountered as the divine Thou. This is the path from self-
centredness to Reality-centredness that has been followed in the
broad bhakti stream of Hindu religious life, both Vaishnavite and
Shaivite, as also in Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Sikhism and the
Jodo strand of Buddhism.

Bhakti takes the form in these different contexts of loving
devotion to a divine Lord and Saviour. It involves a radical re-
centring in the divine Other, expressed in intense personal love
and gratitude, in devoted temple ministry, in personal testimony
and dedicated missionary witness, in a life spent in the service of
the Lord. In all these forms it involves a transposition of the
individual's existence from a state of self-centredness to a new
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centredness in the Real experienced and responded to as the
divine Thou. In the Bhagavad Gita the personal Lord, incarnate as
Krishna, says:

But those who are intent on me
and dedicate all their rituals and doings to me,
Who meditate on me, who revere and see me,
disciplined toward none but me -

Them I lift up from the ocean
of the round of deaths
As soon as they direct
their thought to me.
(12:6-7 — Bolle 1979, 147-9)

The rich Indian bhakti literature is pervaded by an intense fervour
and devotion such as Christians are familiar with in the hymns of
Bernard of Clairvaux or the Wesleys. Thus one of the hymns of
the twelfth-century CE Vaishnavite poet Tukaram begins:

O save me, save me, Mightiest,
Save me and set me free.

O let the love that fills my breast
Cling to thee lovingly.

Grant me to taste how sweet thou art;
Grant me but this, I pray,

And never shall my love depart
Or turn from thee away.

Then I thy name shall magnify
And tell thy praise abroad,
For very love and gladness I
Shall dance before my God.
(Bouquet 1954, 246)

The point to be stressed here is that as a way of conversion from
self-centredness to God-centredness bhakti is a form of human
transformation. Thus, discussing Campantar, the great Tamil
bhakta of the seventh century CE, Dhavamony says that ‘Bhakti,
for Campantar, implies surrender of the whole person to God’
(1971, 142) and at another point, referring to the hindrances to
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devotion, he speaks of ‘the arch-impurity of egoism’ (1971, 357).
The thirteenth-century CE Shaivite bhakti poet Arulnanti wrote
that ‘egoism or self-centredness consists in doing everything in
the spirit of “I” and “mine”’, not realising that I am the servant (of
God) and that he (God) is the Lord” (Dhavamony 1971, 250). And
Dhavamony comments,

[The Shaivite bhakta] lovingly dedicates himself to Siva; he
consecrates all his acts to him and considers his acts as God’s.
Out of the abundance of love for God he renders loving service
to other bhaktas, for it is said that those who do not love God'’s
devotees love neither God nor themselves. It involves a whole-
hearted self-surrender to God, self-dedication, and humble
service. (1971, 376)

Bhakti-yoga is regarded by the Advaitists as a lower path
provided for those who need a personal presence to cling to. On
the other hand the Vishishtadvaitists, experiencing the Ultimate
as personal, and seeing human selves as threads of finite life
within the infinite divine life, regard the way of devotion as a
fully valid path to the liberation which consists in self-giving to
the Lord. However we are not at this point concerned so much
with this difference as with the fact that in both Vedantic
approaches liberation requires the transcendence or negation of
the ordinary human ego and its centring in or its realised identity
with the ultimately Real.

2 ACCORDING TO THE BUDDHIST TRADITION

The conception of liberation as the transformation from self-
centredness to Reality-centredness is likewise powerfully evident
in Buddhism. Indeed a leading contemporary exponent of this
tradition to the West says that ‘Buddhist salvation is . . . nothing
other than an awakening to reality through the death of the ego’
(Abe 1982, 153). This turning from ego to reality is both illuminated
and enabled by the anatta (‘'no self’) doctrine, which D. T. Suzuki
translates as ‘non-ego’, ‘selflessness’, and which he says ‘is tha
principal conception of Buddhism, both Hinayana and Mahayana’
(1972, 120).

In Buddhism the salvific human transformation is understood
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as liberation from the powerful illusion of ‘me’ or ‘self’. ‘Me’
forms a distorting lens through which the world takes on a false
character.” The universe is misperceived as structured around
‘me’” and the world process is accordingly experienced as a stream
of objects of my desire and aversion, hope and fear, giving rise to
a grasping (tanhd) which expresses itself in selfishness, injustice
and cruelty, and in a pervasive self-regarding anxiety and
insecurity in face of life’s unpredictabilities and the inevitability of
final decay and death - all of which constitutes, comprehensively,
dukkha. To be liberated from the illusorily enduring and falsely
evaluating ‘me’ is to exchange this samsaric realm of ego-infected
consciousness for the glorious freedom of Nirvana. The anatta or
no-self doctrine is thus not offered merely as a theoretical truth
but above all as a practical prescription for liberation. Referring to
David Hume and other western philosophers who have also
questioned the substantiality of the self, Edward Conze says:

Those who look to Buddhism for startlingly new and unheard-
of ideas on the problem of self, will find little. Those who look
for advice on how to lead a self-less life, may learn a great deal.
The great contribution of Buddhist ‘philosophy’ lies in the
methods it worked out to impress the truth of not-self on our
reluctant minds, it lies in the discipline which the Buddhists
imposed upon themselves in order to make this truth into a
part of their own being. (1975, 20-1).

Steven Collins, in his study of the Theravadin goal of the selfless
person, says:

There is [a] psychological ‘realisation” of anatta, which is the loss
of pride or ‘conceit’: this constitutes the attainment of Arhatship.
This fetter is explained as the conceit of ‘1 am’, asmimana;
‘conceit’ here is a particularly appropriate translation, since it
suggests both the sense of something ‘constructed’ or ‘made
up’ by a conceptual act, and also the pride with which this
artificial mental object (the supposedly permanent ‘I') is
regarded. What this ‘conceit’ refers to is the fact that for the
unenlightened man, all experience and action must necessarily
appear phenomenologically as happening to or originating from
an ‘I'. The more enlightened, the less is this phenomenological
datum converted into a theoretical belief, in sakkayaditthi; and
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the final attainment of enlightenment is the disappearance of
this automatic but illusory T'. (1982, 94)

In the Mahayana tradition the same basic conception of
liberation operates. Here however the aim is not to become an
arhat but a bodhisattva, an ‘enlightenment-being” whose openness
to the Real is expressed in boundless compassion for all life. For
whilst to live as an ego is to seek happiness for oneself, to
transcend the ego, becoming a manifestation of the universal
Buddha-nature, is to seek the happiness of all: ‘The benefit of
others is their own benefit, because they desire it’ (Abhidharmakosa —
Conze 1975, 126). Accordingly a bodhisattva, having attained to
the verge of full liberation, deliberately remains in or returns to
the world in order to assist others to that same end:

The bodhisattva is endowed with wisdom of a kind whereby he
looks on all beings as though victims going to the slaughter.
And immense compassion grips him. His divine eye sees . . .
innumerable beings, and he is filled with great distress at what
he sees, for many bear the burden of past deeds which will be
punished in purgatory, others will have unfortunate rebirths
which will divide them from the Buddha and his teachings,
others must soon be slain, others are caught in the net of false
doctrine, others cannot find the path (of salvation), while others
have gained a favorable rebirth only to lose it again. So he
pours out his love and compassion . . . and attends to them,
thinking, ‘I shall become the savior of all beings, and set them
free from their sufferings.’

(Astasahasrika Prajiidgparamitd 22:402-3 — de Bary 1972, §1-2)

Clearly the way to bodhisattvahood is a way of self-transcendence;
and in Buddhism as a whole liberation consists in a transformation
from self-centredness to what is believed to be true Reality-
centredness.

3 ACCORDING TO THE CHRISTIAN TRADITION

In the Hindu and Buddhist traditions, as we have seen, the
salvific change that is experienced is explicitly thought of as a
radical turning from ego to the ultimately Real. Within the
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Christian tradition a like turning occurs, consisting in a self-giving
in faith to God’s limitless sovereignty and grace, which engenders
a new spirit of trust and joy that in turn frees the believer from
anxious self-concern and makes him or her a channel of divine
love to the world. However the official Christian conceptualisation
of this, in the doctrine of the atonement, presents the
transformation as a result of salvation rather than as itself
constituting salvation. A distinction is drawn in much developed
Christian theology between justification and sanctification, the
former being a change of juridical status before God and the latter
the resulting transformation of our moral and spiritual condition.
As sinners we exist under a just divine condemnation and a
sentence of eternal punishment, but Christ’s sacrifice on the cross
on our behalf cancels our guilt so that we are now counted as
innocent in God’s sight. The divine justice has been satisfied by
Christ’s death and the faithful are now clothed in the righteousness
of their saviour. As a consequence they are opened to the re-
creative influence of the Holy Spirit and are gradually sanctified —
the fruits of the Spirit being ‘love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control’ (Galatians 5:22).
According to this official doctrine the transformation of human
existence embodied in these new qualities of love, joy and peace
is secondary to the juridical transaction of Christ’s atonement for
human sin. However that doctrine is only one possible way — the
way that was promoted by the powerful influence of St Paul — of
understanding the joyful consciousness of being accepted by
God's grace and empowered to live a new life of outgoing love
towards one’s neighbours. But whereas the various forms of
atonement doctrine — centring in different stages and strands of
Christian thought on the idea of defeating or cheating the devil,
on the medieval conception of ‘satisfaction’, on a penal-
substitutionary model and on an exemplary model - are theoretical
constructs, the new reconciled relationship to God and the new
quality of life arising within that relationship are facts of experience
and observation. It is this reality of persons transformed, or
in process of transformation, from self-centredness to God-
centredness that constitutes the substance of Christian salvation.
It is, I think, clear that in the teaching of Jesus himself, in so far
as it is reflected in the synoptic gospels, the juridical conception
was entirely or almost entirely absent. Virtually the whole weight
of Jesus’ message came in the summons to his hearers to open
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their hearts now to God’s kingdom, or rule, and to live consciously
in God’s presence as instruments of the divine purpose on earth.
It is true that as Jesus anticipated his death at the hands of the
Jerusalem authorities he related it to the traditional belief that the
blood of the righteous martyr works for the good of the people
(Mark 10:45).° But there is no suggestion in Jesus’' recorded
teaching that the heavenly Father’s loving acceptance of those to
whom he was speaking was conditional upon his own future
death. In the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11-32), for
example, the father — who clearly represents the heavenly Father —
is ready to forgive his erring son and to receive him back as a
beloved child as soon as he is truly repentant. There is no
addendum to the effect that the father, because he is just as well
as loving, must first punish either the prodigal himself or his
other son before he can forgive the penitent sinner. Again, the
words of the ‘Lord’s Prayer’ presuppose a direct relationship to
the heavenly Father in which men and women can ask for and
receive God'’s forgiveness for their sins and are expected in turn to
forgive one another.

But Jesus’ teaching was not simply a vivid picturing of the
‘amazing grace’ and re-creating love of God. It was at the same
time a profoundly challenging call to a radical change (metanoia),
breaking out of our ordinary self-enclosed existence to become
part of God’s present and future kingdom. The summons was
away from a life centred in the self and its desire for possessions,
wealth, status and power to a new life centred in God and lived
out as an agent of the divine love. Such a challenge cut through
the normal web of self-concern, requiring a choice between the
true quality and style of life, found in a free and perhaps costly
response to God, and spiritual death within a stifling shell of self-
concern. ‘For whoever would save his life will lose it; and whoever
loses his life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it’ (Mark 8:35).
With the progressive deification of Jesus within the developing
faith of the church the earthly lord became exalted into the
heavenly Christ, virtually occupying the place of God, so that St
Paul, expressing his own form of God-centredness, could say ‘It is
not I who live, but Christ who lives in me’ (Galatians 2:20).

Both in the teaching of Jesus, then, and in the practical
consciousness of Christians the reality of salvation is the transition
from ego-domination to a radically God-centred life. The function
of the official theories of salvation, according to which Jesus’
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death constituted an atonement for human sin, has been to
provide a theoretical framework within which to understand this
profound shift in human consciousness. But the reality of Christian
salvation is no juridical abstraction but an actual and concrete
change from sinful self-centredness to self-giving love in response
to the divine grace.

If within ecclesiastical Christianity this has been partially
obscured by the atonement doctrine, in the mystical life of the
church it has been open and explicit. The mystical journey moves
from the cor curvatus in se through a painful process of re-
orientation to a total self-giving to God, finally returning to the
world in loving service. The character of this path, as the approach
to a God-centredness so complete that it is sometimes described
in the language of union, is evident throughout Christian mystical
literature. We shall be looking more closely at aspects of mysticism
in Chapters 10.5 and 16.5, but for our present purpose it will
suffice to refer to the accounts in Evelyn Underhill’s classic study.
Describing the mystic path, she speaks of ‘the definite emergence
of the self from “the prison of I-hood”” ([1911] 1955, 195), the
‘giving up of I-hood’ (317) and ‘that principle of self-surrender
which is the mainspring of the mystic life’ (223); and says that ‘a
lifting of consciousness from a self-centred to a God-centred
world, is of the essence of illumination” (234). Describing that
unavoidable stage of the path known as the Dark Night of the
Soul, she says:

The act of complete surrender then, which is the term of the
Dark Night, has given the soul its footing in Eternity: its
abandonment of the old centres of consciousness has permitted
movement towards the new. In each such forward movement,
the Transcendental Self, that spark of the soul which is united
to the Absolute Life, has invaded more and more the seat of
personality; stage by stage the remaking of the self in conformity
with the Eternal World has gone on. In the misery and apparent
stagnation of the Dark Night — that dimness of the spiritual
consciousness, that dullness of its will and love — work has
been done; and the last great phase of the inward transmutation
accomplished. The self that comes forth from the night is no
separated self . . . but the New Man, the transmuted humanity,
whose life is one with the Absolute Life of God. (1955, 402)

Within Christianity, then, the concrete reality of salvation is the
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transformation of human existence from a sinful and alienated
self-centredness to a new centring in God, revealed in Christ as
both limitless claim and limitless grace. The experience of salvation
is the experience of being an object of God’s gratuitous forgiveness
and love, freeing the believer to love his and her neighbour.

4 ACCORDING TO THE JEWISH AND MUSLIM
TRADITIONS

In Judaism the hope of redemption from present evil into a
radically better state has always been corporate rather than purely
individual, and always the hope for an event within, even if it be
the final event within, earthly history. It has been the expectation
of a social and ethical as well as spiritual transformation, affecting
the future of Israel and of the world. This hope began with the
great prophets of the axial age. A prophetic voice, whose words
have become part of the book of Amos, foresaw God’s new age of
peace and justice on earth (Amos 9:11-15).” Hosea likewise looked
beyond impending disaster to a time of divine forgiveness and
renewal (Hosea 14:4-8). First Isaiah, another prophet of
immediately impending doom — in the very concrete form of the
Assyrian invasion of Judah -, also spoke of the future birth of an
ideal king (Isaiah 9) in whom in the coming time the people who
walked in darkness will see a great light. Again, Jeremiah, the
most pessimistic of the prophets, spoke of a future new covenant
when ‘I will put my law within them, and I will write it upon
their hearts; and 1 will be their God, and they shall be my
people . . .” (Jeremiah 31:33). But it is Second Isaiah who gave the
hope a cosmic dimension in the thought of a new age, which
Eliade refers to as a ‘universal transfiguration’,® to be established
by God’s power (Isaiah 51). This thought developed in later
Jewish apocalyptic writings into the image (familiar also in the
New Testament) of the two aeons, the present evil age and God’s
new age to come.

Gershom Scholem has shown that the older idea that the Jewish
apocalyptic ended with the coming of Christianity is mistaken
(1971b, ch. 1). Rabbinic apocalypticism has continued, sometimes
more and sometimes less prominently, down to today. That the
reality of God implies an eventual messianic redemption has been
affirmed by many leading Jewish thinkers (for example,
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Hermann Cohen, Rosenzweig, Martin Buber, Abraham Heschel,
Soloveitchick) although also questioned today by some - for
example, David Hartman (1985, ch. 11). But the hope for a new
age, the Kingdom of God on a transformed earth, which arose in
the axial period, has ever since been a part of the Jewish religious
outlook, sometimes vividly and centrally and sometimes lying in
the background of consciousness.

Islam does not use the concept of ‘salvation” and does not think
of the human condition in terms of a ‘fall’ involving a guilt and
alienation from God that can only be cancelled by a divine act of
atonement. However, the Qur'an does distinguish radically
between the state of islam — a self-surrender leading to peace with
God - and the contrary state of those who have not yielded
themselves to their Maker and who are therefore in the last resort
enemies of God. The state of islam, then, is the Muslim analogue
of Christian and Judaic salvation and of Hindu and Buddhist
liberation. It is the Muslim form of the transformation of human
existence from self-centredness to Reality-centredness. For the
Qur’anic summons is to turn to God, giving oneself in total self-
surrender to Allah, the merciful, the gracious. An influential
contemporary orthodox Muslim writer, Badr al-Din Muhammad
ibn ‘Abdallah al-Zakashi, says that ‘those who hear in [the Qur’an]
the words of the Truth [God], they become annihilated before
Him and their attributes effaced” (Ayoub 1984, 25). The believer is
to say, with Abraham, ‘I bow (my will) to the Lord and Cherisher
of the Universe’ (Qur'an 2, 131). In Zafrulla Kahn's translation of
Surah 2, 132: ‘live every moment in submission to Allah, so that
death whenever it comes should find you in a state of submission
to Him’.

From the point of view of the understanding of this state of
islam the Muslim sees no distinction between the religious and the
secular. The whole of life is to be lived in the presence of Allah
and is the sphere of God'’s absolute claim and limitless compassion
and mercy. And so islam, God-centredness, is not only an inner
submission to the sole Lord of the universe but also a pattern of
corporate life in accordance with God’s will. It involves both salat,
worship, and falah, the good embodied in behaviour. Through the
five appointed moments of prayer each day is linked to God.
Indeed almost any activity may be begun with Bismillah (‘in the
name of Allah’); and plans and hopes for the future are qualified
by Inshallah ('if Allah wills’). Thus life is constantly punctuated by
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the remembrance of God. It is a symptom of this that almsgiving
ranks with prayer, fasting, pilgrimage and confession of faith as
one of the five ‘pillars’ of Islam. Within this holistic conception
the ‘secular’ spheres of politics, government, law, commerce,
science and the arts all come within the scope of religious
obedience.

Thus the Islamic way of life includes, in principle, the entire
culture and organisation of a society. There is no distinction
between church and state: the nation is a theocracy in which
God'’s will is to be done in every aspect of life. It is needless to say
that actual Muslim societies, as human communities involved in
all the ambiguities and conflicts of historical existence, have only
very partially exemplified this ideal of life lived in total obedience
to God. Nevertheless the insistent demand of the Qur’anic
revelation is to turn from human self-centredness to an individual
and communal life in obedience to God’s commands, as revealed
in the Qur'an and expounded in the Shariah. And the islam, or
God-centred existence, embodied in this earthly pattern is a life at
peace with God, trusting in his mercy and compassion and
hoping beyond this world for the joys of paradise.

This transformation of human existence by the total surrender
of the self to God, basic to orthodox Islam, is further highlighted
in Islamic mysticism. Indeed, the two central Sufi concepts are
dhikr, God-consciousness, and fana, which is a total re-centring in
God leading to baga, human life merged into the divine life or (in
R. A. Nicholson’s phrase) ‘everlasting life in God’ ([1914] 1963,
19). Expounding the Sufi path, Seyyed Hosein Nasr says:

Sufism uses the quintessential form of prayer, the dhikr or
invocation, in which all otherness and separation from the
Divine is removed ... Though this process of transforming
man’s psyche appears gradual at first, the dhikr finishes by
becoming man’s real nature and the reality with which he
identifies himself. With the help of the dhikr ... man first
gains an integrated soul, pure and whole like gold, and then in
the dhikr he offers this soul to God in the supreme form of
sacrifice. Finally in annihilation (fana) and subsistence (baga) he
realizes that he never was separated from God even from the
outset. (1980, 37-8)

Fana is thus a radical transformation from self-centredness or
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self-rule to God-centredness or divine rule, involving a total self-
naughting. The ninth- and tenth-century Sufi master Junayd of
Baghdad described it by saying that ‘the creature’s individuality is
completely obliterated” and he is ‘naughted to self’ (Zaehner 1961,
166). As one of the greatest of the Sufi mystics, the thirteenth-
century Jalal al-Din Rumi, wrote, ‘No one will find his way to the
Court of Magnificence until he is annihilated” (Mathnawi, V1:232 -
Chittick 1983, 179). For "With God, two I's cannot find room. You
say “I'’ and He says “I”. Either you die before Him, or let Him die
before you' (Mathnawi XXV:58 — Chittick 1983, 191). The human I
must give itself totally to the divine I. But this ‘annihilation” is not
of course a ceasing to exist. Beyond the death of the self comes its
resurrection in a transformed state. This is baga, union with the
divine life. ‘The spirit became joyful through the I-less I' (Mathnawi,
V:4127, 39 - Chittick 1983, 193). Thus the human being lives, and
lives in fullness of energy and joy; but it is now the divine life that
is being lived in and through the life of the fully surrendered
servant of God.

Thus whilst the Hindu saint attains to unity with the eternal
reality of Brahman, or to a complete self-giving to the divine
Person, by a path of detachment from the false ego and its
concerns; and whilst the Buddhist saint, by overcoming all
thought of ‘I’ and ‘mine’, attains to the ego-less state of Nirvana
or to oneness with the eternal Buddha nature; and whilst the
Christian saint can say ‘It is not I, but Christ who lives in me’, the
Sufi saint likewise gives himself to God so totally that al-Hallaj
could even utter ana ’l-hagq, ‘I am the Real’ (Arberry 1979, 59-60;
Nicholson {1914] 1963, 149-50). This was the all too easily
misunderstood affirmation that he had given himself to God in
perfect islam so that God had taken over his life. He was saying in
effect ‘It is not I, but Allah who lives in me’.

Islam, then, is human surrender to God expressed outwardly in
the ways detailed in the Shariah and inwardly in an individual
self-giving which reaches its ultimate point in fana and baga, when
the divine life is lived through a human life. Islam is thus very
clearly a form of the transformation of human existence from self-
ceniredness to Reality-centredness.
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5 TWO POSSIBLE OBJECTIONS

In tracing the transformative character of salvation/liberation
within the different world traditions I have given prominence to
the mystical element in each case. Indeed Hinduism and Buddhism
as totalities are sometimes characterised as inherently mystical in
contrast to the prophetic religions; and it is apparently in the
more mystical strands of Christianity and Islam, as also of
Judaism, that spiritual transformation is most clearly focused.
And so it might seem that the theme of salvation/liberation as the
transformation of human existence from self-centredness to
Reality-centredness is a conception of mystical rather than
mainstream religion.

This would however, I think, be a misunderstanding. I shall
recommend using the term ‘mysticism’ to refer to those forms of
religious experience in which the transcendent ‘information’ that
is transformed into outer visions and auditions or inner unitive
experiences reaches the mystic’s psyche directly rather than being
mediated through the world (see Chapter 10.5). But it is within
the experiential spectrum as a whole, both mystical and mediated,
that the transforming power of religion is felt. Religious institutions
and their cultic activities depend for their vitality upon the streams
of religious consciousness and emotion that flow through them,
although they can persist as external structures even when their
inner spiritual life is at a low ebb. Thus the institutional history of
a religious tradition is not synonymous with the story of its
experiential heart. It is true that Christianity is strongly
institutionalised, even to the extent of being identified as an
historical reality with the church. And Islam is equally strongly
self-identified with a visible form of communal life patterned after
the Shariah. This is no doubt why in these cases the mystical
element has developed as a relatively distinct strand, marginalised
by the main institutional and communal body of the tradition.

Hindu religious experience, on the other hand, is characteristi-
cally mystical. It does of course have its elaborate institutional
expressions within family life and the public ceremonies. But so
much importance is given to the inner quest for liberation and to
the guru (who is above all a spiritual practitioner) that in this
tradition the mystical-experiential element has never become
separated out as distinct or peculiar. And the same is true,
perhaps even more strongly, of Buddhism. But despite this
difference between the highly institutionalised and the less
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institutional traditions, religious experience is the vital life-blood
flowing within each. And when we recognise the essential role of
the experiential aspect of religion in all its forms we are no longer
tempted to think that the human transformation which it can
effect is in any way secondary or peripheral.

Another possible objection comes from contemporary feminist
Christian theologians, who are today contributing major and
sometimes startling insights which it would be a serious mistake
for others to ignore. One such insight is relevant to the view of
salvation/liberation as the transformation of human existence from
self-centredness to Reality-centredness. The idea of a shift from
worship of self to worship of God is reflected in the ancient
Christian doctrine that the basic sin is pride, or self-assertion
against our creator, and that salvation involves the overthrow of
the proud ‘T in humility and self-abasement. According to St
Augustine, ‘We had fallen through pride . . . We cannot return
except through humility” (Faith and the Creeds, iv:6 — Burleigh 1953,
76; compare Of Free Will, 1ll:xxv — Burleigh 1953, 76), and the
theme has continued through the ages, its most usual contemporary
form being in the identification of sin with self-centredness or
self-enclosedness — for Pannenberg, for example, Ichbezogenheit in
contrast to Weltoffenheit ([1962] 1970, ch. 1; compare 1985).

The feminist critique of this strand of Christian thought is that
self-assertion is not the basic human temptation but rather the
characteristic male temptation; and that its female counterpart,
within the existing patriarchal world culture, is different. In
societies which have been basically patriarchal (even when
sometimes legally matriarchal) women have been condemned to a
secondary and dependent role as ‘help-meets’ whose approved
virtues have been other-regarding love, sacrifice, and self-
fulfilment in the service of the family. As Valerie Saiving Goldstein
argued in an important pioneering article, the specifically feminine
dilemma is the opposite of that of the male:

The temptations of women as women are not the same as the
temptations of man as man, and the specifically feminine forms
of sin — ‘feminine” not because they are confined to women or
because women are incapable of sinning in other ways but
because they are outgrowths of the basic feminine character
structure — have a quality which can never be encompassed by
such terms as ‘pride’ and ‘will-to-power’. They are better
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suggested by such items as triviality, distractibility, and
diffuseness; lack of an organizing center or focus; dependence
on others for one’s own self-definition; tolerance at the expense
of standards of excellence; inability to respect the boundaries of
privacy; sentimentality, gossipy sociability, and mistrust of
reason — in short, underdevelopment or negation of the self.
(1960, reprinted in Doniger 1962, 165; see also Dunfee 1982)

From this point of view the characteristic female sin is not self-
assertion but self-abnegation and failure to achieve authentic
selfhood; and the function of divine grace is not so much to
shatter the assertive ego as to support a weak ego towards true
self-realisation. For half the human race salvation will not bring a
change from, but on the contrary a change to, self-centredness!

In considering the implications of this feminist analysis I suggest
that we have to distinguish between, on the one hand, the large-
scale historical reality of the male domination of the species,
resulting in the social and structural repression of women, and on
the other hand the distorted individual psychic developments
which this has produced. Because of the effects upon them of
patriarchal cultures — according to this feminist analysis — many
women have ‘weak’ egos, suffer from an ingrained inferiority
complex and are tempted to diffusion and triviality. But it would
clearly be an over-simplification to assume that ego-weakness is
confined to women and is synonymous with having been
patriarchalised. The general sapping of the female ego in male-
dominated societies is closely paralleled by, for example, the
general sapping of the black male ego in white-dominated
societies — not only in the colonial past but in South Africa and,
residually but still powerfully, in the United States and Europe
today. Both forms of oppression are massive social phenomena
that distort innumerable lives. And quite apart from the effect of
these vast structural influences, at the level of individual
psychology many males, white as well as black, have come as a
result of external pressures or through their own inner psychic
development to see themselves as inferior or unworthy. On the
other hand there are many women, past and present, with
‘strong’ egos, capable of powerful self-assertion and with notable
achievements to their name, by no means trapped in triviality and
diffusion.

This distinction between ego-weakness as a phenomenon of
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individual psychology and the pervasive cultural forces, both
sexist and racist, which are among its large-scale causes, enables
us to see more accurately the implications of this feminist insight.
In so far as anyone, female or male, lacks the ego-development
and fulfilment necessary for a voluntary self-transcendence, the
prior achievement of self-fulfilled ego may well be necessary for a
true relationship to the Real. For in order to move beyond the self
one has first to be a self. This means that the contemporary
women'’s liberation movement, as a part of the larger movement
for human liberation, is in the front line of salvific change in our
world today. For every kind of moral evil works against human
liberation: this indeed is what constitutes it as evil. And feminist
theologians are pointing out that patriarchalism is a major such
evil that has hindered and retarded, and continues to hinder and
retard, the soteriologial process. At this point we are close to the
wider political and economic issues of salvation/liberation in the
world today, to which we shall come in Chapter 17.3.

Notes

1. Kabir [1915] 1977, 49.

2. Hare 1965, 233.

3. Cf. Keith Ward: ‘Religion is primarily concerned with the transformation
of the self, by appropriate response to that which is most truly real’
(1987, 153).

4. Raghavan Iyer points out the affinity between the Kantian moral
philosophy and karma-yoga (1983, 71).

5. George Eliot, in her novel Middlemarch, expressed this fact in a
memorable simile:

Your pier-glass or extensive surface of polished steel made to be
rubbed by a housemaid will be minutely and multitudinously
scratched in all directions; but place now against it a lighted candle
as a centre of illumination, and lo, the scraiches will seem to arrange
themselves in a fine series of concentric circles round that little sun.
It is demonstrable that the scratches are going everywhere
impartially, and it is only your candle that produces the flattering
illusion of a concentric arrangement, its light falling with an exclusive
optical selection. These things are a parable. The scratches are
events, and the candle is the egoism of any person . . .

(George Eliot [1871-2] 1964, 258)

6. Concerning this Jewish assumption of the time see John Downing
(1963). For further examples see D. C. Matt (1983, 19).

7. Some scholars today regard this passage in Amos as an interpolation
from the post-exilic period: e.g. Hans Walter Wolff (1977, 350-3).
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Others however see it as authentic: e.g. Gerhard von Rad (1965, 138)
and Klaus Koch (1982, 11:69-70).

. Eliade 1982, 250. However, some scholars today see Isaiah’s vision of
the future as purely nationalistic, rather than universal, and would
accordingly regard Eliade’s words as exaggerated.
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The Cosmic Optimism of
Post-Axial Religion

All shall be well,

and all shall be well,

and all manner of thing shall be well.
(Julian of Norwich)!

1 COSMIC OPTIMISM

Each of the great post-axial streams of religious experience and
belief has been shown to exhibit a soteriological structure: a
recognition of our human moral weakness and failure or of the
pervasive insecurity and liability-to-suffering of all life; the
proclamation of a limitlessly better possibility arising from another
reality, transcendent to our present selves; and the teaching of a
way, whether by ‘own-power’ spiritual discipline or the ‘other-
power’ of divine grace, to its realisation. They are thus centrally
concerned with salvation or liberation or, in Martin Prozesky’s
alternative term (1984), ultimate well-being, and they all affirm a
transcendent Reality in virtue of which this is available to us.
Thus each in its own way constitutes a gospel, offering good
news to erring and suffering human beings.?

We can express this abstractly by saying that post-axial religion
embodies a cosmic optimism. It affirms the ultimate goodness
from our human point of view, or to-be-rejoiced-in character, of
the universe. William James was therefore, I believe, right when
he formulated the two basic elements of what he called the
religious hypothesis. First, religion ‘says that the best things are
the more eternal things, the overlapping things, the things in the
universe that throw the last stone, so to speak’; whilst religion’s
second affirmation is that ‘we are better off now if we believe her
first affirmation to be true’ (1905, 25-6; compare [1902] 1960, 464).

James’ temporal metaphor, ‘throwing the last stone’, is

56
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appropriate. For post-axial religious optimism does not affirm the
goodness of our earthly life in its present untransformed state. On
the contrary, at this point the post-axial faiths have been typically
negative and in that sense pessimistic. In a very general sense we
can even say that archaic religion — even though with ample
exceptions~ was optimistic and world-affirming whilst the new
insights of the axial age brought a wave of world-denial and
a widespread sense of the hollowness, transitoriness and
unsatisfactoriness of ordinary human existence. This immediate
pessimism is however linked with an ultimate optimism. Life was
recognised to be pervaded by suffering, its satisfactions fleeting
and unreliable, the human will trapped in sin; but at the same
time a limitlessly better possibility was affirmed, on the basis of
the experiential insights of the great religious figures, and a path
traced out to its realisation. A structure of reality was proclaimed
in virtue of which the limitlessly better possibility is indeed
available to us. It is really there, waiting to be grasped or received
or attained. And so the cosmic optimism of the post-axial religions
is a vision of the ultimately benign character of the universe as it
affects us human beings, and an anticipation in faith that the
limitlessly good possibilities of existence will finally be realised.
There is thus an essential temporal, and hence teleological or
eschatological, dimension to this optimism. It is the present
‘blessed assurance’ that, in the words of the Christian mystic
Julian of Norwich, in the end ‘all shall be well, and all shall be
well, and all manner of thing shall be well’ (1978, 124).* This
dimension of religious thought seems to have emerged within the
intensified temporalisation of human consciousness in the axial
period.

2 THE TEMPORAL CHARACTER OF EXPERIENCE

The other animals appear to live almost entirely in the present
moment. Thus Friedrich Kiimmel says that ‘the main difference
between animal and human life is the complete lack of time
consciousness in the former’ (Kiimmel 1966, 50). Of course the
higher mammals learn from their past experiences; but they
probably only have occasional flashes of conscious recall of
particular incidents. Again, they can take account of the immediate
future — for example, when the hunting animal anticipates the
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movement of its prey. But normally and for the most part, it
would seem, they live either in the present moment of experience
and action or in a state of somnolence. This is not the case,
however, at the human level. We normally experience the present
in relation to both past and future. Recollection and anticipation
colour our present awareness. For although the future does not
yet exist, psychologically it is as real and important as the past. ‘A
subjective future is supposed’, writes a psychologist, ‘in all our
activities. Without a tacit belief in a tomorrow nearly everything we
do today would be pointless. Expectation, intention, anticipation,
premonition and presentiment — all these have a forward reference
in time. Our entire psychic life is permeated with the hope of things
to come. Implicit in all our actions are plans, however vague
and inarticulate, for the future . . .” (Cohen 1966, 262; compare
Maxwell 1972).

It is this temporal dimension that opens up the distinctively
human level of meaning. For example, I am at the time of writing
sitting comfortably on the sun-deck of my house in Southern
California on a warm January morning. Although there are
moments of pure enjoyment of the present moment, entirely
without reference to past and future, yet more generally my
situation, as I am conscious of it, has an essential temporal aspect.
It cannot be adequately described in purely non-temporal terms
as simply a static tableau. Not only is the remembered past
implicit in the present, giving it basic intelligibility, but anticipations
of the future also enter into it. For in writing these pages I am
trying to get something clear in my own mind. But I am not doing
so as though I were the only person in existence and as though
there were to be no future in which to continue to interact with
others. If I were the only person in the world I should probably
have no philosophical motivation; for philosophy is essentially a
dialectical and hence social activity. One philosophises within a
community of people who are interested in trying to get things
clear, with whom one can share one’s own attempts and amongst
whom there are many other such attempts going on, so that all
these different endeavours can interact with and, one hopes,
correct and assist one another. So my situation has as part of its
description that I am formulating thoughts of which I hope to
receive criticism, in the light of which I propose to work further,
intending eventually to have something to share with a wider
community of people who are engaged in the same general quest.
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Thus I cannot describe my situation as I now experience it without
referring at least implicitly to an anticipated future.

And indeed it is true in general that any situation in which we
are conscious of being has a temporal as well as a spatial
dimension. The temporal unit of consciousness, called by William
James (borrowing from E. R. Clay) the ‘specious present’ (1891,
1:609), is not a durationless point but a brief period whose lower
limit seems to be about 0.01 of a second with an upper limit of
about 12 seconds (Cohen 1966, 260). But the situations in which
we are conscious of living normally far exceed the limits of this
specious present. Their structure is analogous to that of our field
of vision, with a sharp central focus and vaguer surroundings that
fade towards a horizon. Thus what we may perhaps call my
situational present is a duration bounded by breakfast and lunch;
for this period is being lived through more or less as a unity. Thus
we often experience a situational present which considerably
exceeds our specious present.

This situational present can be conceived on almost any scale.
Although the setting of boundaries is to a great extent arbitrary
there are nevertheless various distinguishable histories which we
commonly recognise, such as a cultural epoch, or a dynasty, or
that which falls within the biblical narratives, or the span of one’s
own life. This latter unit has an uniquely central organising role in
our consciousness. In addition to experiencing and living through
a present situation as a relatively autonomous incident one can
also be aware of it as a cross-section in a longer history which is
one’s life as a whole. For we do ordinarily think in all sorts of
ways in terms of an entire human life and see a person as being at
this or that point on its temporal curve. Thus on many occasions,
including most news reports, we tend to place individuals in the
context of their lifespan.

Now a situation, whether in the life of an individual or of a
community, receives much of its experienced meaning from the
history of which it is believed to be a part; whilst it receives what
we may distinguish as its objective meaning from the history of
which it actually turns out to be a part. A number of philosophers
have remarked that the meaning of a present situation depends
upon the character of the future to which it leads. Jean-Paul
Sartre, for example, brings out vividly the fact that our life
subsequent to some particular choice or incident can retrospectively
alter the meaning of that earlier event:



60 Phenomenological

Now the meaning of the past is strictly dependent on my
present project . . . I alone in fact can decide at each moment
the bearing of the past. I do not decide it by debating it, by
deliberating over it, and in each instance evaluating the
importance of this or that prior event; but by projecting myself
toward my end, I preserve the past with me, and by action I
decide its meaning. Who shall decide whether that mystic crisis
in my fifteenth year-‘was’ a pure accident of puberty or, on the
contrary, the first sign of a future conversion? I myself,
according to whether I shall decide - at twenty years of age, at
thirty years — to be converted. The project of conversion by a
single stroke confers on an adolescent crisis the value of a
premonition which I had not taken seriously. Who shall decide
whether the period which I spent in prison after a theft was
fruitful or deplorable? 1 —~ according to whether I give up
stealing or become hardened. Who can decide the educational
value of a trip, the sincerity of a profession of love, the purity of
a past intention, efc.? It is 1, always I, according to the ends by
which I illuminate these past events. (Sartre [1943] 1956, 498)

The way in which later phases of one’s life can affect the meaning
of earlier phases suggested to Sartre the theoretical idea of a
completion of life which fixes its meaning as a whole. For our
existence is essentially a movement through time in which our
possibilities may be or fail to be gradually realised.

Thus it is necessary to consider our life as being made up not
only of waitings but of waitings which themselves wait for
waitings. There we have the very structure of selfness: to be
oneself is to come to oneself. These waitings evidently all
include a reference to a final term which would be wuited for
without waiting for anything more. A repose which would be
being and no longer a waiting for being. The whole series is
suspended from this final term which on principle is never
given and which is the value of our being - that is, evidently, a
plenitude of the type ‘in-itself-for-itself’. By means of this final
term the recovery of our past would be made once and for all.
We should know for always whether a particular youthful
experience had been fruitful or ill-starred, whether a particular
crisis of puberty was a caprice or a real pre-formation of my
later engagements; the curve of our life would be fixed forever.
In short, the account would be closed. ([1943] 1956, 538)
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He then goes on to criticise the suggestion that death, as he
takes it to be understood in Christianity, is this final term. He
argues that, if God decides the moment of one’s death, it comes
as an external cut-off rather than as a completion of one’s inner
development, and thus cannot be the ‘plenitude of the type “in-
itself-for-itself””” which he has postulated. However the particular
strand of thought to which Sartre refers does not represent by any
means the only Christian understanding of death. There is also
the picture of further living beyond this life through which the
human person may continue to develop and may eventually
attain the complete fulfilment of his or her possibilities. This end
state would then be precisely that ‘plenitude’ of which Sartre
speaks. But whether conceived as a fulfilment or enlightenment
attained through a long development, or as a sudden completion
bestowed by divine grace or by final self-discovery, the religious
traditions point to an ultimate state which is ‘no longer a waiting
for being’ and which imparts to our present existence the positive
character of movement towards a limitlessly good end. As
religiously understood, our life is a journey towards a final
fulfilment — whether in time or beyond time — which gives value
and purpose to the hard pilgrimage of samsaric existence.

3 THE ESCHATOLOGICAL CHARACTER OF THE SEMITIC
TRADITIONS

This conviction of the great traditions that the eternal and
overarching reality is good, and that the outcome of the human
story will therefore be good, is an assurance not merely of a
private but of a universal fulfilment. However pervaded by
suffering the lives of hundreds of millions have been and are, and
however unrealised their human potential, those lives as seen by
the post-axial faiths nevertheless all have their place in a
soteriologically structured universe. Their gospels declare that the
project of human existence is not meaningless and in vain.

At this point however we must distinguish between two forms
of teleological or eschatological outlook. One is the communal-
historical type in which history is expected to come to an end and
human beings to be judged and either incorporated into a divine
kingdom on earth or finally relegated to outer darkness; the other
is the more individual and ahistorical type in which it is believed
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that the self, at the climax of its long spiritual evolution, will
finally burst out of a false egoity into consciousness of its true
nature, thereby escaping from the trammels of earthly existence.
These different conceptions are bound up with different ways of
understanding and experiencing time and history. The communal-
historical outlook, dominating the religions of Semitic origin, sees
the human story as proceeding from a beginning to an end
through a linear sequence.* Time is assumed to be an irreversible
unidirectional flow of which every moment is unique and
unrepeatable. History is thus an unfolding drama, each stage
having its own special character. Religiously, the world is an
arena in which God is purposefully at work and in which human
volitions are significant as serving or opposing the divine intention
in each new day and year and century.

The individual-ahistorical outlook, on the other hand, as
exemplified in the religions of Indian origin, sees time either as a
vast cyclical movement which endlessly repeats itself or as a
beginningless and endless flow of interdependent change (pratitya
samutpada). As each point on the rim of a wheel is equidistant
from the centre, so each moment of revolving time is equidistant
from the eternal reality of Brahman, or each moment of the
world’s incessant flux from the ‘further shore” of Nirvana; so that
the transforming moment of enlightenment can occur whenever
the individual is inwardly ready for it.

These two different conceptions of time and history have
frequently been contrasted. It has been said, for example, that for
one of them history has meaning whilst for the other it is without
meaning; or even that for the one history exists (that is, events are
seen as meaningfully related to one another in a linear pattern)
whilst for the other there is no history (that is, events are not seen
in that way as forming a meaningful sequence). In this sense, in
which ‘history’ signifies the character of events as forming a
coherent story, we can speak of the monotheistic discovery of
history. For history in this sense seems to have first emerged as
the awareness that the human drama is a divine theophany, a
scene of God's powerful presence and activity. This took place
first among the ancient Hebrews during the axial period, as an
achievement of the great prophets, whose insights sharpened and
intensified the Israelites’ consciousness of life as a continuous
interaction with their God. The succession of events was given a
coherent meaning as the working out of God’s purpose. This
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meaning was initially most clearly experienced and expressed by
gecond Isaiah, with his vision of a new age soon to be inaugurated
when the scattered children of Israel would be reunited and

aradisal conditions established; for God would make Zion’s
wilderness like Eden, her desert like the garden of the Lord; joy
and gladness will be found in her, thanksgiving and the voice of
song’ (Isaiah 51:3). And so Eliade is able to say that ‘for the first
time, the prophets placed a value on history, succeeded in
transcending the traditional vision of the cycle . . . and discovered
a one-way time’ (1971, 104).

As a result of the prophetic influence this soteriological-
eschatological outlook became an aspect of Hebrew consciousness,
dominating the emerging canon. The creation of the canon was
of course a gradual process which “absorbed primary traditions
and records of more than a thousand years, and overlaid them
with interpretations, with interpretations of interpretations,
with redactions and interpolations, and subtle imposition of
new meanings through integration in wider contexts” (Voegelin
1954-74, 1:145). But in the finished literary product the meaning
bestowed by the divine purpose radiated backward and outward
to form what is in principle a world history beginning with the
creation.

During the ‘inter-testamentary’ period Judaism absorbed
influences from Persian Zoroastrianism as well as from the
surrounding Hellenistic culture. The hope for an Israel trium-
phantly restored by the messiah mingled with other conceptions,
including resurrection and an individual fulfilment beyond the
grave. This medley of ideas continued within Judaism’s larger
offshoot, Christianity. Here the unfulfilled expectation of the end
of the age, when Jesus was to have returned in glory to inaugurate
God’s kingdom on earth, receded and turned into the hope of a
future resurrection, which in the medieval period largely merged
into the thought of departed souls being judged individually at
death and going either to purgatory, on their way to heaven, or to
hell. Likewise in Islam there was from the beginning a proclamation
of the resurrection of the dead, the day of judgment, the joys of
paradise and the sorrows of hell.

Thus in these traditions of middle-eastern Semitic origin
soteriology and eschatology are united — though there is also, as
we shall note in section 5, the ever-present and religiously all-
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important possibility of anticipating the eschaton by living now
within the pattern of the ultimate future.

4 THE ESCHATOLOGICAL CHARACTER OF THE INDIAN
TRADITIONS

But what of the religions of Indian origin? Does not Hindu
thought generally see samsira as a beginningless and endless
process, a perpetual revolution of the kalpas in which the universe
is formed out of chaos, goes through its enormous cycle, is
consumed by fire, and then moves again into another round of its
eternal recurrence? The consequent lack of any final resolution,
and hence of any overall purpose, is powerfully expressed in the
image of the cosmic dance of Shiva as he continually creates,
destroys and re-creates the universe. Again, Buddhists generally
think of the universe as a beginningless and endless flux of
interdependent insubstantiality (pratitya samutpada) within which
streams of conscious life, falsely positing their own autonomous
existence, are subject to the self-centred craving in virtue of which
life is to them suffering, anxiety, unsatisfactoriness. This craving
binds them to the wheel of samsara so that they are continually
reborn as part of a whirling cosmic process which does not come
from anywhere and is not going anywhere.

This is indeed the general Indian conception of the realm of
finite existence; and it stands in contrast to the general Semitic
conception of the beginning of that realm in an act of divine
creation, the progressive fulfilment through its history of a divine
intention, and its eventual supersession by an eternal heavenly
state. But from our present human standpoint, as part of the
ongoing movement of the universe and immersed in its temporal
flow, the two conceptions are alike eschatological in that they
point to the end of our present state of suffering and to a
limitlessly better quality of existence which the structure of reality
makes possible. The Hindu hopes to attain liberation from the
samsaric illusion into the infinite being-consciousness-bliss of
Brahman; and the Buddhist hopes to attain enlightenment and
thus to realise Nirvana. These are variant concepts of an ineffable
state beyond the sufferings generated by egoity. Thus the
contemporary advaitic Hindu philosopher T. M. P. Mahadevan,
speaking of the turning wheel of birth and death, says, ‘The
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purpose of transmigration is to enable the soul to gain the
transcendental experience. Life in the world is a schooling which
disciplines the soul and makes it perfect. Viewed in this light, life
is a blessing and not a curse’ (1960, 256). And concerning the
ancient message of Buddhism Wilfred Cantwell Smith writes:

It has sometimes been said that early Buddhist preaching is
pessimistic. This is simply wrong: it is a gospel, good news, a
joyous proclamation of a discovery of a truth without which life
is bleak, is suffering, but with which there is not merely serenity
but triumph. It is indeed fortunate for man that he has been
born into a universe where evanescence is not the last word.
Because there is Dharma, he can be saved . . . That we live in
the kind of universe where such a truth obtains, firm, reliable,
and permanent, is the ‘good news’ that the Buddha preached,
and that his movement carried half across the world.

(1979, 28-9)

Moksha/Nirvana, then, is for the Indian religions the blessed
eschaton for which believers hope and toward which they strive;
and they hope and strive for this as ardently as within the Semitic
traditions believers hope and strive for the promised eternal life of
heaven, paradise, the Kingdom.

5 REALISED ESCHATOLOGY

Further, in the Semitic and Indian traditions alike the eschatological
reality is not only a future state occurring beyond death but also —
giving their gospels an immediate excitement and challenge — a
limitlessly better existence which can and should be entered upon
now, in the midst of this present life. In Christianity this is an
eternal quality of life, which is ‘to know thee the only true God,
and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent’ (John 17:3). A characteristic
of this is joy. In the Spirit-filled early church ‘the disciples were
filled with joy, and with the Holy Spirit’ (Acts 13:52). For we ‘joy
in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom we have now
received the atonement’ (Romans 5:11). And in its more authentic
moments Christianity has always produced a profound sense of
release and joy at being forgiven and accepted by God, and a love
of neighbour empowered by the conviction of the divine love for
all human beings.
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For Judaism, despite the perils and threats of history, it is
possible to experience now the joy of life lived in conformity with
the Torah and to enjoy the blessings of God’s favour.” Psalm 119
expresses this joy in the Lord from its first verse, ‘Blessed are the
undefiled in the way, who walk in the law of the Lord’. Again, in
Psalm 16:11, “Thou wilt show me the path of life; in thy presence
is fullness of joy’. And in the Qur’an the revelation of Allah, the
compassionate and merciful one, comes as good news for all who
are open to it. It offers a new life at peace with God, secure in a
knowledge of the divine commands and the divine mercy:

Surely God'’s friends — no fear shall be on them
neither shall they sorrow,
Those who believe, and are godfearing —
For them is good tidings in the present life and
in the world to come.
(Qur’an, 10:64-5)

In Hindu experience, to attain moksa or liberation in this life is to
attain to a profound inner peace and happiness. It is indeed to
participate in the indescribable gnanda (bliss) of Brahman. This
supreme reality is ‘the source of joy (modaniyam) (Kath. Up.,
[:2:13 — Radhakrishnan 1969, 614), the ‘supreme bliss (paramam
sukham) (Kath. Up., I1:2:14 - Radhakrishnan 1969, 641), and those
who know this reality within them have ‘eternal bliss (sukham
sasvatam)’ (Kath. Up., I1:2:12 — Radhakrishnan 1969, 640). For ‘The
wise, who perceive Him as abiding in their self, to them belongs
eternal (or supreme) happiness (sukham S$asvatam)’ (Svet. Up.,
VI:12 — Radhakrishnan 1969, 746). This goal is to overcome one’s
illusory separateness from Brahman, and this end is ‘sorrowless,
blissful (asokam anandam) (Mait. Up., VI:23 — Radhakrishnan 1969,
834). For ‘when the mind is dissolved and there is the bliss
(sukham) of which the witness is the self, that is Brahman, the
immortal and radiant (camrtam Sukram), that is the way’ (Mait.
Up., VI:24 — Radhakrishnan 1969, 835). Again, ‘The happiness
(Sukham) of a mind whose stains are washed away by concentration
(samadhi) and who has entered the self, it cannot be here described
by words’ (Mait. Up., VI:34 — Radhakrishnan 1969, 845).

Again, in the teaching of the Buddha Nirvana is attainable now
as the joy that lies beyond ego-centredness. ‘Thinking of there
being no self, he wins to the state wherein the conceit “I am” has
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been uprooted, to the cool [i.e., to Nirvana], even in this life’
(Anguttam—Nikdya, IV:353 — Hare 1965, 233); ‘He who doth crush
the great “I am” conceit — this, even this, is happiness supreme’
(Udana, 1:1 — Woodward 1948, 13); ‘Above, beyond Nibbana's
bliss, is naught’ (Therigathd, 476 — Davids 1964, 169). In the
Dhammapada, the ancient collection of the Buddha's sayings that is
widely used as a Bible, the stress is strongly upon opening oneself
to the Dhamma in this present life, and upon the blessedness
which this brings: for example, ‘happily do we live without hate
among the hateful ... happily do we live without yearning
among those who yearn . . . happily do we live, we who have no
impediments (kificana, such as lust and hatred) . . . happily the
peaceful live, giving up victory and defeat . . . There is no bliss
higher than Nibbana . . . Nibbana, bliss supreme . . . Nibbana is
the highest bliss . . . the taste of the joy of the Dhamma . . .
(Narada 1972, ch. 15). Or again, Nirvana is the inner peace and
joy of the awakened mind as the Zen practitioner experiences the
world without the distorting and anxiety-creating influence of
self-centredness. As D. T. Suzuki says:

Zen ... opens a man’s mind to the greatest mystery as it is
daily and hourly performed; . . . it makes us live in the world
as if walking in the Garden of Eden . . . I do not know why —
and there is no need of explaining, but when the sun rises the
whole world dances with joy and everybody’s heart is filled
with bliss. (1969, 45, 75)

And whilst the Communist faith is strongly oriented to a distant
ideal future when, in Marx’s words, ‘we shall have an association,
in which the free development of each is the condition for the free
development of all’ (Marx [1848] 1963), yet dedication to this ideal
can produce now in varying degrees what is, in religious language,
a state of blessedness. Thus the Chinese Maoist revolutionary Liu
Shao-ch’i said of the good Marxist, in words which Buddhists
might use of a bodhisattva, “He will also be capable of being the
most sincere, most candid, and happiest of men. Since he has no
selfish desires . . . he has no personal losses or gains or other
things to worry about . . .” (de Bary 1960, 917-18).

6 DARKNESS AND LIGHT

But is there not also another and darker side to religion?
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Undoubtedly there is. In the Semitic traditions, as well as gratitude
for the gift of life there can be a sense of guilt, shame and self-
lIoathing; as well as the awareness of God’s love and blessing
there can be the destructive sense of divine hatred and
condemnation; as well as the hope of paradise there can be the
fear of hell. For traditional theistic religion envisages not only a
heavenly fulfilment but also the contrary end-state of everlasting
damnation. In the faiths of Indian origin there are likewise many
hells and their torments, though these have a different and less
ultimate significance than in the Semitic faiths. For the many hells
of the Buddhist and Hindu cosmologies are temporary conditions
encountered between earthly incarnations; and they serve the
soul’s gradual progress towards final liberation and its union with
the eternally Real. These religions do however have their own
distinctive form of pessimism in the thought of the long, hard
round of rebirths through which one’s Karma must be worked
out before liberation is achieved.

Thus both the Semitic and the Indian traditions have their
pessimistic as well as their optimistic aspects. And whether the
religious outlook of a particular individual at a particular time is
predominantly hopeful or fearful will no doubt depend largely on
personal temperament and circumstances. If one is going through
a bad period one can confirm one’s sorrows with the apparently
endless vista of returns to this same pain-ridden world; or can
despair in the thought of being cursed by God and excluded from
the joys of the blessed. But nevertheless whilst there is an ample
store of religious imagery to feed our darker moods and to
confirm our tragic fears, this imagery does not represent the
central message of any of the great traditions. The long vista of
returns to a hard existence has at the end of it, for those who
listen to the teachings of the Indian faiths, the ultimate hope of
Nirvana or Moksha. And it is noteworthy that within the Semitic
traditions the final disaster of hell is almost invariably seen as
befalling others, not oneself! Hell is for the irredeemably wicked,
or for the infidel, the heathen, the enemy; but have any
theologians failed to assume that they and theirs are among the
elect who are to be saved by God’s grace? Thus despite the pain-
ridden field of Samsara, and despite the menacing thought of
eternal damnation, the central message of the post-axial faiths is
the proclamation of good news. It is the affirmation that human
life is in reality more than the harsh experience that has always
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been the lot of so many; and it offers a hope of salvation or
liberation or fulfilment which can even now suffuse our life with a
positive meaning and value.

Notes

1. Showings, longer text [14th century] ch. 27 — 1978, 124.

2. This analysis, first influentially made by William James ([1902] 1960,
484), represents today a widespread view of the basic structure of
religious thought. For example, John E. Smith represents all religion
as involving, first, an Ideal that is the ground and goal of existence;
second, the conviction that life as we know it is separated from that
Ideal; and third, powers or methods for overcoming the present flaw
in existence (Bertocci 1982, 28; cf. J. E. Smith 1965). And Frederick
Streng describes religion as a means to an ultimate transformation
which ‘is a fundamental change from being caught up in the troubles
of common existence (sin, ignorance) to living in such a way that one
can cope at the deepest levels with those troubles’. (Streng 1955, 2)
See also Keith Ward 1987, 434 and 165-6.

3. As one of many reports of the cosmic optimism of religion, Mark O.
Webb writes: ‘nearly all religious experiences result in the belief that
the universe is an essentially friendly place; that is, that we shouldn’t
worry about the future. People who have had experiences of this sort
tend to live more calmly than others, having acquired a strong feeling
that the world is essentially just, and they in particular are “cared
for”. This is true even of those experiences that include a conviction
that the world is fallen and sinful, because they also include a
conviction that God is sovereign and loves his creatures’ (1985, 85).

4. Though there are also other elements in these traditions — above all in
their mystical strands of thought and in their Wisdom literature.

5. Cf. Schechter ([1909] 1961, ch. XI); see also, e.g., Benno Heinemann
(1973, ch. 4).
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5

Ontological, Cosmological
and Design Arguments

All proofs or disproofs that we tender
Of His existence are returned
Unopened to the sender.

W. H. Auden

1 THE ISSUE

By the religious ambiguity of the universe I do not mean that it
has no definite character but that it is capable from our present
human vantage point of being thought and experienced in both
religious and naturalistic ways. This ambiguity has only become
widely evident since the rise of modern science in the seventeenth,
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. From the beginnings of
human life to the spiritual ferment of the axial period, and
through the more settled ‘ages of faith’, the reality of the
transcendent was accepted as manifest fact, unquestioned except
by an occasional boldly sceptical philosopher. The immanence of
the divine was daily experienced in the organic unity of life, the
regular procession of the seasons, the rage of storm and
earthquake, the still beauty of a lake, the terror of eerie places,
and its power was felt as benign or threatening in prosperity and
calamity, health and sickness, fertility and sterility, victory and
defeat. Or again, the one God who had spoken through the Torah
or through Christ or through the Qur'an was a given reality
whose presence was daily confirmed in personal prayer and
public liturgy, manifest both in the usages of language and in the
structure of society, celebrated in painting, sculpture, architecture
and music, and lived out in the great public festivals. Or, yet
again, the ultimate Reality, beyond the limitations of personality,
was transformingly known in the spiritual exercises of yoga and
meditation. Thus a religious understanding of the world, and
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religious modes of experiencing human life, flowed on through
the generations almost without hindrance. In traditional societies
the faith of each reinforced the faith of all and communal
experience reciprocally shaped the experience of the individual.

But with the western Enlightenment of the eighteenth century,
stimulated by the rapid development of the modern scientific
method and outlook, a scepticism that had hitherto hovered in
the background as a mere logical possibility now became
psychologically present and plausible within the more educated
circles of Europe and North America, and the old religious
certainties began to crumble. Matthew Arnold was acutely
conscious of this as he reflected on Dover beach:

The sea of faith
Was once, too, at the full, and round earth’s shore
Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furl’'d.
But now I only hear
Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,
Retreating, to the breath
Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear
And naked shingles of the world.

(‘Dover Beach’)

And in this post-Enlightenment age of doubt we have realised
that the universe is religiously ambiguous. It evokes and sustains
non-religious as well as religious responses. The culture within
which modern science first arose was theistic; and accordingly the
prevailing form of modern scepticism has been atheistic. The
sceptics have mostly been secularised Christians and Jews or
post-Christian and post-Jewish Marxists. Distinctively post-Hindu,
post-Buddhist and post-Muslim forms of scepticism have yet to
arise. I shall therefore in this and the following two chapters be
discussing the religious ambiguity of the world primarily in terms
of the western theist/atheist debate.

That the world is today experienced both theistically and
naturalistically or atheistically is an evident fact, not likely to be
disputed by anyone. Dispute does however arise when we ask
whether these different modes of experience are alike rationally
defensible. For there are those who maintain that the existence, or
the non-existence, of God can be established either as certain or at
least as demonstrably more probable than the contrary. Accordingly
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the religious ambiguity of the universe, as permitting both theistic
and naturalistic responses, is by no means universally accepted
and the case for it has to be made by showing the inconclusiveness
of the various philosophical arguments on both sides.

2 THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT

The ontological argument, first clearly formulated by St Anselm in
the eleventh century CE, begins with the concept of God as that
than which no greater, or more perfect, can be conceived; and
argues that there must be such a being since to think otherwise
would amount to the contradiction of supposing the most perfect
conceivable being to lack the perfection of existence.

This argument has fascinated generations of philosophers, and
shelves of books have been devoted to its examination. I have
myself, in collaboration with the late Arthur McGill (whose
premature death deprived American theology of one of its most
brilliant representatives in his generation), contributed a volume
to the growing library on the ontological argument (Hick and
McGill 1976). This vast output of books and articles has by now
made the subject almost impenetrably complex in its proliferating
detail and yet has also, I venture to think, made its central points
manifest to the discerning.

Thus it is, I think, clear that the proof in this classic form was
refuted by Kant's counter-argument, later reinforced by Russell
and many others, that existence is not a predicate comparable
with, say, ‘red’” or ‘four-footed” as qualities that a given entity
might have or lack. To affirm that x exists is not to say that x has,
amonyg its several properties, that of existence; it is to perform the
quite different operation of asserting that the concept of x is
instantiated. Thus to say that God exists is to affirm that a certain
concept, such as that of ‘the infinite personal creator of the
universe’, is instantiated: that there is in reality such a being. But
this cannot be certified by the concept itself: a concept, as such, is
simply a thought that may or may not have an instance. Even if,
with Anselm and later Descartes, we insist that the idea of
existence is integral to the concept, so that God is defined as ‘the
existing infinite personal creator of the universe’, then whether
that concept is instantiated still cannot be determined by the
concept itself but only by the facts of the universe.
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In the third quarter of the present century a second form of
ontological argument has been propounded by Charles Hartshorne
(1944, 1961, 1962, 1963a, 1963b, 1965a, 1965b, 1968, 1969, 1970,
1977) and Norman Malcolm (1960) and in a different form by
Alvin Plantinga (1974, ch. 10; 1977, partll) and others. This
argument — a version of which can be found in Anselm’s
Proslogion, III, and in his Reply to Gaunilo — hinges upon the
distinction of logical modality between contingency and necessity.
The concept of God, it is said, is not the concept of a being that
contingently exists or fails to exist but of one that necessarily
exists or necessarily does not exist. For only a being who has
necessary existence and whose non-existence is therefore
impossible measures up to the concept of that than which no
more perfect can be conceived. Thus it follows from the concept
of God that divine existence is either necessary or impossible. But
it would only be impossible if the concept were self-contradictory.
Since this has not been shown, we must conclude that God
necessarily exists — and therefore exists.

In assessing this argument a distinction has to be drawn
between logical and factual or ontological necessity. Logical
necessity is the property that some propositions have of being
true in virtue of the meanings of the terms composing them. But
existential propositions, declaring that x exists, cannot have this
kind of necessary or analytic truth because, as we noted above,
existence does not name a defining property but is a term used to
assert that a certain concept is instantiated. Thus whilst it may be
necessarily true, not only that ‘triangles have three sides’, but also
that ‘God is good’, it cannot be necessarily true that there exist
any objects with the properties of a triangle or any entity with the
characteristics that would constitute it God. For logical necessity
has no purchase on matters of fact and existence. There cannot be
a logically necessarily existent being. Nor indeed has classical
theism generally supposed that there could. Although the
distinction was not explicitly drawn until modern times, it was
the concept of ontological or factual necessity that figured in the
classical discussions. A being has ontological or factual necessity if
it exists eternally and independently as an uncreated and
indestructible unity. Thus Anselm explains what he means by ‘a
being which cannot be conceived not to exist’:

For in fact all those things (and they alone) that have a
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beginning or end or are made up of parts and, as I have already
said, all those things that do not exist as a whole in a particular
place or at a particular time can be thought as not existing. Only
that being in which there is neither beginning nor end nor
conjunction of parts, and that thought does not discern save as
a whole in every place and at every time, cannot be thought as
not existing. (Anselm [11th century] 1965, 177)

Thus God’s necessary existence is, for Anselm, God’s eternal
aseity or self-existence. In terms of this Anselmic concept of
ontological necessity the existence of God is either necessary or
impossible. For if an eternal being exists, it cannot cease to exist,
and its existence is accordingly ontologically necessary; whilst if
not, no such being can come into existence and its existence is
therefore ontologically impossible.
Hartshorne and Malcolm have, in my view, illicitly transmuted
the valid insight that the concept of an ontologically necessary
being must be instantiated either always or never into the quite
different claim that God’s existence is either logically necessary or
logically impossible. They then conclude that since it has not been
shown to be the latter, we must take it to be the former. But no
such conclusion follows from the valid premise that the concept of
God is such that God exists either eternally and independently or
not at all. For it cannot be logically necessary that there is a reality
corresponding to the concept of an ontologically necessary being ~
or indeed to any other concept. (The ‘necessary existence’ of, for
example, the square root of minus one, and likewise the ‘necessary
non-existence’ of, for example, square circles, are not relevant; for
the aim of the ontological argument is not to prove that God exists
in the sense in which mathematical and logical concepts exist, but
exists as the ultimate creative power of the universe.)!
Plantinga’s version, based on the use of possible worlds logic, is
in my view equally fallacious. He defines the property of ‘maximal
greatness’ as the property of having maximal excellence (defined
as entailing omniscience, omnipotence and moral perfection) in
every possible world. He then asserts that
(1) There is a possible world (W) in which maximal greatness is
instantiated.

(2) Necessarily, a being is maximally great only if it has maximal
excellence in every world.

(3) Necessarily, a being has maximal excellence in every world if
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it has omniscience, omnipotence and moral perfection in every
world.

‘But’, he says, ‘if (1) is true, then there is a possible world W such
that if it had been actual, then there would have existed a being
that was omnipotent, omniscient, and morally perfect; this being,
furthermore, would have had these qualities in every possible
world. So it follows that if W had been actual, it would have been
impossible that there be no such being. That is, if W had been
actual,

(4) “There is no omnipotent, omniscient, and morally perfect
being” would have been an impossible proposition. But if a
proposition is impossible in at least one possible world, then it
is impossible in every possible world; what is impossible does
not vary from world to world.

Accordingly, (4) is impossible in the actual world, i.e., impossible

simpliciter. But if it is impossible that there be no such being, then

there actually exists a being that is omnipotent, omniscient, and
morally perfect; this being, furthermore, has these qualities

essentially and exists in every possible world” (Plantinga 1977,

111-12).

As in the case of other formulations of the ontological argument,
the reasoning looks suspiciously like an attempt to prove divine
existence (or, in this formulation, necessary divine existence) by
definitional fiat. I believe that the suspicion is justified. This is
perhaps fortunate; for Plantinga’s argument for a maximally
excellent being, if valid, would also work for a maximally evil
being:

(1) There is a possible world W in which maximal evil is
instantiated.

(2) Necessarily, a being is maximally evil if it has maximal
malignness in every world.

(3) Necessarily, a being has maximal malignness only if it has
omniscience, omnipotence and absolute moral depravity in
every world.

(4) If W were actual, (5) ‘There is no omniscient, omnipotent and
absolutely depraved being’, would be impossible.

(6) But since (5) is impossible in one possible world it is impossible
in all possible worlds, including the actual world.

(7) Therefore there is an omniscient, omnipotent and absolutely
depraved being.

This conclusion is not only disturbing in itself but is incompatible
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with the conclusion of Plantinga’s own argument. For there
cannot be two omnipotent beings of whom one is good and the
other evil, since a power which is opposed by an omnipotent
power is not itself omnipotent. And yet the same form of
argument would, if valid, prove that both exist. Clearly, then,
that form of argument is faulty. Its flaw reduplicates the flaw in
other versions of the argument. Plantinga himself concedes that it
does not prove God’s existence because its central premise
(proposition 1) might be rejected by some (Plantinga 1977, 110).
But even if one accepts (1), thus granting that the existence of
God is not impossible, all that we have is the fact that it is a
possible (that is, not self-contradictory) proposition that ‘the
property of maximal excellence in any and every possible world —
including this world - is instantiated’. But if it is possible that this
property is in fact instantiated, it is also possible that it is in fact
not instantiated.

Thus it appears to me that the ontological argument, fascinating
though it continues to be as a perennial stimulus to philosophical
ingenuity, does not provide a firm ground for belief in the reality
of God.

3 COSMOLOGICAL ARGUMENTS

I shall treat together the cosmological family of arguments which
move from the observed cosmos to an eternal and self-existent
creator as providing its ultimate explanation. Within the variety of
forms displayed by this line of thought there is a common theme.
We live as part of a continuous flow of events no one of which
nor the ensemble of which is self-explanatory. The occurrence of
each one is explained by reference to other earlier or simultaneous
events. Thus we may explain the present movement of the ball by
my having previously kicked it, and the present movement of my
pen by the concurrent movement of my hand. But these earlier or
contemporary events themselves demand explanation, which
consists in referring to other events, which in turn refer us to yet
others, and so on in a regression which is either endless or must
end in a reality that neither requires not is susceptible of further
explanation. The first possibility — an unending explanatory
regress - is ruled out on the ground that the universe would then
lack any rational character; and since we are committed in science,
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philosophy and the conduct of life to the principle of rationality
we must prefer a rational explanation if one is available. The only
possible such explanation would be that the universe is the
product of a creative will which is itself eternal, uncaused, not
dependent upon any other reality and therefore not capable of
being rendered intelligible by reference beyond itself. The universe
is then explained as the creation of a being whose nature excludes
the questions When did it begin? (for it is eternal), What caused
or created it? (for it is uncaused) and On what further circumstances
does it depend? (for it is independent). Such a being simply is, as
the uitimate, unconditioned and eternal reality. It provides a final
explanation of the existence of everything else, although there is
and can be nothing that could explain its own existence.

Why, however, should we not take the physical universe itself
to be the ultimate unexplained reality? For it may be a
beginningless procession of events which is, as a totality, eternal,
uncaused and not dependent upon anything beyond itself. The
theistic answer can, I think, only be cast in terms of the greater de
facto acceptability to us, as conscious wills, of the existence of an
ultimate conscious will, than of the (to us) sheer unintelligible
mystery presented by the uncaused and beginningless existence
of a complex realm of matter. As consciousnesses we can rest in
the idea of an ultimate consciousness as the source of the existence
and character of the universe, whereas the thought that the
physical universe itself is ultimate leaves us unsatisfied: we still
cannot help wondering why it exists and why it exhibits the
particular basic regularities in virtue of which it is ordered. Thus
the idea of a creative divine mind possesses to our human minds
greater intrinsic intelligibility than that of a realm of purely
material forces and movements. We are accordingly faced - a
theist might argue — with the choice of accepting God (though
with the divine nature thus far unspecified except as the
consciousness and will responsible for the existence of the
universe) or accepting the existence of the physical universe itself
as a given unintelligible and mysterious brute fact.

This argument says something that is true concerning our
cognitive situation. But nevertheless it does not compel us to
believe that there is a God. For one may opt instead to accept the
universe as a sheer unexplained fact. One can say, with Bertrand
Russell, ‘The universe is just there, and that’s all’ (Russell 1957,
152). For it could be that the stronger plausibility of theism only
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holds relatively to our human minds, and indeed only to some
human minds, and may be no more than an illusion to which
they are subject. Thus it seems that the cosmological family of
arguments, although richly suggestive, nevertheless does not
constitute a compelling theistic proof.

4 CONTEMPORARY SCIENTIFIC THEISM

The design (or teleological) argument can best be regarded today
as a comprehensive and internally complex probability argument.
It is not simply, as in the eighteenth-century version criticised by
Hume, a matter of the unity and coherence of nature, with the
solar system working like a vast machine and each plant and
animal marvellously adapted to its function within the total
economy of nature. F. R. Tennant (1930) broadened the argument
to include: (1) the coincidental obtaining of a variety of cosmic
circumstances as pre-conditions of an orderly universe producing
animal and personal life; (2) the fact of moral ideals and conscience;
(3) the aesthetic values of nature; and (4) the fact that the universe
is knowable by and to some extent intelligible to the human mind.
One further consideration, which Tennant omitted because he
considered that it had been over-stressed in the nineteenth
century but which has since Tennant's time again become
prominent, is (5) distinctively religious experience.

Let us look briefly at each of these five factors — (1) in the
present section, (2) in Chapter 6.1, (3) and (4) in section 5 of the
present chapter and (5) in Chapter 6.2 — considered as potential
evidences for the existence of God.

The eighteenth- and nineteenth-century design argument as
elaborated by many writers, including William Derham and the
other Boyle lecturers, Archdeacon William Paley and the authors
of the Bridgewater Treatises, and as classically criticised by David
Hume, dealt with the orderly functioning of the solar system,
whose regular movements seemed analogous to those of a clock,
and also with the innumerable evidences of design in the way in
which living creatures are adapted to their environment. Eyes are
as evidently for seeing and legs for walking as clothes are for
wearing and pens for writing. However these older versions of
the argument were severely damaged by two successive blows.
Hume’s philosophical critique suggested that the universe, as a
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realm of self-sustaining order, might have come about through
the random movements of atoms (or whatever the ultimate
constituents of matter may be) passing in unlimited time through
every possible permutation; and further that even if one does see
signs of a mind behind nature, that mind need not be the deity of
traditional Christian belief — for we cannot, from a finite and
apparently imperfect world, validly infer an infinite and perfect
source. Then nearly a century later came Darwin’s demonstration
that organic adaptation to environment results from a continuous
process of natural selection whereby characteristics — resulting
from chance genetic mutations — that have survival value tend to
be propagated, thus producing a slow cumulative development in
the stream of life.

This immensely complex process is still by no means fully
understood and the details of the evolutionary picture have from
time to time to be revised in the light of new information. Recent
discoveries suggest, for example, that the process may not be as
smoothly uniform as had hitherto been supposed but may involve
phases of relatively rapid change followed by long periods of
stability. There are thus mysteries and missing links within the
evolutionary theory. But nevertheless it is abundantly evident,
and agreed by virtually everyone who has confronted the
evidence, that life has indeed gradually developed on earth from
the simplest unicellular organisms to the most complex mammals.
This process has constituted a continuous organic evolution which
leaves no gaps requiring to be filled by supernatural interventions.
It is open to the religious mind to believe that this entire history
fulfils a divine purpose, or constitutes as a totality a divine
manifestation or a gradually unfolding divine self-awareness. But
it is not plausible to suggest that at certain points a divine power
must have worked upon the process from outside to cause events
to occur that were not linked by natural law to the previous states
of the universe.

However during the last twenty or thirty years the probability
type of theistic argument has enlarged its purview from the solar
system and the surface of the earth to the history of the universe
as a whole. Cosmologists, physicists and astronomers have
identified a number of special conditions which had to be fulfilled
in the structure and evolution of the universe if human life was
one day to exist within it. In continuity with the older design
argument the fulfilment of these conditions is then viewed
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teleologically as the work of an intelligent designer who has
programmed the universe to produce beings capable of
worshipping their Maker. Such a theological interpretation has
recently been propounded by Hugh Montefiore in The Probability
of God, and I shall quote his summary of the main cosmological
‘coincidences’ that were necessary to produce a planet on which
life, and then intelligent life, could come about:

The distribution of gas in the universe from the big bang
onwards had to be delicately balanced if it was to produce
galaxies, with perturbations neither so big that the galaxies
imploded into themselves, nor so small that galaxies would not
form at all. Without this fine balance, there would have been no
galaxies, no stars, no planets, no life.

The distribution of gases needed to be uniform. The dispersal
of even minute unevennesses (one part in 10*) would have
caused an alteration of temperature inhospitable to the formation
of galaxies. Without this uniform distribution there would have
been no galaxies, no stars, no planets, no life.

The initial heat of the big bang was so finely adjusted that it
has enabled the formation of galaxies and stars. If the heat had
been slightly different, we could not have now a life system
based on oxygen. If things had been a little colder, there would
have been insufficient turbulence for galaxies to form; and so
no galaxies, no stars, no planets, no life.

The weight of neutrinos (unless they are weightless) is so
finely tuned that it permits the orderly expansion of the
universe and the rotation of galaxies and clusters. A very small
increase in weight would mean that the universe would contract
instead of expand. This contraction would mean that conditions
would not be suitable for the emergence of life.

The total mass of the universe is such that it is stable, with an
orderly rate of expansion and no tendency to implosion. A little
more mass, and the force of gravity would have caused an
implosion; a little less and the rate of expansion would not be
orderly but runaway. Without this fine balance, conditions
would have been too unstable to permit the evolution of life.

The whole universe as we know it depends on the existence
of atoms. A minute reduction in neutron mass would probably
result in no atoms at all. Without atoms no stars, no planets, no
life.
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A very small shift in the value of certain constants (such as
the strength of the ‘weak interaction’ in relation to the strength
of gravity, or the relation of electron mass to the mass difference
between protons and neutrons) would have resulted in a
different ratio of free protons to free neutrons. This would have
resulted in a different proportion of helium to hydrogen in the
universe. This in turn would have affected the possibility of
stable stars existing. Without sufficient hydrogen, life could not
have emerged on Earth.

If the force of gravity were slightly weaker, or the force of
electro-magnetism slightly stronger, there would probably be
no planets in the universe. If these differences were reversed,
the universe would be very different from what it is. The
existence of life on Earth depends on these constants.

The ’strong nuclear. force’ is so finely tuned that it makes
possible the existence of life on Earth. Had it been a little
weaker there would have been no deuterium, which is needed
to enable nuclear process in the stars: had it been a little
weaker, there would be little hydrogen in the universe. In
either case the emergence of life on Earth would not have been
possible.

A slight change in the ‘weak interaction’” would mean that
supernovae could not have exploded, and therefore would not
have produced those elements which are essential for living
systems on Earth.

The interior of hot stars provides just the right temperature
for the manufacture of large supplies of carbon, which is vital
for living systems as we know them. Without this carbon, there
would have been no life on Earth.?

These special conditions necessary for the emergence of the
human species have continued, as Montefiore reminds us, on
the surface of the earth in, for example, a sufficient constancy of
the climate, the salinity of the oceans, and the depth and
consistency of the ionosphere — all of which seem to have been
necessary if the earth was to constitute a favourable environment
for the process of biological evolution as we know it.

From these cosmic ‘coincidences’ and ‘fine tunings’, as
Montefiore calls them, the new scientific theists infer that a divine
power must have been at work controlling the universe. For it
seems to them overwhelmingly improbable that the complex
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nexus of circumstances required for the emergence of intelligent
life should have come about by chance. Perhaps we could allow
that one, or even two, of such a series of conditions might have
been fulfilled by chance, but to suppose this of a dozen or more
distinct co-operating factors seems beyond reason. They therefore
believe that we are authorised to infer a divine power which
values human persons and which has wielded the immensities of
space, time and energy for the purpose of creating us.

We should perhaps first note, in responding to this catalogue of
providential arrangements, that they are not in fact a series of
separate and unrelated conditions but that they all flow at various
removes from the state of the primal fireball in the first few
moments of its ‘explosion’. The constitution and temperature of
the condensed universe in the first seconds of its history were
apparently such that the expansion would ultimately result in the
formation of galaxies of suns, many with planets. Some physicists
have tentatively extrapolated back within the earliest milliseconds
of the universe’s history and have concluded that ‘the laws of
physics deduced here on Earth apply back to 107 seconds after
the beginning’ (Rees 1981, 272). Thus rather than using the image
of tunings and adjustments occurring during the history of the
universe we should think of the original fireball as so constituted
that it was going to expand into the universe that exists today.

I shall argue presently that, if the question is whether from all
this we can validly infer God, the answer has to be No. But if the
question is whether, from a religious standpoint, the universe can
properly be seen as a creation or emanation or expression of the
divine, the answer has to be Yes. There are two broad alternative
views of the relation between the material universe and the
supposed transcendent Reality of which religion speaks. One is
the naturalistic conception that the physical universe is prior and
that ‘God’, the ‘Real’ and so on are ideas formed in the
consciousness of human animals after some fifteen billion years
during which no such thought existed, and are likely to persist for
only a few more pulses of cosmic time; the other is the religious
conception of the divine as ontologically prior and the physical
universe as secondary and derivative. This religious option entails
that the material universe, with its actual structure and history,
stands in some kind of instrumental or expressive relationship to
the divine: the fact that the universe exists and has the character
that it has, including its liability to produce human life, is
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Whether or not the universe is one of many, it is in either case
equally wonderful that we should find it existing with ourselves
as part of it. For on either supposition the odds against one’s own
present existence are truly prodigious. To take just one link fairly
close to hand in the vast chain of improbabilities: in order for me
now to exist my parents had to meet and conceive me. That these
two particular individuals, out of all their contemporaries in the
same social milieu, should have married is statistically highly
improbable. But when they conceived me that improbability was
thereby multiplied many million-fold. For the male contribution to
conception consists of some three to six hundred million sperm -
say, on average, four hundred million — each of which is unique
in the genetic code that it carries. To quote from an account I have
given elsewhere:

In each case of the millions of formations of sperm cells,
through the complex process of meiotic division, a partial
reshuffling of the parental genes takes place, producing
unpredictable results. For a slightly different course is taken
each time in the selection and arrangement of the twenty-three
out of the father’s forty-six chromosomes that are to constitute
his sperm’s contribution to the full genetic complement of a
member of the next generation. The ordering of the chromosomes
in the sperm cell is partly a matter of chance, depending upon
which out of each pair of chromosomes happens to be on one
side and which on the other when the two sets separate to form
new cells. But the degree of randomness thus introduced
(calculated as at least eight million potentially different
arrangements) is multiplied by scattered breaks and re-
formations in many of the chromosomes in the ‘crossing over’
stage of meiosis. So it is that each of the four hundred million
or so sperm cells carries, in its details, a different genetic code.
But only one out of these four hundred million can win the race
to the ovum. Approximately half of the four hundred million or
so sperm carry the Y sex chromosome which will result in a
male embryo whilst the other half carry the X chromosome
which will produce a female. And each of these two hundred or
so million possible or notional males, and likewise each of the
two hundred or so million possible females, is unique, differing
from its potential brothers and sisters in a number of ways,
mostly very slight but some, arising from major mutations, far
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from slight. But this family of some four hundred million
potential children, only one of whom will actually be conceived
and born, is really only a family of four hundred million half-
children. For the sperm carries only half the total complement
of human chromosomes. Meanwhile the mother has been
producing egg cells, though not nearly as many as the father
produces sperm cells and usually only one at a time. Each of these
eggs contains its own unique arrangement of chromosomes, and
the vast range of possibilities which lies behind the formation of
a particular sperm cell likewise lies behind the formation of a
particular egg cell. Thus there is a further enormous
multiplication in the possibilities out of which a particular
genetic code is selected when it is actualised by the union of a
particular sperm with a particular egg. And it is out of this
astronomical number of different potential individuals, exhibiting
the kinds of difference that can occur between children of the
same parents, that a single individual comes into being.

(Hick 1985b, 36-7)

The antecedent improbability of an individual being conceived
who is precisely me is thus already quite staggering. But a
comparable calculation applies to each of my parents, and then to
each of their parents and grandparents and great grandparents,
and so on back through all the generations of human life, with
the odds against my own present existence multiplying at each
stage. The resulting improbability of my now existing, on the
basis of this one factor of genetic inheritance alone, is accordingly
truly astronomical. But it still has to be multiplied by the
improbability of all the innumerable other conditions required at
each successive moment for distinctively human history to have
occurred, and before that for the wider evolution of life on this
earth, and before that for the formation of galaxies and our solar
system, and before that for the whole cosmic evolution of the
universe back to the big bang. As a result the antecedent
improbability that the unique individual who is me should now
exist is inconceivably great. To say that I am lucky to be alive is a
monumental understatement! And the same kind of calculation
applies to everyone and everything else in the universe. When we
look past any event into its antecedent conditions, their
improbability multiplying backwards exponentially towards infi-
nity, the event appears as endlessly improbable. However, it is
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important to realise that this improbability is purely notional. The
virtual infinity of unrealised world-states and unconceived people
which seems to surround us as a cloud of rejected possibilities
does not in fact exist. The only reality is the actual course of the
universe, with ourselves as part of it. And there is no objective
sense in which this is either more or less probable than any other
possible universe.

The consciousness of our chancy and insecure place in the
scheme of things can nevertheless induce a swirling intellectual
vertigo. It can also elicit a sense of gratitude and responsibility in
face of the extraordinary fact of our existence. From a religious
point of view this response is appropriate. For according to the
theistic faiths we have been created by God:

I will praise thee; for I am fearfully and wonderfully made:
Marvellous are thy works;
And that my soul knoweth right well.
My substance was not hid from thee,
When I was made in secret,
And curiously wrought in the lowest parts of the earth.
Thine eyes did see my substance, yet being unperfect;
And in thy book all my members were written,
Which in continuance were fashioned,
When as yet there was none of them.
(Psalm 139:14-16)

And according to the Indian religions too it is a rare privilege to
have been born into this world rather than into one of the
innumerable other realms of existence, because it is only as an
embodied being on earth that one can make progress towards
liberation or enlightenment (see Shankara [7th-8th century] 1978,
32-3). The measure of this good fortune was expressed by the
Buddha when he said that the number who are born as humans
in this world, rather than in some other form or in some other
sphere, is like a speck of dust in comparison with the whole earth
(Samyutta Nikaya, V:474-5 — Woodward 1956, V:396-99). But that
our existence has this religious significance cannot be proved, or
even shown to be probable, from the facts of cosmology and
evolution. One can be conscious of the prodigious notional
improbability of one’s existence, and can feel privileged to
be alive, without interpreting this good fortune religiously.
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Nevertheless the mystery of the universe’s existence and character
can only evoke in any reflective mind a sense of wonder, and
even awe, which if not taken up into a religious faith will most
naturally find expression in mystical poetry. Thus the Soviet
scientist I. D. Novikov of the Space Research Institute in Moscow
sets at the beginning of his standard text, Evolution of the Universe,
this poem by B. Komberg (translated by M. M. Basko):

The Universe once was also young

And Her heart was in the flame of creation
Like a woman having lost control of herself
She gave in to the violent burst of expansion

In a fiery dance of Space and Time

With blind obedience to the laws of the Unknown

She gave birth in labour and pain

To the host of worlds, and the Sun with the
Earth — our home

When the heat from a breath of the Greatest of
Mysteries

Will whiff in your face with the flows of quanta,

You will probably catch — through the darkness
of skies —

The miraculous smile of the vast and impassionate
stranger — the Cosmos

And once you have noticed the gleam of that
smile

And started, and stood for a moment all struck
with amazement,

You will never forget and will spend all your life

In an anxious search for yet another glimpse of
that vision.

(Novikov 1984, vii)

5 THE ANTHROPIC PRINCIPLE

Einstein is said to have remarked that the most incomprehensible
thing about the universe is that it is comprehensible. And it has
seemed to some that the fact that the universe is at least to some
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extent knowable by and intelligible to us supports the theistic
hypothesis. F. R. Tennant distinguished two aspects of the
contribution which this ‘mutual adaptation of thought and things’
makes to teleological reasoning (1930, 81). One

consists in the fact that the world is more or less intelligible, in
that it happens to be more or less a cosmos, when conceivably
it might have been a self-subsistent and determinate ‘chaos’ in
which similar events never occurred, none recurred, universals
had no place, relations no fixity, things no nexus of determination
and ‘real’ categories no foothold. (1930, 82)

Certainly the fact that the universe is a cosmos rather than a chaos
is fully compatible with theism; and indeed we might go further
and argue that a chaotic universe would not be compatible with
the existence of a rational and moral creator. Thus far, then, the
orderly and hence (given the presence of minds) knowable
character of the universe tells for rather than against theism. But it
does not tell at all strongly. For the facts are also fully compatible
with atheism. From a naturalistic point of view the universe is
simply, as a sheer given fact, basically orderly. The theist might
retort that if the universe had instead been a chaos this would
have rendered naturalism more probable than theism; and
therefore that this is not so stands in favour of theism. But it is
also the case that theism and atheism alike, as humanly entertained
hypotheses, presuppose an orderly universe that has produced
life and intelligence. For otherwise no human minds would exist
to consider the question. And when they do consider it they are
able to come to each of the two contrary conclusions.

However the existence of human consciousness has been seen
by some as a vital clue to the nature of the universe, and the term
‘the anthropic principle’ has been coined in recent decades to
indicate this.* In its general or ‘weaker’ form this is the principle
that ‘what we can expect to observe must be restricted by the
conditions necessary for our presence as observers’ (Carter 1974,
291), so that ‘our location in the universe is necessarily privileged
to the extent of being compatible with our existence as observers’
(293). This is unexceptionable. However some have gone on to
propose the ‘strong’ anthropic principle that ‘the universe
possesses many of its extraordinary properties because they are
necessary for the existence of life and observers’ (Barrow and Silk
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1984, 233). Thus ‘the Universe (and hence the fundamental
parameters on which it depends) must be such as to admit the
creation of observers within it at some stage. To paraphrase
Descartes, “cogito ergo mundus talis est’”” (Carter 1974, 294). In
other words, because we are here the universe had to be such as
to produce us. This proposition, I suggest, is either an empty
truth or a substantial falsehood. The empty truth derives from the
tautology that what is, is. Since the universe is such as to have
produced us, then it is such as to have produced us. The
substantial falsehood is the inference that the universe had to be
such as to produce us, so that there could not have been a
different universe which did not include ourselves. But from the
fact that a cosmos without observers would not have been
observed we cannot legitimately infer that there could not have
been a different universe, devoid of observers.

Tennant’s other and to him more important consideration is
that ‘Nature evokes thought of a richer kind than is involved in
scientific knowledge, and responds to thinking such as is neither
logically necessary nor biologically needful, thus suggesting a
Beyond’ (1930, 83). It does indeed seem that human thought has
developed far beyond biological necessity. An intelligent animal
will, in order to survive and flourish, seek to understand the
workings of its environment and may therefore be expected to
develop some degree of science and technology. But why, simply
as intelligent organism, should it also produce philosophy, art,
imaginative literature, religious speculation and belief? Do not
these suggest that the human being is not simply an intelligent
animal but one through which some further purpose is being
tulfilled?

Certainly this ‘thought of a richer kind than is involved in
scientific knowledge’ is fully compatible with theism, whilst its
absence would have been less readily so. But it is also possible to
suggest a naturalistic interpretation of this cultural surplus. It
could be that the degree of brain complexity, and consequent
level of mental life, needed for the understanding and manipulation
of our environment will, once in operation, inevitably range more
widely, weaving philosophical and religious speculations. Perhaps
homo sapiens cannot be single-mindedly pragmatic all the time,
and philosophy, religion and poetry are products of an excess
intellectual energy that is not harnessed to the struggle to survive.
Or perhaps, as Wittgenstein suggested, language itself, originally
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developed for dealing with the world, generates when ‘idling” the
philosophical concepts and problems which have kept thinkers
busy for two and a half thousand years. Or, alternatively, perhaps
imaginative literature and consolatory religion are biologically
useful fantasies which give relief from the anxieties to which our
intelligence makes us vulnerable. Or yet again, as a more sombre
possibility, perhaps this cultural surplus is not after all biologically
useful but on the contrary biologically dangerous and will in the
long run lead to the extinction of the human species through its
creation of divisive ideologies and nuclear weapons in virtue of
which it destroys itself.

There can thus be a naturalistic as well as a theistic understanding
of our cognitive powers and mental activities, so that the pervasive
religious ambiguity remains unimpaired. And much the same
considerations can be extended to another area treated by Tennant,
namely nature’s aesthetic values. Nature is everywhere producing
beauty — in the glory of sunrise and sunset, the colours and scents
of flowers and trees and bushes, the grandeur of mountain
ranges, the moving kaleidoscope of the clouds, the stiliness of the
desert, reflections on a lake, the strength and economy of
movement of animals and the charms of their young. ‘Nature’s
beauty’, says Tennant, ‘is of a piece with the world’s intelligibility
and with its being a theatre for moral life; and thus far the case for
theism is strengthened by aesthetic considerations’ (Tennant
1930, 93).

The fact that much of nature is aesthetically interesting and
pleasing to the human eye and mind is certainly fully compatible
with theism. But once again it is possible to find an alternative
naturalistic interpretation. For it may well be that ‘beauty is in the
eye of the beholder’, being not a quality of physical objects as
such but of the perceiver’s reaction to them. It may be that certain
combinations of colour, shape, proportion, perspective and
movement tend to stimulate us in the ways for which we have
developed our aesthetic language. This stimulation may be partly
physiological (perhaps continuous with the effects of colours in
the mating behaviour of some animals and birds) and partly a
matter of higher-level mental associations setting up wide-ranging
emotional reverberations. Or there may be yet other kinds of
natural explanation. The postulation of a divine source of natural
beauty is thus optional; and once again the religious ambiguity of
the world remains intact.
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Notes

1. T have traced in more detail what I take to be the fallacy in Hartshorne’s
and Malcolm’s versions of the argument elsewhere (Hick and McGill
1976, ch. 19).

2. Montefiore 1985, 169-71. (Quoted with permission.) For a more
detailed and technical account see Barrow and Tipler 1986.

3. The theory is described by DeWitt 1970, 30-5. For technical discussions
see Bryce S. DeWitt and Neill Graham 1973.

4, For a full bibliography of the anthropic principle see Barrow and
Tipler 1986, 25.



6

Morality, Religious
Experience and Overall
Probability

To say [God] hath spoken to [someone] in a dream, is no more
than to say he dreamed that God spake to him!
(Thomas Hobbes)*

1 MORAL ARGUMENTS

The ethical circumstances which have been seen as pointing to
the existence of God include both the general fact that we are
conscious of moral ideals as exercising a claim upon us, and the
particular sense of a demand to perform or refrain from performing
this or that act or type of act as morally obligatory or forbidden.
We can treat these two ethical realities — general ideals and
specific obligations — together and ask whether they require us to
postulate a deity as their source or ground. It is the felt
absoluteness of the claim upon us that has suggested this
inference. When I am conscious that I ought to do something,
particularly if it is something that I do not want to do, I feel what
can only be described as a pressure upon me as a moral being, a
pressure which is real and of which I cannot but take account. It
imposes a magisterial demand, confronting me as, in Kant’s
terminology, a categorical imperative, an absolute claim that can
be defied but cannot be wished away. The question then naturally
arises, in what is this moral obligation grounded?

Some theists have argued that morality must derive its authority
from a source outside the human beings who are subject to it; that
this source must itself be ethical in character; and that such a
transcendent ethical ground of human moral values and obligations
is part of what we mean by God. However in response to this
argument we have to raise a further question. Supposing that

96
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God is related to moral obligation as its ultimate ground, how
more precisely are we to understand that relationship? There
would seem to be two possibilities: first, that it is a matter of
external divine commands, or second, that it is a matter of God
having created us as moral beings capable of feeling for ourselves
the intrinsic authority of moral values and of responding to them.
The first option is well rooted in traditional theistic language,
which has often depicted morality as obedience — and sin,
correlatively, as disobedience — to God. But there is a difficulty in
this position which was first pointed out in principle by Plato in
the Euthyphro. Are actions right because God commands them, or
does God command them because they are right? If the former, it
would seem that they are not intrinsically right but only
contingently so as a result of God choosing to command in this
rather than in another way. However the insistent witness of our
moral consciousness is that loving kindness, for example, is
intrinsically good and cruelty intrinsically evil; with the implication
that their rightness and wrongness do not depend upon the
decision even of a supreme being. But if on the other hand God
enjoins loving kindness because it is good, and prohibits cruelty
because it is evil, it seems that the basic moral values are not
created by divine commands; and even that the divine goodness
itself can be measured by moral standards that hold in their own
right, applying to God as well as to ourselves. But clearly if that is
the case we can no longer say that morality is grounded in God.
The more attractive possibility, in my view, is to see morality as
a function of our human nature.”? We are gregarious creatures and
it is our inherently social nature that has given rise both to law
and to morality. In order for human beings to live in community
they have had to develop rules regulating their interactions.
Murder and theft, for example, must be forbidden, and strongly
discouraged by the punishments attached to them. Such rules are
necessary to the survival and flourishing of any society and enjoy
an authority arising from pragmatic necessity. This network of
law merges upwards into morality. For we are not only gregarious
animals but persons, and personality occurs within the interplay
of a plurality of persons. It is this inter-personal nature of
personality that gives rise to the sense of mutual moral - as
distinguished from purely legal - obligation. Because we are,
without our own choice, ‘members one of another’ we are
conscious of actions that harm our neighbours as wrong and
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forbidden, and actions that protect them from harm or promote
their well-being as good and sometimes as a matter of positive
obligation. Ethics, I suggest, is grounded in this de facto character
of human nature as essentially inter-personal, in virtue of which
we have a deep need for one another and feel (in many different
degrees) a natural tendency to mutual sympathy. Morality is
accordingly a dimension of this realm of personal interactions.?

If morality is thus based in the structure of our human nature it
may well be that Kant succeeded, at least to a considerable extent,
in uncovering its inner logic. The essence of morality, according
to him, consists in commitment to act for the general welfare as
discerned by impartial reason. One should do that which pure
reason — which judges on objective and universal principles — can
see ought to be done. Kant expressed this insight in his doctrine
of the categorical imperative, requiring the universalisability of
our policies for action. For practical reason functions in the same
way in everyone, and to act rightly is to act rationally, on
unrestrictedly valid principles, rather than on the basis of one’s
own personal desires and preferences.

From this point of view ethics derives from God, not in the
sense that it is divinely commanded but in the sense that the
personal realm, of which it is a function, is God’s creation.* Ethics
is autonomous and would hold if there were no God; but in fact,
according to theistic faith, the whole realm of human existence,
including our inter-personal nature, is an aspect of the divine
creation. In this way faith in the reality of God is combined with
an acceptance of the autonomy of the moral life. This seems to me
to be the correct solution to the problem of the religious status of
ethics. But of course the cost of this solution is that we can no
longer argue from morality to God. For the view of ethics as
grounded in the structure of human nature is capable of being
incorporated into either a religious or a naturalistic world-view.
From a religious standpoint morality has a function commensurate
with the momentous character that we experience it to have; for it
is the path along which we may move through time to eternal life,
or to the Kingdom of Heaven, or to Nirvana, or to unity with the
Absolute. From a naturalistic standpoint, on the other hand,
morality is simply a remarkable human feature, continuous with
though going far beyond analogous features of some of the other
forms of animal life. On either view it is the aspect of our nature
which generates the invisible dimension of moral value. This
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dimension is hospitable to a religious interpretation; but it is
nevertheless not incompatible with a non-religious interpretation.

2 RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE

The last of the ‘theistic evidences’ that we have to consider is
distinctively religious experience. At the moment we are concerned
with this as something from which it may or may not be possible
to infer the existence of God - or, more broadly, the superior
plausibility of a religious over a naturalistic interpretation of the
universe. We are not at this point concerned with religious
experience in the light of the very different part that it plays in the
kind of natural theology to be developed in Chapter 13. It will be
useful to distinguish between on the one hand the religious
experiencing, shared by a number of people, of public events,
and on the other hand private experiences of inner religious
encounter and illumination.

The public events which have seemed to have religious
significance are of a wide variety of kinds. Usually the initial
experience was undergone by a comparatively small number of
people and is accessible today only through a heightened and
hallowed story that has been treasured within a religious
community and that has indeed often, as the tradition has
solidified, become an essential element within it. Consider as
examples two such stories from the Judeo-Christian tradition: the
exodus of the children of Israel from Egypt and the resurrection of
Jesus.

In the case of the exodus the historian cannot at this temporal
distance tell precisely what empirical events, capable in principle
of having been recorded by camera and microphone, lie behind
the religiously interpreted and elaborated story in the Hebrew
Bible. The exodus appears in the narrative as a manifestly divinely
enabled event. Its meaning was declared at the time by God
through Moses and was understood both by the Israelites and by
Pharoah and the Egyptians — and this in spite of God having
repeatedly ‘hardened Pharoah’s heart’ to justify the infliction of
ever greater disasters, culminating in the death in a single night of
the first-born child of every Egyptian family.

But what historically-minded person today can regard this
story, as told in Exodus 3-15, as an accurate account of actual
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historical events? (And if we could so regard it, what should we
then think of the moral character of the deity?) If all these things
had happened as described they would surely have left some
mark in the records of Egyptian history. All that we can safely say
is that a group of Hebrew serfs successfully emigrated from Egypt
and that they or their descendants ended up in Canaan,
contributing to Jewish folk memory the story of how their God
had delivered them from captivity. There may or may not have
been natural disasters in Egypt at that time, and if so they may or
may not have facilitated the Israelites’ departure. The emigrants
may have constituted the whole Hebrew people or only a
comparatively small part of it. In either case their particular story
became, through a process of natural selection, central to Jewish
self-understanding. But when Jews today dwell upon, ‘remember’,
‘experience’, ‘participate in’ the exodus as a great act of divine
deliverance they are not experiencing the actual historical events
of some thirty centuries ago. They are participating in something
contemporary - a living religious tradition, one strand of which is
the foundational myth of a deliverance that revealed God’s
providential care for their race. That the myth is a true myth (see
Chapter 19.2-3), evoking an appropriate response of trust in God,
does not entail that the traditional story is literally true — though
on the other hand it could hardly have come about without some
historical basis.

It follows from this distinction between a now inaccessible
fragment of history and the religious myth that has been built
around it that someone who does not share the response
embodied in the myth, acknowledging instead only the minimal
core of historical fact, is not obliged to see the hand of God at
work there. To appropriate the story religiously may - from a
sceptical point of view — be due to the psychological conditioning
of a Jewish upbringing whereby the exodus has become part of
the story that gives meaning to one’s life. On this interpretation
the event itself recedes into the twilight between history and pre-
history. It cannot be offered as an unquestionable public divine
manifestation. For it may only have acquired that character
retrospectively through a process in which a natural event later
took its place in Hebrew folklore as God’s dramatic deliverance of
the chosen people.

As a miraculous divine act which is looked back to as the origin
of a new historical movement the resurrection of Jesus has a place



Morality, Religious Experience, Probability 101

within Christianity comparable with that of the exodus in Judaism.
In Christian tradition the resurrection was a public event in the
sense that some of the encounters with the risen lord were group
experiences — not only of the apostles but of more than five
hundred of Jesus’ followers on one occasion, according to St
Paul’'s list (I Cor. 15:16). That Jesus was not seen by anyone
outside the small Christian fellowship must have some significance,
but it does not transfer the resurrection, as described in the
scriptures, into the realm of purely private religious experiences.
It figures in the Christian tradition as an event within publicly
observable history and with the indelibly miraculous character of
God'’s raising of his son from the dead. And yet modern histories
of the Roman Empire, written in accordance with the accepted
canons of historical research, include no such manifest miracle.
Instead historians record that the early Christian community
believed, or that within it reports circulated, that Jesus had risen
from his grave. The detailed evidence in the Christian writings
themselves — and there are no other first-century references — is
too conflicting, and shows too many signs of a miraculous
heightening in successive strata of the tradition, for the historian
to be able to affirm with the scriptures that Jesus, having died on
the cross, was raised again to bodily life on the third day, lived on
earth during the next forty days and then ascended into the sky
in the presence of his disciples, finally disappearing from their
view upwards into a cloud.® For critical study of the documents
has opened up other possibilities.

If we start with the earliest (though still not first-hand) account
that we have of an encounter with the risen lord, namely that of
St Paul on the road to Damascus, we notice that this did not
involve the physical body of Jesus but rather a blindingly bright
light and a voice (Acts 9:1-9; 22:6-11). Perhaps the experience of
Peter, or of Peter and some of the other disciples, was of
essentially the same kind as Paul’s, and the stories of the empty
tomb, with its shining angels and miraculous earthquake, and of
Jesus eating and drinking with his disciples developed later as the
original story was adapted and developed for the benefit of Jewish
audiences to whom the idea of a future bodily resurrection was
familiar and accepted. Or again it may be that Peter and the others
were conscious of the unseen presence of their lord or saw visions
of the glorified Jesus in shining light - as in the transfiguration
story, which some have interpreted as a displaced fragment of the
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resurrection tradition. Or yet again it has been proposed that the
resurrection consisted in the rising of new faith in the hearts of
the disciples after the shock of the crucifixion (Bultmann [1941]
1984, 39-40). The psychological phenomenon of the intensification
of conviction in response to cognitive dissonance has also been
suggested to account for the state of mind of the disciples shortly
after Jesus’ crucifixion, including their projection of fleeting visions
of him (Goulder 1977, 59). But clearly these possibilities are all
capable of naturalistic interpretation; for the seeing of visions, the
hearing of voices and the feeling of an unseen presence could all
be hallucinatory in character.

Once again, then, we do not have an instance, acceptable by
normal historical canons, of a publicly observed divine action.
The original resurrection event is inaccessible to us, and the
Christian response to it through the centuries has been to a
gripping pictorial image and a powerful theological idea, a
response that terminates for some in the private experience,
whether enjoyed in solitude or amidst a worshipping congregation,
of ‘the risen Christ’ or of ‘the unseen presence of Jesus’.

It is obviously impossible to look here at more than a minute
sample of the reports in the world’s religious literature of public
divine acts. I have referred briefly to two prominent such reports
and have concluded that they do not qualify as examples of the
public observation of a manifest miracle. In each case the original
event is now irretrievable and we have only the continuing
tradition-borne story to which it has given rise. But a naturalistic
construal remains possible both of the conjectured event itself and
of the use made of it by the religious imagination. And I think it is
a safe working assumption that the examination of any other
example would lead to a similar conclusion. In other words,
reports of this first type of religious experience, namely ‘the
religious experiencing of public events, observed by a number of
people’, remain evidentially ambiguous: the naturalistic option
cannot be excluded.

We have seen however that this first kind of religious experience
tends to collapse into the second kind. The exodus has become a
contemporary reality in the thoughts and emotions of Jews
culminating in the experience of the annual Passover celebrations.
As an imaginative picture informing cultic practice it mediates
God to Jewish worshippers with an efficacy that is only partly
dependent on the original grain of history round which this pearl
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of devotion has grown. Again, the resurrection of Jesus has
become a contemporary reality in Christian imagination and
theological thought. To ‘live in the risen Christ’ is to see
possibilities of renewal and new beginning in every situation and
to connect the hopeful and positive aspects of life with the
thought of the resurrection triumph whereby Jesus has ‘abolished
death and brought life and immortality to light' (II Timothy,
1:10).°

But this contemporary resurrection experience does not depend
upon the literal historicity of any particular element of the biblical
narratives. Such contemporary modes of experience are continuous
in kind with a wide range of other religious experiences that are
private to the individuals who undergo them. These include not
only meditation but also visions, photisms, voices, dreams, the
sense of a transcendently good or of an overpoweringly evil
personal presence. The prophet ‘hears the voice of the Lord” or
sees ‘the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up’ (Isaiah
6:1); mystics and others have visions of Krishna, or Kali, or
Christ, or the Virgin Mary; people receive divine messages in
dreams; or they experience a blinding light or a surrounding
radiance and are conscious of an invisible presence; or before
being resuscitated from a state of apparent death they encounter a
‘being of light’ from whom emanates a profound love and
acceptance. In Chapter 13 I shall return to these and other forms
of religious experience from a quite different point of view. But at
the moment we are looking at them from the outside, as reported
private experiences, and are asking to what extent they constitute
objective evidence for the existence of God or for the truth of a
religious interpretation of the universe. Clearly they are fully
consistent with the religious option; and indeed, in some
significant sense, more readily so than with its opposite. For prima
facie the most natural way of understanding them is as
manifestations of the divine. But on the other hand if we ask, Can
they count as unambiguous evidence for the reality of God? the
answer is No. The reason was succinctly put by Thomas Hobbes
when he remarked that when a man tells him that God has
spoken to him in a dream this ‘is no more than to say he dreamed
that God spake to him’ ([1651]: see note 1). For there could be
other causes of such experiences than the activity of a transcendent
divine power. We know that there can be hallucinatory visions,
voices and senses of presence, experienced both in insanity and
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in deep emotional states of grief, longing and sc on; that new
insights developed in the unconscious can suddenly present
themselves to consciousness in the form of voices, visions and
dreams; that meditation can release tensions and promote niental
integration, bringing with it a heightened sense of contact with
reality. Clearly, then, a naturalism that is large enough to
recognise these deeper psychic aspects of our nature will not be
defeated by the fact that religious experiences occur.”

To this general possibility of a naturalistic explanation of such
experiences we have to add, as a difficulty attaching to their
religious construal, the fact that they differ markedly from one re-
ligious tradition to another. On the basis of their own form of
religious experience the Hebrew prophets thought of God as
standing in a special covenant relationship with the people of
Israel; whilst Muhammad, on the basis of his own experience,
thought of God as the Qur'anic Revealer whose definitive
revelation was addressed to the people of seventh-century Arabia;
and Christian mystics have, on the basis of their distinctive forms
of religious experience, thought of God as mysteriously Three in
One and One in Three; whilst at the same time Hindu mystics, on
the basis of their own different modes of experience, have thought
of the divine Reality as-the ultimately trans-personal Brahman,
and Buddhists as the infinite Dharmakaya, or the ineffable sinyati
which is the reality and meaning of the ordinary world experienced
as ‘wondrous being’. If religious experience constitutes an
authentic window onto the Real, why does that reality look so
different when seen through different windows?

The hypothesis to be developed in this book will offer an
answer to that question. But at this stage we can only acknowledge
that the reports of religious experience which abound within all
the great traditions are capable in principle of naturalistic as well
as religious interpretations, so that the universe, even in this
aspect, remains stubbornly ambiguous.

3 SWINBURNE’S PROBABILITY ARGUMENT

The five features of the universe that were singled out by Tennant
are included in Richard Swinburne’s recent probability argu-
ment for the existence of God. In The Existence of God (1979)
Swinburne seeks to show by the application of Bayes’s Theorem
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that the probability of traditional theism in relation to the
evidences of the world is greater than one half. Where
P = probability, h = the theistic hypothesis offered as an explanation
of the world, e = the items of evidence to be mentioned presently
and k = background knowledge, which at the crucial point of the
argument is described by Swinburne as tautological (perhaps
more precisely irrelevant) knowledge, Bayes’s Theorem holds that

Pe/h.k) X P(h/k)
P(e/k)

P(h/e.k) =

That is to say, the probability of theism is its explanatory or
predictive power, multiplied by its prior or intrinsic probability
and divided by the prior or intrinsic probability of the evidence
occurring by itself.

The evidences which Swinburne considers are, on the positive
side, the existence of the universe; its temporal orderliness (the
fact that there is an infinite number of particles which have
identical powers and liabilities); the existence of humans and
animals; the fact of consciousness and the correlation between
consciousness and brain function; the circumstance that humans
have opportunities to co-operate in acquiring knowledge and in
changing their environment; apparently providential aspects of
history and such evidence as there is for the occurrence of
miracles; religious experience; and the fact of morality (which last
Swinburne regards as lacking any evidential significance). On the
negative side he refers to the existence of evil in the forms of
human wickedness and human and animal pain and suffering -
which however he also regards as having no evidential weight.
He then asks, ‘Where all the relevant factual evidence is included
in e, and k is mere tautological evidence, what is the value of
P(h/e.k)? We may not be able to give it an exact numerical value,
but the important issue is whether P(h/e.k)>P(—h/e.k) and so
>1/,. Do we have a good P-inductive argument to the existence of
God?” (278).

He answers in the affirmative. Leaving religious experience
aside for the moment, Swinburne argues that the probability of
each of these phenomena occurring if there is a God is greater
than if there is no God: P(e/h.k) > P(e/k). From this it follows that,
for each e, P(h/e.k)>P(h/k). In other words each of these
phenomena renders theism more probable than it would be



106 The Religious Ambiguity of the Universe

without it and thus makes possible a valid C-inductive
(confirmatory) argument for divine existence. The question is
whether these valid C-inductive arguments can be built together
into a valid P-inductive argument showing that the final probability
is greater than /5.

The three factors to be considered are the prior (or intrinsic)
probability of the theistic hypothesis; its explanatory or predictive
power; and the prior probability of the evidence on the supposition
that there is no God. As regards the prior probability of the
theistic hypothesis, P(h/k), Swinburne argues that this is low
because ‘It remains . . . a source of extreme puzzlement that there
should exist anything at all’ (283). Further, the predictive power
of theism, P(e/h.k), although low, is ‘not too low’ (285). That is to
say, whilst it could not have been predicted that God would make
a world at all, yet if we suppose that he has the power to make a
world and has done so we can see that he might have reason to
make it broadly like the world that exists — an orderly universe in
which human beings can learn and mature morally and in which
the evils of life, although great, are not (he considers) excessive
(ch. 9-12). In short, ‘The world is such that, given God’s character,
he might well bring it about’ (285).

Given that something does exist, the theistic explanation of the
existence of this rather than something else is (according to
Swinburne) much higher than the alternative hypothesis that the
universe, in all its complexity, is simply an inexplicable brute fact.
This is because of the much greater simplicity of the God-
hypothesis. For (a) theism reduces all explanation ultimately to
one kind, namely explanation in terms of personal intention, and
(b) the intention is that of a reality which, being eternal, and
unlimited in knowledge, power and goodness, is maximally
simple in nature since it is not subject to any limitations requiring
further explanation (ch. 5).

What, finally, is the intrinsic probability of the evidence by
itself, the facts of the universe considered without God, P(e.—h/k)?
Swinburne argues that this is extremely low, and in particular that
it is much lower than the intrinsic probability of theism. That the
universe should just exist for no reason, as an immensely complex
interdependent system obeying the basic laws that it does rather
than others, has (he claims) minimal prior probability. ‘For all of
these reasons,” says Swinburne, ‘I conclude that P(e.—k/k), the
intrinsic probability of there being a universe such as ours and no
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God is very much lower than P(k/k), the intrinsic probability of

there being a God. It remains perhaps passing strange that there

exists anything at all. But if there is to exist anything, it is far

more likely to be something with the simplicity of God than

something like the universe with all its characteristics crying out

for explanation without there being God to explain it’ (288-9).
Using Bayes’s formula, in an elaborated form,

P(e/h.k) X P(h/k)
[P(e/h.k) X P(hk)] + Ple.—h/k)

P(hle.k) =

Endeavouring to show that this equation (still omitting religious
experience from e) may well equal '/2, Swinburne says, ‘We have
concluded that P(h/k) may be low, but P(e.—h/k) is very, very much
lower, and that P(e/h.k) is low, but not too low. If P(e/h.k) is not
too low, P(e/h.k) X P(h/k) will equal P(e.—h/k) and the probability
of theism on the evidence so far considered (P(k/e.k)) will be /. If
it is lower, then P(h/e.k) will be less than >’ (289). Now if the
probability of theism, in the light of all the evidence other than
religious experience, is '/, then clearly when we add this further
positive factor theism’s overall probability will rise above 'a.
Accordingly, ‘On our total evidence theism is more probable than
not. An argument from all the evidence considered in this book to
the existence of God is a good P-inductive argument’ (291).

It should be stressed that this is only a bare summary of a
complex argument which is developed with impressive rigour
and thoroughness in Swinburne’s book. For a fully adequate view
of it one must study Swinburne’s chapters at first hand. They not
only constitute a continuous and tightly constructed chain of
reasoning but one which also includes a number of interesting
subsidiary contentions which are worth attention independently
of their place in the main argument of the book. A full critique
would therefore have to take up a variety of topics. I shall
however restrict this discussion to what I regard as the central
weakness of Swinburne’s argument.

I shall approach this via his treatment of the problem of evil.
His conclusion concerning this is that ‘the existence of the evil
which we find does not count against the existence of God. There
is no good C-inductive argument from the existence of evil to the
non-existence of God’ (220). This surprising conclusion is carried
forward in that unqualified form into Swinburne’s final calculation
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of the overall probability of theism. But it has been arrived at as
no more than a personal assessment of the outcome of conflicting
considerations. For Swinburne has earlier discussed the objection
that the evil in the world is too great in extent and intensity to be
compatible with the existence of God, and has acknowledged that
‘The objection seems to count against the claim that there is a God’
(219): this is indeed, he grants, ‘the crux of the problem of evil’
(219). However after introducing various counter-considerations
he eventually feels able to say that ‘my own tentative conclusion,
in the light of the considerations adduced, is that God does not
have overriding reason for not making a world with this evil’
(220). But should not this tentativeness, occurring at so vital a
point, be reflected in the final calculation? We have a probability
that the fact of evil does not reduce the probability of theism,
together with the rider that if it does reduce that probability it will
do so by a substantial amount. The difficulty is of course that
neither of these values — the probability that evil does not reduce
the probability of theism and the extent to which it reduces if it
does in fact reduce it — can be given any precise value.

This impossibility of precise quantification leads directly to my
main criticism, which is that a theorem which requires numerical
proportions for its operation is here being used without any exact
values. In order that

Ple/h.k) X P(h/k) 1

PReR) = pemi) x PH] + (Pe—hk) 2

the values must have the following numerical relationships: if
P(e/h.k) = /3, then P(h/k) = Y5, and P(e.—h.k) = Ys. (The fractions
could of course be different provided the essential relationship
remains the same.) Then

P(he k) 1/3 X 1/3 1/9 1
e. = - = = =
(1/3 x 1/3) + 1/9 29 2

In other words the predictive power of theism must have a value
which, when multiplied by the prior probability of theism, is
equal to that of the probability of the world’s existence without
God. But Swinburne has, rightly, not even attempted to establish
such precise relative values. He is fully aware of the impossibility
of doing any such thing. He describes the key probabilities in
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such terms as ‘low’, ‘very low’, ‘very low indeed’, ‘not too low’,
‘not too close to O’ and ‘mone too high’ (289).® He acknowledges
that ‘All this so far is very imprecise, but, as we have seen we just
do not have the criteria for very precise estimation of probabilities
in science or history or most other fields’ (289).

At this point Swinburne introduces the term ‘qualitative’. The
quotation continues, ‘However I now suggest that it is reasonable
to come to the following qualitative judgement about the force of
the evidence ... (289), namely that ‘although the predictive
power (P(e/h.k)) of theism is quite low, and so too is its prior
probability P(h/k), nevertheless, its over-all probability P(h/e.k) is
well away from 1 or 0, because the prior probability of the
evidence P(e/k) is very low indeed (due to P(e.—h/k) being very
low)’ (289). Accordingly ‘the probability of theism is none too
close to 1 or 0 on the evidence so far considered’ — that is, without
taking account of religious experience. However when we inject
this factor the balance is then tipped in favour of theism and the
conclusion can be reached that ‘the evidence of religious experience
is . . . sufficient to make theism over-all probable’ (291).

We have, then, both a quantitative argument using Bayes’s
Theorem, hinging on the claim that the probability of theism,
without taking account of religious experience, is at least '/2; and a
qualitative argument, which emerges in the last pages of the
book, hinging on the probability of theism (again without taking
religious experience into account) being not very close to either 0
or 1 and thus somewhere towards the middle. In each case
religious experience is then added in as the decisive factor.
However I suggest that the quantitative argument, using Bayes’s
Theorem, has no force because we lack the quantitative data
needed to put the formula to work.® And I suggest that the
qualitative argument fails because its qualitative judgments are
merely vague quantitative judgments and are much too vague for
us to be able to determine whether the probability of theism has
or has not risen above '>. I conclude, then, that the argument,
fascinating though it is, does not succeed. The universe does not
permit probability logic to dispel its religious ambiguity.
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The Naturalistic Option

I had no need of that hypothesis. (Laplace)
The only excuse for God is that he does not exist.  (Stendhal)

1 THE NEEDLESSNESS OF THE THEISTIC HYPOTHESIS

There are two kinds of anti-theistic or, more broadly, naturalistic
argument. The negative kind seeks to show that a religious
interpretation of the universe is otiose because all the phenomena
known to us, including religion itself, can be adequately described
and explained without it. The positive kind goes beyond this,
seeking to show that there is an aspect of the universe that is
actually incompatible with a theistic, or a religious, world-view.

The negative arguments, then, consist in the fact that it is
possible to understand all the known phenomena in naturalistic
terms. We have already seen that this is frue of the evolution of
the universe as a whole and of our ethical, cognitive, aesthetic
and religious modes of experience. We are not obliged to postulate
a transcendent divine Reality to account for any of these aspects
of our nature or our environment. It is true that no naturalistic
theory can account for the existence of the universe, or for its
having the basic character that it has; this simply has to be
accepted as the ultimate inexplicable fact. But religion also has its
own ultimate inexplicable fact in the form of God or a non-
personal Absolute. And the sceptical mind prefers to rest in the
mystery of the visible world without going beyond it to a further
invisible mystery.

However a complete naturalistic world-view must include an
interpretation not only of particular moments of religious
experience but of the phenomenon of religion in its totality. The
basic such interpretation, of which there are many variations, is
that the gods and absolutes are creations of the human mind,
projected to reflect back a comforting warmth amidst the harsh

111
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pressures and perils of life. Such theories have mainly been
developed in relation to Judeo-Christian monotheism. According
to Ludwig Feuerbach, God is the projected personification of our
highest human ideals." Freud propounded two theories, one
concerned with the origin of religion in the individual and the
other with its origin in history. The first appears in The Future of
an Ilusion, where he depicted religious beliefs as ‘illusions,
fulfillments of the oldest, strongest and most urgent wishes of
mankind” ([1927] 1961, XXI:30). He saw religion as a defence
against the threatening aspects of nature — disease and earthquake,
storm and flood, and death itself: ‘With these forces nature rises
up against us, majestic, cruel and inexorable’ (1961, XXI:16). But
such potencies are to some extent tamed by being personalised.

Impersonal forces and destinies cannot be approached; they
remain eternally remote. But if the elements have passions that
rage as they do in our own souls, if death itself is not something
spontaneous but the violent act of an evil Will, if everywhere in
nature there are Beings around us of a kind that we know in
our society, then we can breathe freely, can feel at home in the
uncanny and can deal by psychical means with our senseless
anxiety. We are still defenceless, perhaps, but we are no longer
helplessly paralyzed; we can at least react. Perhaps, indeed, we
are not even defenceless. We can apply the same methods
against these violent supermen outside that we employ in our
own society; we can try to adjure them, to appease them, to
bribe them, and by so influencing them, we may rob them of a
part of their power. (1961, XXI:16-17)

In Christianity, more specifically, God the Father is a projection
onto the heavens of the buried infancy memory of our earthly
father as the ultimate benign power and authority in our lives: so
that ‘at bottom God is nothing other than an exalted father’
([1913] 1955, XIII:147).

Freud’s historical theory, expounded in Totem and Taboo ([1913]
1955, vol. XUI) and Moses and Monotheism (1939, vol. XXIII), was
based upon a supposed stage of human pre-history in which the
social unit was the ‘primal horde’ consisting of a male with a
number of females and their offspring. The dominant male
retained exclusive rights over the females. His sons therefore
banded together to kill (and also eat) him. This was the primal
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arricide out of which have developed both morality and religion.
For having Kkilled their father the brothers were struck with
remorse and, since they could not all succeed to the leadership,
with a need for restraint. And so the dead father’s prohibition
tock on the inner authority of a taboo. The combined enmity and

uilt of the Oedipus complex has ever since made us revere and
feel guilty before our heavenly Father.

This primal parricide theory has not commended itself to
anthropologists, and it would indeed be hazardous to regard it as
other than a Freudian myth.? The Oedipus complex theory of
religion as arising out of the male child’s relationship to his father
can, in so far as it is valid, only illuminate a limited part of the
total religious spectrum. It says nothing about non-theistic religion;
and even in relation to the theistic traditions it is a theory
specifically about the origin of religion in males.’ It thus cannot be
regarded as a theory of religion as such. On the other hand it is
today obvious — and it was Freud who made it obvious by
supporting this basic insight with a wealth of detailed evidence
and argument — that our mental representations of deity are formed
out of childhood images of parents and, in the case of the Semitic
religions, particularly of the father.* Further, the general ‘Freudian’
view of religion as a psychological crutch obviously has
considerable truth. Religious faith does often provide support in
times of stress, solace in times of grief, hope in times of danger,
and it does constitute a defence against the threat of
meaninglessness and despair. In these respects it can be described
as a ‘crutch” on which we lean or a ‘lifeline’ to which we cling. But
it would be an elementary mistake to infer from this that the
claims of religion concerning the nature of the universe are
necessarily false. Truths as well as illusions may be such as to
uplift and support us. The mere fact that a religious message
comes as good news does not entail that it is not true: this must
be established on other grounds. Nor of course is it the case that
religion always offers consolation. It also offers challenge. God is
not only our ‘strength in time of trouble’ (Psalm 37:39) but is also
‘like a refiner’s fire’ (Malachai 3:2), and “the word of God is quick,
and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing
even to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit, and of the joints
and marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the
heart’ (Hebrews 4:12).°

One particular aspect of religion, however, in relation to which
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a wish-fulfilment theory might seem particularly plausible is the
belief in an after-life. Is it not obvious that the human mind has
created heaven as a fantasy world beyond the grave in which
wrongs will be righted and present sufferings compensated? This
may indeed seem likely as a matter of a priori psychology; but
nevertheless it correlates poorly with such knowledge as we have
of the earliest forms of after-life belief, as we had occasion to note
in another context in Chapter 2.2. For whilst a relatively few pre-
literate peoples have believed in a ‘happy hunting ground’ beyond
the grave, the much more general expectation has been of a
dismal, depleted, ghostly half-life in the darkness beneath the
earth. This was not a future to be looked forward to. On the
contrary, precautions sometimes had to be taken against the envy
of the dead dwelling in their grey and shadowy hades or sheol.
Thus whilst wish-fulfilment has no doubt played its part in the
later developments of after-life belief it does not seem to have
been responsible for its beginning. Nor, again, does the early
history support a sociological theory of the origin of such
beliefs as instruments of social control, reconciling the toiling
masses to their present lot by the thought of a reversal of fortunes
hereafter. For when there was thought to be a social distinction
beyond the grave this merely reproduced the earthly distinctions.
Kings and heroes who had enjoyed the privileges of this world
would continue to enjoy them hereafter, whilst their servants and
slaves would remain servants and slaves. The idea of a moral
judgment, and of the distribution of souls according to their
desert to eternal happiness or torment, arose later, perhaps first
in the highly sophisticated civilisation of ancient Egypt.®

It seems then that the existing reductionist psychological
theories of religion are by no means compelling in their own
right. Their plausibility depends upon a prior naturalistic
conviction; and to anyone with an opposite conviction they will
seem implausible. Thus the universe does not at this point shed
its seamless cloak of religious ambiguity.

However the basic fact, long evident to common sense but now
scientifically elaborated in the modern psychology of religion, that
there are innumerable correlations between the forms taken by
human religiousness and the other aspects of our experience and
our mental structure is beyond dispute. The idea of God the
Father, for example, obviously reflects the human experience of
fatherhood. Again, some people may need and find a deity who
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will comfort them in their afflictions, whilst others may need and
find one who makes stringent demands upon them and holds
them steady in face of temptation. And so on. But there is no
incompatibility in all this with the basic truth of religion as
humanity’s varied response to the ultimately Real. For if there is a
God, the parent—child relationship may well be one of the ways in
which we come to form some analogous concept of the divine
nature; and likewise it is possible that an unconscious memory of
the womb may have helped to form the idea of unity with an
encompassing Absolute. Thus, whether religion be wholly or only
partly projection, psychological analysis can suggest legitimate
and sometimes illuminating speculations about the ways in which
it has taken its particular concrete forms. There is no reason, from
the point of view of the hypothesis being presented in this book,
to reject or resist such speculations.

The classic sociological theory is that of Emile Durkheim in The
Elementary Forms of the Religious Life ([1912] 1963). Durkheim’s
central concern was with totemism as it still existed in Australian
aboriginal societies at the end of the nineteenth century. But he
believed that in the course of his work he had discovered the
basic nature of all religion, namely as the way in which society
renders itself sacred to its members. He noted that a clan’s totem,
usually an animal or plant, functioned as the symbol not only of
the ‘totemic principle or god’ but also of the clan itself. ‘So if it is
at once the symbol of the god and of the society, is that not
because the god and the society are only one? . . . The god of the
clan, the totemic principle, can therefore be nothing else than the
clan itself, personified and represented to the imagination under
the visible form of the animal or vegetable which serves as
totem’(206). Accordingly,

the believer is not deceived when he believes in the existence of
a moral power upon which he depends and from which he
receives all that is best in himself: this power exists, it is society.
When the Australian is carried outside himself and feels a new
life flowing within him whose intensity surprises him, he is not
the dupe of an illusion; this exaltation is real and is really the
effect of forces outside of and superior to the individual. It is
true that he is wrong in thinking that this increase of vitality is
the work of a power in the form of some animal or plant. But
this error is merely in regard to the letter of the symbol by
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which this being is represented to the mind and the external
appearance which the imagination has given it, and not in
regard to the fact of its existence. Behind these figures and
metaphors, be they gross or refined, there is a concrete and
living reality . . . Before all, [religion] is a system of ideas with
which the individuals represent to themselves the society of
which they are members, and the obscure but intimate rela-
tions which they have with it. (225)

But Durkheim was not content to see religion functioning in
this way in the life of the Australian aborigines. He generalised
his thesis, claiming that ‘it is applicable to every sort of society
indifferently, and consequently to every sort of religion’(214).

In a general way it is unquestionable that a society has all that is
necessary to arouse the sensation of the divine in minds, merely
by the power that it has over them; for to its members it is what
a god is to his worshippers. In fact, a god is, first of all, a being
whom men think of as superior to themselves, and upon whom
they feel that they depend. Whether it be a conscious
personality, such as Zeus or Jahveh, or merely abstract forces
such as those in play in totemism, the worshippey, in the one
case as in the other, believes himself held to certain manners of
acting which are imposed upon him by the nature of the sacred
principle with which he feels that he is in communion. Now
society also gives us the sensation of a perpetual dependence.
Since it has a nature which is peculiar to itself and different
from our individual nature, it pursues ends which are likewise
special to it; but, as it cannot attain them except through our
intermediacy, it imperiously demands our aid. It requires that,
forgetful of our own interests, we make ourselves its servitors,
and it submits us to every sort of inconvenience, privation and
sacrifice, without which social life would be impossible. It is
because of this that at every instant we are obliged to submit
ourselves to rules of conduct and of thought which we have
neither made nor desired, and which are sometimes even
contrary to our most fundamental inclinations and instincts.
(206-7)

And so holding on the one hand the naturalistic conviction that
religion cannot be, as religious persons suppose, their response to
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a transcendent divine reality, but recognising on the other hand
its social power, Durkheim proposed that the divine is a mythic
symbolisation of the undoubted reality of the society of which the
peliever is a member: ‘the god is only a figurative expression of
the society’(226).

That religion has an essential communal aspect is evident; for
we humans are through and through social beings. As the
common world-view and way of life of a community religion has
functioned as a powerful force for social cohesion. It is also likely
that in aboriginal societies, in which men and women were
conscious of their existence as parts of a larger human organism
rather than as separate self-directing individuals, the claim of the
Real should have been felt as the claims of society. Thus
Durkheim’s researches throw valuable light on an early stage of
the history of religions. But as a general naturalistic theory,
applying to all ages and places, his suggestion lacks plausibility. It
presumes a religiously homogeneous and unified state of society,
such as he found in the tribes that he studied. But hardly any
modern society exhibits this simple pattern. Indeed his theory
presupposes the human condition before the emergence of the
autonomous individual exercising a moral and intellectual
judgment which may diverge from that of society as a whole. It
refers, in other words, to the kind of pre-axial religion that has
continued among the Australian aborigines and various other pre-
literate societies into the present century. But it does not seem
able to account for some of the most striking features of post-axial
religion. Can it explain the thought of the universal scope of
God’s concern, conceived as Maker and Father or as merciful and
compassionate Lord of the entire human race? Or the moral
independence and creativity of some of the great religious figures
who, so far from echoing the voice of their society, uttered a
divine judgment upon it? If Durkheim’s theory were correct, an
Amos denouncing the Hebrew society of his time or a Trevor
Huddleston rejecting the hegemony of his own race in South
Africa, and deeply alienated from their surrounding society,
would eo ipso feel alienated from God. But in fact the contrary
seems to have been the case; such people have felt that they were
God’s agents against the prevailing norms of their community.”
Again, Durkheim’s theory has nothing to say about the
phenomenon of mysticism, which is often highly individualistic,
or about those streams of Hindu and Buddhist religious life which
have led to detachment from society.?
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But to find Durkheim’s theory unproven, and indeed as losing
plausibility when applied beyond the totemic religion in relation
to which it was developed, is not to reject the considerable light
that sociology has thrown and will continue to throw upon the
history of religions. On the contrary I shall be drawing heavily
upon sociological findings when we come to consider why the
human awareness of the Real has taken such numerous and
diverse forms.

2 THE CHALLENGE OF EVIL TO THEISM

The aspects of the universe that we have considered so far have
each proved to be ambiguous in the sense that they permit both a
religious and a naturalistic interpretation. The reality and extent
of evil, on the other hand, seem to many positively to demand an
atheistic conclusion. This is indeed the most serious challenge
that there is to theistic faith. When we remember the afflictions
that invade millions of human beings every day — bodily sufferings
due to physical pain, disease, hunger and thirst, blindness,
deafness, dumbness, senility, brain damage and other kinds of
disablement; together with the distinctively human agonies of fear
and anxiety, both for oneself and for others; and bereavement,
loneliness, envy, remorse, jealousy, resentment, hatred, humili-
ation, contempt, unrequited love; as well as the pain occurring at
every moment in the animal kingdom — we do indeed have to ask
ourselves whether it is possible to think of this world as the work
of an omnipotent creator who is motivated by limitless love.
Having written about this challenge at length (Hick [1977]
1985a) I shall not discuss again the different kinds of theodicy that
have been proposed. The only line of response that seems to me
at all adequate to the full depth of the challenge sees our human
existence on this planet as part of a much longer process through
which personal spiritual life is being gradually brought in its own
freedom to a perfection that will justify retrospectively the evils
that have been part of its slow creation. This kind of theodicy
goes back within Christian thought to the second-century Greek-
speaking apologists, particularly Irenaeus. He offered the story or
picture of God creating humankind in two stages with significantly
different characters. To describe these in more modern terms,
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God first brings human beings into existence through the long
evolutionary process as intelligent animals who are social and
therefore ethical and who are also capable of response to the
transcendent. They are not initially formed — as in Christianity’s
alternative Augustinian type of theodicy — as perfect creatures
living in an ideal relationship to God in the Garden of Eden, but
as imperfect creatures brought into being at an epistemic distance
from their maker; and they were so formed as a way of endowing
them with a genuine freedom in relation to that maker. At this
stage human beings are, in Irenaeus’ terminology, made in the
‘image’ of God. But as thus formed they are still only the raw
material for the further phase of the creative process in which
they are being drawn through their own freedom towards an
individual and corporate perfection, which Irenaeus called (using
the terminology of Genesis 1:26) the ‘likeness’ of God.

We find ourselves in this second stage of creation, which is co-
terminous with human history, as morally and spiritually immature
and developing creatures. As such we are genetically programmed
for self-preservation as animal organisms and are thus basically
self-regarding, seeing and valuing our environment from our own
point of view as its perceiving centre. This fundamental self-
centredness, operating in varying degrees throughout life, is the
root of sin or moral evil. But we are also endowed with a capacity
for self-transcendence in virtue of which we can respond to the
divine grace and can come to realise ever more fully our higher
human potential. And the world, as an environment in which
such imperfect creatures have the opportunity to grow towards
their perfection, is a rough and challenging place, a scene of
problems to be solved and challenges to be met, with possibilities
of failure as well as success, disaster as well as triumph, tragedy
as well as fulfilment. For a paradise, in the sense of a world from
which all pain and suffering have been eliminated and in which
there are accordingly no problems or challenges, would not be a
person-making environment. Although it might from a hedonistic
point of view be the best of all possible worlds, from the point of
view of allowing growth in freedom towards full human maturity
it might well be the worst of all possible worlds. For in it there
could be no morally wrong actions — since wrong action entails
hurt to someone — nor therefore any morally right actions; and
accordingly no ethical choices and no possibility of moral growth.
Further, there could be no occasions for ethical restraint or self-
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sacrifice, or for mutual love and protection in face of danger. For,
paradoxically, it is the pain and suffering built into the structure
of nature and evoking mutual love and protection, together with
the boundaries of birth and death, giving to life its distinctive
shape and making time precious and action urgent, that provide
much of the person-making potential of life as we know it.
Personal growth is realised as a by-product, not directly sought,
of a positive response to life’s hardships and problems - a
courageous response to our own and a compassionate and self-
sacrificing response to those of others.

A theodicy is an abstract scheme of thought, and as such it can
never match the felt intensity of the problem. We have to judge it
as an interpretive hypothesis, allowing for the inevitable psychic
distance between such theoretical constructions and life’s pains
and travails as they are actually experienced. But given this
unavoidable abstractness and distance, it is, I think, a sound
general proposition that it is the hardships and problems of life,
both physical and emotional, challenging us to courage and self-
command, together with the social nature that opens us to the
claims of other-humanity upon our own humanity, that make it
possible for men and women to reach whatever depth and nobility
of character they may attain. The insight that suffering constitutes
the intrinsic cost of person-making is supported by the fact that in
our apparently haphazardly painful world there are heights of
love, compassion, self-giving for others which could not occur,
because they would not be called for, in a world that was free of
‘the heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir
to’. This is not to say of course that a person-making sphere must
contain the particular dangers and challenges, pains and disasters,
that have in fact occurred. The person-making character of the
world consists rather in its being a realm that functions in
accordance with its own general ‘laws’ and whose contingent
states can be unpredictably benign or dangerous to human life.

But it is also true that in such a world, taken by itself, human
suffering is often excessive in relation to any conceivable person-
making purpose, breaking people both mentally and morally and
turning them into human wrecks or into cruel and depraved
monsters. Thus the gradual creating of persons through challenge
and free response within a law-governed universe demands a
larger sphere than this world and a longer time-frame than this
life.? The Irenaean theodicy accordingly declares, as an essential
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further dimension of the traditional theistic picture, that this
earthly life is only a small part of an immensely longer creative
process which continues to an ultimate end-state in which that
purpose will have been fulfilled. And the theodicy consists in the
claim that the long and agonising cost of creation will be rendered
worthwhile by the limitless future good to which it is leading.
Thus from the point of view of a teleological theodicy the tragedies
of human breakdown and descent into moral evil, which are part
of the price of creation through finite freedom within a challenging
environiment, are not finally incompatible with the eventual
success of that process. Indeed a faith which rests in the reality
and ultimate sovereignty of God must affirm the ultimate
completion of the divine creative activity. Thus, given an already
established belief in God and the picture of the universe which
flows from that belief, a viable theodicy is possible. Theism can by
no means be inferred from the grim facts of suffering and
wickedness, but it can, I think, be shown not to be necessarily
incompatible with them.

There is one other aspect of the universe as known to us which
seems on the face of it strongly to support a naturalistic conclusion.
This is its sheer size and humanity’s correlatively minute place
within its spatial and temporal immensity. Modern conceptions of
the extent of the universe stagger the imagination. Our star is one
of about 10" stars in a galaxy which is itself one of about 10
galaxies in the visible universe, which extends over some fifteen
billion light-years (Barrow and Tipler 1986, 2 and 613). Further,
for approximately fifteen billion years the universe existed, so far
as we know, without any human or human-like minds to observe
and ponder it. The collective span of mental life may prove to be a
mere flash of time within the total history of the universe. For if
humanoid life manages not to destroy itself in a nuclear holocaust
it nevertheless seems doomed to eventual extinction as this
earth and comparable planets in other solar systems become
uninhabitable by reason of either heat or cold. Must it not then be
a pathetic fallacy on our part to suppose that the entire history of
the universe, in its unimaginable vastness and complexity, exists
for the purpose of producing us human beings? Does it not seem
more likely that in some tiny insignificant corner of the universe
the incessant movement of matter has formed for a brief moment
a consciousness-sustaining web of neuronal connections, only to
disperse it again a moment later, leaving no trace behind?
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Certainly on the face of it we must count our minuscule place in
the scheme of things as supporting a naturalistic world-view.

But nevertheless it is not finally incompatible with a religious
interpretation. Consciousness, although fleeting and frail, is
qualitatively unique. As Pascal said,

Man is but a reed, the most feeble thing in nature; but he is a
thinking reed. The entire universe need not arm itself to crush
him. A vapour, a drop of water suffices to kill him. But, if the
universe were to crush him, man would still be more noble
than that which killed him, because he knows that he dies and
the advantage which the universe has over him; the universe
knows nothing of this. (Pascal [1670] 1932, 97)

And this uniqueness lends some degree of renewed plausibility to
the idea that the universe exists to produce consciousness.
Further, it is possible that human-like consciousness exists not
only on our earth but also at different stages of development,
perhaps some far in advance of our own, on the planets of stars
in other galaxies. If so, the picture of the universe as a
consciousness-producing system seems after all by no means
impossible. Once again then the universe retains its baffling
ambiguity.

3 CONCLUSION

We have, then, a variety of considerations, some supporting, but
not decisively so, a theistic conclusion and others, but again not
decisively, an atheistic conclusion. Each aspect of the universe
that we have considered has turned out to be capable of both a
theistic and a naturalistic interpretation. And yet I selected these
particular aspects precisely because they constitute prima facie
evidence for, or against, theism. That is to say that, taken in
isolation, the fact (for example) of theistic experience points to
there being a God whilst, again taken in isolation, the fact of
suffering and wickedness points away from there being a God.
Likewise the inference to an uncreated creator as rendering the
existence of the universe intelligible, and again its apparently
designed character, together with the facts of our moral, aesthetic
and cognitive experience, can reasonably be said to point towards
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rather than away from a theistic world-view; whilst on the other
hand the reality of evil, the utterly insignificant place of human
life within the universe and the lack of any need for the theistic
hypothesis to explain the workings of nature can reasonably be
said to point away from such a conclusion. For no one would be
likely to appeal to the fact of distinctively religious experience as
positive evidence for atheism, or to the fact of human and animal
suffering as positive evidence for theism. As we have seen, the
theistic evidences can be interpreted naturalistically, and the
naturalistic evidences can be interpreted theistically. But in each
case such a counter-interpretation works against the prima facie
significance of the evidence. Thus despite their ultimate
ambivalence these items nevertheless fall more naturally on one
or the other side of the balance sheet.

The question is whether having thus set them out in two
opposed columns we can conclude that one list outweighs the
other. It appears to me that no such outcome is realistically
possible. For it would require us to quantify the values of the
different items of evidence, assigning so many points to the
mystery of existence, so many to alleged divine self-revelations,
so many to the epistemic ‘fit' between the universe and the
human mind, so many to our moral and religious experience, so
many to the beauties of nature ... and on the other side, so
many to the facts of human and animal suffering, so many to the
universe’s explicability without reference to God, so many to the
‘psychological crutch’ function of religion, so many to the
insignificance of human life within the vastness of space and
time. . . But any such relative quantifications could only be
arbitrary and subjective. It is questionable whether we can even,
with any hope of consensus, arrange the items within the same
list in an order of relative importance. Which is the single most
weighty piece of theistic, or of atheistic, evidence? On the theistic
side some will see a particular supposed divine revelation as
decisive whilst others will be more impressed by the orderliness
and beauty of the world, or by the moral nature of the human
species, or by some other factor. On the atheistic side some will
see the problem of suffering as decisive whilst others will be more
impressed by the reductionist force of a sociological or a
psychological analysis of faith, or by the evils caused by religion
in human history. And so on.

If it is difficult to the point of impossibility to assign comparative
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values on any objective basis to different items on the same side
of the ledger, it is even harder to evaluate comparatively items
drawn from opposite sides. By what criterion can we assert that
the orderliness of nature tells more strongly, or less strongly, in
favour of theism than human and animal suffering tells against it?
Or that the explanatory superfluousness of the theistic hypothesis
tells more strongly, or less strongly, in favour of atheism than
reported divine revelations tell against it? And yet the differences
between the theist and the atheist are precisely differences about
such comparative weightings.

It seems, then, that the universe maintains its inscrutable
ambiguity. In some aspects it invites whilst in others it repels a
religious response. It permits both a religious and a naturalistic
faith, but haunted in each case by a contrary possibility that can
never be exorcised. Any realistic analysis of religious belief and
experience, and any realistic defence of the rationality of religious
conviction, must therefore start from this situation of systematic
ambiguity.

Notes

1. Feuerbach is discussed more fully in Chapter 12.1.

2. A. L. Kroeber describes Freud’s picture as ‘intuitive, dogmatic, and
wholly unhistorical’ (1948, 616). Bronislaw Malinowski said that ‘It is
easy to perceive that the primeval horde has been equipped with all
the bias, maladjustments and ill-tempers of a middle-class European
family, and then let loose in a prehistoric jungle to run riot in a most
attractive but fantastic hypothesis’ ([1927] 1953, 165).

3. Freud ‘never mentions the influence of the father representation, or
any other, on the girl's conception of her God. Freud does not
concern himself with religion or God in women’ (Rizzuto 1979, 15).
He seems to have assumed that religion is a male creation culturally
imposed upon women.

4. For a modified Freudian theory, offering evidence of correlations
between representations of God and a number of factors, including
relationship to parents, see Rizzuto (1979).

5. A perceptive philosophical criticism of Freud’s theories of religion

can be found in William Alston 1964.

. See further my Death and Eternal Life ({1976] 1985b, ch. 3).

. Cf. H. H. Farmer 1942, ch. 9.

. A more recent Durkheimian type of theory is presented by G. E.
Swanson (1960) and is powerfully criticised by John Bowker (1973,
ch. 2).

9. I have discussed in Death and Eternal Life ([1976] 1985b) some of the

NN
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different forms that such a continuation might take and shall not
repeat that discussion here.

The theodicy problem has been considered in this chapter as a
challenge to traditional theism. However after a more complex
conception has been presented, according to which the gods are
personae of the Real, the problem of evil will (in Chapter 19, Appendix)
have to be faced again.
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8

Natural Meaning and
Experience

Knowing is not knowledge as an effect of an unknown external
cause, but is knowledge as we so interpret that our meaning is
the actual meaning of our environment.

(John Oman 1931, 175)

1 MEANING

We have seen that the universe, as presently accessible to us, is
religiously ambiguous in that it is capable of being interpreted
intellectually and experientially in both religious and naturalistic
ways. Even when it has come to be understood, experienced and
inhabited in a particular way, whether religious or non-religious,
it still retains its ambiguity for the intellect. And so, ideally, the
religious person should, even whilst experiencing and living in
the world religiously, be able to acknowledge its theoretically
equivocal character; and the same holds vice versa for the non-
religious person. However we are now leaving that philosophical
ambiguity behind and turning to the ways in which the world is
actually experienced and responded to. For whilst the objective
ambiguity of our environment consists in the fact that it is capable
of being interpreted in a variety of ways, its consciously
experienced and actively lived-in character consists in its actually
being interpreted as meaningful in a particular way which, whilst
it operates, excludes other possible ways.

The notion of meaning can enable us to understand the nature
both of experience in general and of distinctively religious
experiencing in particular. As is well known, the word ‘meaning’
has many meanings. These divide into two distinct groups. On
the one hand there is semantic meaning, concerned with the
significance of words and sentences; and there is a very large
modern philosophical literature concerned with the ways in which

129
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words can variously refer, express and perform. And on the other
hand we can speak of the meaning of an event or of a situation or
indeed of life as a whole. There has in recent years been some
philosophical discussion of this non-linguistic sense of ‘meaning’.!
It is in this second sense that we are using the word when we
speak of the religious meaning of situations or of historical events
or of human existence.

The idea of meaning in this second sense provides a path along
which, initially at least, religious believer and humanist or
secularist can set out together. They can both examine the kinds
of meaning which they profess to identify. Because they are able
to go thus far together, they can also identify the point at which
they part company. For even in advance of a precise definition of
‘meaning’ we can say that the religious believer and non-believer
see the meaning or character of human life very differently. For
the believer it is part of a vast cosmic process which leads, or can
lead, to the limitless good of Heaven or Nirvana or oneness with
eternal reality; whilst for the atheist or humanist there is no such
cosmic process but only the life-experience of the wonderfully
complex human animal, terminating individually at death and
constituting a story which is contingently pleasant and unpleasant,
welcome and unwelcome in various ways and degrees. These
clearly constitute radically different conceptions of the ‘meaning’,
or practical and emotional response-evoking character, of the
universe.

The difference will have to be spelled out more fully.? But first
let me define the concept of meaning which I am using. Its
application is not restricted to this notion of the meaning of life.
On the contrary, meaning is the most general characteristic of
conscious experience as such. For to be conscious is, normally, to
be discriminatingly aware of various features of our surroundings
in such a way that we can act appropriately (or at any rate in ways
that we assume to be appropriate) in relation to them. We do not
find ourselves in a homogeneous continuum within which no
distinctions can be made, or within a mere chaos or stream of
kaleidoscopic change which would offer no purchase for
purposefully appropriate action, but rather in a structured
environment within which we can react differentially to different
items and within diverse situations. It is a space-time field within
which a vast multitude of objects are distinguishable — humans,
trees, mountains, seas, birds, cows and so on — and are such that
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we learn, with greater or less success, to behave appropriately in
relation to them. In other words, we experience things and
situations as having this or that recognisable character such that it
is appropriate for us to behave in relation to them in this rather
than in that way. For our consciousness is the consciousness of
physical agents. We are not bodiless observers viewing a scene
with which we have no contact, but integral parts of the world
that we are cognising, and we exist in continuous interaction with
those parts of it that are adjacent to us. To be sane, or basically
rational, is to live in terms of the perceived character of our
environment. (‘Perceived’ here of course includes ‘misperceived”:
there is no assumption that we always cognise correctly.) And for
that environment to have meaning for us is for it to be such that
we can conduct ourselves within it in ways which we take to be
appropriate to its character.

Meaning, thus understood, is both a relational and a practical
concept. Meaning is always for, or in relation to, a consciousness
or a community of consciousnesses; and the meaning of which a
consciousness is aware is the character of its environment
perceived as rendering appropriate one rather than another type
of behaviour or (more generally) of behavioural disposition. We
can accordingly define meaning as the perceived (or misperceived)
character of an object or situation such that to perceive it as
having that character is to be in a distinctive dispositional state in
relation to it. To find the world, or some aspect of it, meaningful
is thus to find it intelligible — not in the intellectual sense of
understanding it but in the practical sense that one is able to
behave appropriately (or in a way that one takes to be appropriate)
in relation to it.

So defined, meaning is a pervasive characteristic of our
environment as we perceive and inhabit it. If there are states of
mind — perhaps in very early infancy and in some forms of mental
disassociation or insanity — in which a conscious being apprehends
no kind or degree of meaning in its environment, that being will
be incapable of purposive action since there will be nothing to
trigger tendencies to act in one way rather than another. All
consciousness, or at any rate all our normal consciousness, is
consciousness of an environment which we perceive as having
many kinds and levels of meaning, an environment such that we
can act and react in response to its character as this varies through
space and changes through time.
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There are of course very many, indeed innumerable, different
forms of non-linguistic meaning corresponding to the different
characters that we find objects to have; and there are also, ! shall
suggest, various orders or ‘levels’ of meaning, namely the physical
or natural, the socio-ethical and the religious. In terms of natural
meaning we inhabit the physical world, moving about in it as
animal organisms. In terms of ethical meaning we inhabit this
same world as an environment mediating personal relationships
and moral claims. And in terms of religious meaning we inhabit
this same world again, with both its physical and its ethical
significance, as an environment either mediating or manifesting
the ultimately Real. Thus meaning, as the perceived character of
an aspect of our environment which renders a particular type of
response appropriate, occurs at various levels: all cognition is a
tentative grasping of meaning on the basis of which we
act, thereby confirming, developing or refuting our cognitive
hypotheses. And at each level of awareness - natural, ethical and
religious - we exercise a cognitive freedom which is at its
minimum in relation to the immediate physical environment and
at its maximum in relation to that ultimate environment of which
the religions speak.

Perhaps at this stage it would be wise to pause to anchor the
discussion in ordinary everyday experience - for example, my
own situation as I was writing this chapter a few months ago. I
was sitting in a deck-chair on the lawn in a morning in early
summer, writing in a large exercise book, and at the same time
being conscious of hearing bird songs, and in the background the
sound of traffic, and of seeing green grass and trees and bushes
with their leaves waving gently in the breeze. I take it, however,
that in the production of this pleasant state my mind/brain (and
we do not need to raise here the question of mind-brain identity
versus mind-brain dualism) was actively at work, below the
threshold of conscious awareness, continuously interpreting
sensory clues and enriching them from the resources of memory,
thus recognising the character both of individual objects and of
the environing situation as a whole.?

The practical aspect of this continuous activity of recognition is
the difference which it makes to one’s total dispositional state. For
example, I perceived the lawn before me as a solid surface on
which I could tread; and my corresponding dispositional state
was such that I might walk on it but would not try, for example,
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to dive into it or to eat it or use it for fuel. I perceived the daisies
as flowers and not as (say) white insects. I perceived the table as a
table — that is, as a hard surface on which I could put my papers. I
perceived the bird songs as bird songs, with all sorts of charming
and poetic associations. I perceived the noise of traffic as the noise
of traffic and not — as a stone-age person miraculously transported
there might have perceived it - as the sound of dangerous animals
charging by on the other side of the fence. In all this I was
operating with the ‘schemas’ with which my mind is furnished.*
And my total response to the meaning of this complex situation,
as I thus experienced it, was to go on sitting in the deck-chair in
the sun and writing these pages.

It is clear that in the production of our ordinary conscious
experience of the world there are involved both a host of particular
concepts corresponding to our ordinary sortal words, such as
‘grass’, ‘chair’, ‘table’, ‘traffic’, etc., and also certain more general
organising concepts, which Kant called the categories. For ‘Seeing
is something we do with ideas as well as senses. We cannot see
what we cannot conceive’ (Strick and Posner 1985, 215; compare
Runzo 1982). Indeed Kant's project of identifying the general
categories of experience — the necessary features of any unitary
consciousness of a world — could also be described as the project
of identifying the basic structures of natural or physical meaning.

We can also notice in this example at least a background
awareness of another level of meaning, namely the personal,
which is (as I shall argue presently) the ethical level. For as I sat in
the garden, my wife brought me an encouraging cup of coffee,
and this served as a reminder that I am not an isolated individual
but part of a network of personal relationships. And if some
family crisis had occurred my consciousness would at once have
moved from my philosophical reflections and refocused at the
personal level of meaning, another range of practical dispositions
being thereby activated. We may also note that the wider life of
the world is continuous with the personal and ethical; for one
cannot extract oneself from a complex social, political and
economic system which in turn ramifies out into the vast throb-
bing organism of the life of humanity as a whole. Further, sitting
in the garden and reflecting upon the idea of meaning, with a
view to understanding better the religious meaning of life, I was
also fleetingly conscious of existing in the universal presence
of the ultimate Reality that I know as God. This is the level of
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awareness, or order of meaning, towards which our discussion is
moving.

2 NATURAL MEANING

However, before coming to this, let us look more closely at
natural meaning. Here the idea of cognition as a search for
meaning, or for intelligibilities in relation to which we can guide
our activity, is well supported by current conclusions in the
physiology and psychology of perception. It has been known in
general terms at least from the time of Descartes, and known in
much more intricate detail during the last century or so, that the
three-dimensional world of objects reflects light which affects the
retina of the eye, stimulating its light-sensitive cells in patterns
which correspond in some way to that which is affecting them.
Thus the three dimensions of the physical world are projected
onto the two dimensions of the more or less plane surface of the
retina. Here changes in the rods and cones are converted into
electrical impulses which travel along the million or so fibres of
the optic nerve to the area striata at the back of the brain. The
three-dimensional object, having been converted into a two-
dimensional image, has now become encoded as a series of
electrical impulses. At the same time other streams of information
from the same physical world - sounds, smells, tastes, and
sensations of heat, cold, touch and pain - have also been encoded
as electrical impulses and are being correlated in the brain along
with the information received from the eyes. Thus what we
perceive as the world of solid and moving objects, with its vivid
colours, smells and tastes; the world of mountains, seas, forests
and rivers, inhabited by innumerable animals, birds and fishes;
the human society around us; the sun, moon and stars; indeed
the whole infinitely varied universe as it impinges upon our
senses is translated into electrical events in the brain and then
mysteriously converted into the contents of consciousness.

But is the external world in fact reconstituted faithfully as the
world of which we are aware, or is this latter a new and private
creation, occurring only within our own field of consciousness?
Since we can never experience the unexperienced we can never
compare the world as it appears in consciousness with the
postulated world as it exists independently of its impacts upon
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our human sensory and nervous systems. But we know that we
are able to survive, and indeed to flourish, as physical entities
moving about in a physical world with which our bodies intermesh
in a single causal system. That aspect of the world which is our
consciousness of other parts of the world seems to be connected
in regular ways with those other parts. For on the basis of the
private inner ‘picture’ of itself which our environment creates in
us we are able, by and large, to live successfully within it. As the
history of modern western epistemology has established, there is
no theoretical proof that we perceive a real world, or even that
there is a real environing world to be perceived. But nevertheless
it would be irrational, because self-destructive, to proceed on any
other assumption.

However it is clear that the world as we perceive and inhabit it
is not the world in its virtually infinite richness and complexity,
but only a humanly selected aspect of it. For we are parts of the
world, occupying a portion of its space and perceiving the rest of
it in an inevitably idiosyncratic perspective in which we are at the
centre of our own field of vision. Further, being not only observers
but also agents, our perceptual machinery, determined by
biological need, is attuned only to a minute proportion of the total
range of information flowing through and around us. For example,
out of the electromagnetic spectrum extending from cosmic rays
as short as four ten-thousand-millionths of an inch to radio waves
as long as eighteen miles, our bodily receptors only respond to
those between sixteen and thirty-two millionths of an inch; and
we are likewise deaf to most acoustic stimuli and insensitive to
the great majority of chemical differences.

Again, we perceive matter organised into entities only within a
certain band of the macro-micro scale. And it is necessary to our
survival and well-being as vulnerable fleshly organisms that this
should be so (see Norman Kemp Smith 1924, 10-12). If, for
example, instead of seeing water as the continuous shiny
substance that we can drink we perceived it as a cloud of electrons
in rapid swirling motion, and the glass that holds it as a mass of
brilliantly coloured crystals, themselves composed of particles in
violent activity, then drinking a glass of water, instead of being
routine, would be a startling adventure. But most of daily life has
to be routine if it is not to bewilder and exhaust us. Accordingly,
‘Sources of variation that have no survival value in themselves
and that do not even covary highly with those that do are, in the
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interests of simplification and generality, best not detected’
(Anderson 1975, 28-9). And so both senses and mind/brain first
select and then relate and organise within the framework of well-
tried schematic patterns. The result is a constructed version of the
world that is enormously simplified and yet such that we can live
in it successfully.’

After the sense-receptors, with their massive incapacities, have
screened out some 90 per cent of the environment, the mind/brain
proceeds to interpret the information that has been received. For
our ordinary conscious ‘picture’ of the world is formed out of
remarkably slight and fragmentary clues. Shapes of various colours
and hues are projected onto the retina; but what we consciously
see is, for example, a solid three-dimensional book which we
believe to contain printed pages and to have been produced by
author, publisher, printer and binder in a co-operative effort that
presupposes a whole complex commercial society and a wealth of
cultural tradition. The visual clues have been interpreted with the
aid of memory and given meaning in terms of the concept ‘book’.
Recognition has taken place by matching within the memory
bank, and this has activated schemas which enable us to act
appropriately in relation to the object before us as a book — being
prepared, for example, to read it rather than to eat it!

In this way the meanings in terms of which we inhabit the
world far transcend the perceptual clues which it offers us. For
meaning is concerned with patterns that are not given in their
totality within sense perception, but in relation to which we can
nevertheless act and react appropriately. Thus the environment in
which we are conscious of living always transcends the physical
impacts of the world upon our sense organs. Accordingly we
cannot avoid the idea of the transcendent: for meaning is always
couched at least partly in terms that exceed the immediately given.
And within this dimension of transcendence there are, as we shall
see, various levels: not only the physical or natural, but also the
socio-ethical and the religious.

This transformation of electrical impulses into our awareness of
an environment in which we can act and react goes on all the
time. The mind/brain, below the level of consciousness, is
continually forming hypotheses which are being tested as we act
upon them. If our perceptual machinery were to go wrong we
would quickly be set at odds with the surrounding world,
misperceiving it and attempting to live on the basis of false
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assumptions concerning its character. In what would soon become
a fatal encounter the larger system would inevitably prevail and
we should be eliminated. Thus at this level our cognitive freedom
is minimal; the physical world compels us to interpret its signals
correctly and to live in it in terms of its real meaning for beings
such as ourselves. And therefore at this level the interpretive
machinery of the mind functions in basically the same way in all
of us. Indeed much of this basic interpretive activity is probably
genetically controlled, being the evolutionary deposit of millions
of confirmations of the brain’s hypotheses. As Karl Popper, to
whom we owe this insight, has put it, ‘The tentative solutions
which animals and plants incorporate into their anatomy and
their behaviour are biological analogues of theories” (Popper 1975,
145).

But within the constraints of biological necessity - there is
nevertheless some scope for variation, revealed in the ways in
which our powers of perception have become adapted to different
circumstances or sharpened by special effort. It is well known, for
example, that training can greatly enhance one’s capacity for
visual discrimination. I once, during the second world war, took a
course in malaria diagnosis in which I was taught to notice and
identify under a microscope the different kinds of malarial
plasmodia made visible by a stain applied to a drop of the
patient’s blood on a slide. It was possible within two or three
weeks (spent in my case in the fascinating city of Damascus) to
raise one’s diagnostic score from zero to almost 100 per cent by
training the eye and mind/brain to notice appropriately. Such
adaptations of the perceptual machinery to varying circumstances
are familiar phenomena. For example, we unconsciously calculate
the relative distances of objects from a variety of clues — including
the angle of convergence of the two eyes; the disparity between
the images which they receive, which is converted by the brain
into an awareness of depth; and at greater distances by the
location of images within the visual field - the higher up the
further away. It seems that the art of judging distances is learned
by practice, the necessary control being provided by touch and/or
movement in space. Accordingly peoples living in dense forest
and never experiencing objects at a distance have been found
when brought onto an open plain to perceive distant things as
small instead of as distant. For they have not had the experience
of walking towards remote objects, correlating their position
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towards the top of the visual field with the time and effort
required to move through the intervening space (R. L. Gregory
[1966] 1978, 162). Such cases — and the literature of the psychology
of perception contains a large range of relevant cases® — show that
our psycho-physical perceptual apparatus is to a certain extent
plastic and capable of being adjusted by our own volitions.

Nevertheless the basic fact remains that at the level of sense
perception our environment insists upon our living in terms of its
own inherent structure or meaning. To be conscious of a rock
differs from being conscious of a tiger in that these two objects
have different meanings for us - that is to say, it is appropriate to
behave differently in relation to them! And to a very great extent
our physiological pain mechanism, backed by the ultimate sanction
of the death penalty, has trained us to cognise our physical
environment correctly and to live within it in terms of its actual
meaning for the particular kind of vulnerable fleshly organisms
that we are.

The subjective correlate of meaning can be called interpretation:
to perceive an object or situation as having a particular kind of
meaning is to interpret it as having that distinctive character,
awareness of which consists in part in an adjustment to our
system of practical dispositions. Whereas the word ‘interpretation’
more usually refers to a conscious intellectual activity — as when a
scientist interprets her observations or a detective his clues, or
when a metaphysician offers an interpretation of the universe — in
relation to sense perception it refers to the unconscious activity
whereby the mind/brain correlates information and identifies
individual objects and complex situations, activating or pre-
activating an appropriate dispositional response. But the two
procedures are similar in kind. The formation of expectations at
an unconscious and non-linguistic level is analogous to the
formation of hypotheses at the conscious and linguistic level.
Here, to form hypotheses is to experiment in the medium of
language, trying out different symbolisations which can, if they
are useful, be corrected or refuted in the light of experience. In
the unconscious genesis of our perceptual experience, to form
hypotheses is to experiment not with symbols but with the
perceiver’s own body. The animal which interprets a moving
object as dangerous and runs in the opposite direction may well
be staking its life on its hypothesis.

Whereas the growth of our conscious interpretation of the
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world, which is science, proceeds through our own deliberate
killing off of inadequate hypotheses, the development of our
perceptual interpretation of the physical environment has
proceeded by the killing off of the creature which was acting
upon an inadequate hypothesis. As Karl Popper says, “Thus,
while animal knowledge and pre-scientific knowledge grew mainly
through the elimination of those holding the unfit hypotheses,
scientific criticism often makes our theories perish in our stead,
eliminating our mistaken beliefs before such beliefs lead to our
own elimination” (Popper 1975, 261).

Human beings, however, are not as immediately vulnerable as
the lower animals. We are committed to only a few genetically
encoded hypotheses (such as the new-born baby’s hypothesis
that it is useful to suck) and are able to revise most of our working
assumptions in the light of experience. When what we took to be
an apple turns out to be made of wax our discovery of this
consists in discarding the original hypothesis and forming, and
confirming by acting upon, an new one. But since our perceptual
hypotheses work in some 99 per cent of instances we do not
normally notice their hypothetical character. Nevertheless it seems
entirely appropriate to give the name of hypotheses to the stream
of judgments underlying our ordinary conscious experience, for
they can be confirmed or refuted by environmental feedback, and
if refuted superseded by an attempt to interpret the data more
successfully.

The continual formation and testing throughout animal life of
what are by analogy hypotheses presupposes what can, again by
analogy, be called the basic ‘aim” of surviving and flourishing as a
living organism. For any structure of practical dispositions involves
an implicit aim or purpose in terms of which responses are
rendered appropriate or inappropriate.” Given that the organism
‘'wants’ to survive, it will seek to avoid mortal danger; but in the
absence of that basic programme there would, for that organism,
be no such thing as danger and hence no policy of avoiding it.
This notion of the basic aim implicit within the dispositional
aspect of our awareness of meaning will come to the fore again
when we turn to the moral and then to the religious levels of
meaning.
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3 EXPERIENCING-AS

Returning for the moment to normal perception, we have seen
that in relation to our physical environment the mind/brain is
actively interpreting, though at this level its operation is largely
controlled by the environment itself. The outcome in consciousness
can be called ‘experiencing-as’ — developed from Wittgenstein’s
concept of ‘seeing-as’.® Wittgenstein was particularly concerned
with puzzle pictures: we may see an ambiguous figure as, for
example, the picture of a duck facing left or of a rabbit facing
right. But in fact all our seeing is seeing-as and, more broadly, all
conscious experiencing is experiencing-as. For in the recognition
of objects and situations as having a particular character, setting
up a particular range of practical dispositions, the mind/brain is
interpreting sensory information by means of concepts and
patterns drawn from its memory. When we recognise what is
before us on the table as a fork, or what is lying on the desk as a
pen, or the object over there as a building and more specifically
as a house, or the figure moving towards us as & human being
and more specifically as the postman, we are experiencing an
object as having this or that character or meaning: that is, as a
reality in relation to which we are prepared to behave in a
certain range of ways appropriate to its being the kind of thing
that we perceive it to be.

At this point I have parted company with Wittgenstein in his
discussion of ‘seeing-as’. He believed that the notion only applies
to those exceptional moments when we are confronted by
ambiguous pictures and objects, like the famous duck-rabbit
picture or like seeing a protuberance on the branch of a tree as a
squirrel. But I want to argue that all seeing is seeing-as; or rather
that all conscious experiencing, including seeing, is experiencing-
as: not only, for example, seeing the protuberance — erroneously -
as a squirrel, but also seeing it correctly as a knobble on the
branch. On the face of it this sounds paradoxical — and
Wittgenstein was very sensitive to such hard lumps in the flow of
language. One might put the difficulty in this way: we may if we
like speak of seeing the knob in the branch as a knob in the
branch because it is evidently possible to misperceive it as a
sitting squirrel. But what about something utterly familiar and
unmistakable? What about the fork on the table? Would it not be
absurd to say that you are seeing it as a fork? It seemed so to
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Wittgenstein; and it must be granted that this particular locution
would be distinctly odd in most circumstances. However we have
more usual names for ordinary seeing-as in real life: we call it
‘recognising’ or ‘identifying’.

Of course we are so familiar with forks that normally we
recognise one without encountering even enough difficulty to
cause us to notice that we are in fact performing an act of
recognition. But if the fork were sufficiently exotic in design I
might have occasion to say that I can recognise this exhibit in the
museum of domestic artifacts as a fork — that is, as a purpose-
made instrument for conveying food into the mouth. Stone age

ersons, however, would not be able to recognise it as a fork at
all. They might identify it instead as a marvellously shining object
which must be full of mana and must not be touched; or as a small
but deadly weapon; or as a tool for digging; or just as something
utterly baffling and unidentifiable. But they would not have the
concept of a fork with which to identify it as a fork. Indeed to say
that they do not have this concept and that they cannot perform
this act of recognition are two ways of saying the same thing.
That there is no ambiguity or mystery about forks for you and me
is simply due to the contingent circumstance that forks are familiar
parts of the equipment of our culture. For the nature or meaning
of an artifact is determined by the purpose for which it has been
made and this purpose always arises within a given cultural
context. But simply as a physical object of a certain size and shape
an artifact does not bear its meaning stamped upon it. To
recognise or identify is to be experiencing-as in terms of a concept;
and our concepts are social products having their life within a
particular linguistic environment.

Further, this is as true of natural objects as of artifacts. Here
too, to recognise is to apply a concept; and this is always to
cognise the thing as being much more than is currently perceptible.
For example, to identify a moving object in the sky as a bird is not
only to make implicit claims about its present shape, size and
structure beyond what we immediately observe, but also about its
past (such as that it came out of an egg), about its future (such as
that it will one day die) and about its behaviour in various
hypothetical circumstances (such as that it will tend to be
frightened by sudden loud noises). When we thus equate
experiencing-as with recognising it is, I suggest, no longer a
paradoxical doctrine that all conscious experiencing is experiencing-
as.’
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We must distinguish between recognitional capacities operating
in the lower animals at the pre-linguistic level and operating in
the human animal largely at the linguistic level. Let us define
‘concepts’ as recognitional capacities which have been focused,
abstracted and fixed by language. Given this definition, we shall
not speak of the lower animals as using concepts but rather as
having pre-linguistic recognitional capacities. For they are
undoubtedly differentially conscious of those features of their
environment that are significant to them as organisms programmed
for survival; and they react in the ways which instinct, as their
encoded survival strategy, has selected for them. But they only
possess that restricted range of recognitional capacities engendered
in them (or in the species) by the pressures of their physical
environment. Human animals, on the other hand, in virtue of
their enormously more complex brains, have produced language,
and with its magic power have created a wealth of conceptual
superstructures, the worlds of meaning which are developed,
explored and enjoyed both in our everyday existence and in the
arts and sciences, philosophies and religions.

These conceptual creations are the inner skeletons structuring
the various forms of life, or ways of being human, that constitute
the different cultures of the earth. And it is at this level, at which
experience is pervaded, moulded and coloured by human
meanings, that. I wish to maintain that all experience embodies
concept-laden forms of interpretation. At the sub-human levels of
life experience is shaped by recognitional capacities which are the
analogues of concepts. And between the high ground of human
culture and the lower ground of animal existence there is a
somewhat indeterminate region. The human baby moves through
this region towards human personhood; adults may regress into it
in some forms of mental breakdown and brain decay or under the
influence of certain drugs; and possibly some domestic pets,
living within a human sphere of influence, may rise tentatively
into it. However it is not necessary for our present purpose to
explore this indeterminate area; for our concern is to be with the
distinctively human levels of experience.
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Hughes (1968), Keeling and Morelli (1977) and Malone (1978) have
claimed that it is not permissible to expand Wittgenstein’s notion into
a much wider concept which is co-terminous with conscious perceiving,
in which the distinction between seeing and seeing-as accordingly
disappears. Certainly Wittgenstein himself held that we just see knives
and forks but see the duck—rabbit picture as the picture of a duck. But
respect for Wittgenstein’s authority should not prevent us from
recognising that ordinary perception is also, in N. R. Hanson’s phrase
(1958, 19), ‘theory laden’ and is in this sense a matter of ‘experiencing-
as’.

Others have asked whether in addition to conscious visual
perceiving, which necessarily uses concepts, there must not also be a
non-conceptual seeing or experiencing (e.g. Nielsen 1971, 86). In order
to recognise what is there as a chair must I not first (logically rather
than temporally first) be seeing— non-conceptually seeing — whatis there?
Fred Dretske calls this ‘simple seeing’ or ‘non-epistemic seeing
(Dretske 1979). Joseph Runzo prefers to call it ‘looking at’ (Runzo
1982). But whatever we choose to call it, I suggest that it is not this
presupposed fact of the world being present to our senses, but the
turther fact of our modes of recognition and response, that is important
for the understanding of our human cognitive situation.

I should however add that, if ordinary seeing is seeing-as, certain
cases (including puzzle pictures) require a distinction between primary
and secondary seeing-as. For example, if I ‘see a cloud as a unicorn’ I
am primarily seeing what it there in the sky as a cloud, and secondarily
seeing the cloud as being like a unicorn. The primary seeing-as
involves my believing that what is there is a cloud, whilst the
secondary seeing-as does not involve my believing that it is a unicorn,
but only that it is shaped like one (cf. R. W. Perrett 1984, 59).
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Ethical and Aesthetic
Meaning and Experience

Any animal whatever, endowed with well-marked social
instincts, would inevitably acquire a moral sense or conscience,
as soon as its intellectual powers had become as well, or nearly
as well, developed as in man. (Charles Darwin 1875, 98)

1 SOCIO-ETHICAL MEANING

We have thus far been speaking of our environment in terms of
individual objects, such as trees and rocks, books and tigers. But
in fact our practical consciousness, or consciousness as agents,
does not normally focus upon objects in isolation but rather upon
groups of objects complexly related to form what we can call
situations. By a situation I imean that particular selection from our
total environment to which at a given time we consciously relate
ourselves as actual or potential agents. This is made up of entities
each of which has its own distinctive character or meaning; but
the situation itself also has a meaning which exceeds that of the
sum of its constituent parts. And our consciousness normally
functions on this situational level as an awareness of a continuum
of objects within which we act or react.

The various kinds of meaning of which we are conscious are
the correlates of our modes of experiencing-as. We experience
what is before us, or the situation around us, as having this or
that kind of meaning and thus as such that it is appropriate for us
to behave in relation to it in this or that way or range of ways.
This also applies to our consciousness of personal meaning, or the
experiencing of persons as persons. For in many situations we are
responding not only to physical objects and a physical environment
but at the same time to other persons and a social environment.
In our awareness of other persons the interpretandum is a human
body behaving in a certain way, a central aspect of which is the
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use of language. The body in question may, for example, be
eating supper and chatting about the news; or negotiating for the
sale of a car; or discussing the weather; or quarrelling; or making
love; or playing tennis . . . What all these and innumerable other
instances have in common is a mutual responsiveness or inter-
adaptation. Each participant takes account, in what he or she
does or says, of what the other does or says, behaving differently
from the way he or she would have behaved but for the other’s
presence and activity.

What, then, is going on when I am conscious of the presence of
another person? The job which the word ‘presence’ performs here
is to emphasise that which distinguishes a thou from an it. We are
indebted to the personalist thinkers of two generations ago for
drawing attention to this distinctive character of the personal.
This is something of which people had of course always been
aware in practice. But Martin Buber, above all, brought it to
explicit and reflective consciousness in his I and Thou ([1923] 1937).
The leading modern personalist figures among Christian thinkers
have been John Oman, whose classic Grace and Personality was
published as long ago as the first world war ([1917] 1961), Emil
Brunner (1936), H. H. Farmer (1936) on the more theological side,
and John Macmurray (1957-61) and the Boston personalists on the
more philosophical side. These and many others have taught us
that to be confronted by another human person is to be aware of
another consciousness existing independently of and over against
myself; another centre of judgment appealing to canons of
rationality to which we both subscribe; another system of
valuation; another set of purposes; another will. In the presence
of another person two evaluators meet, so that in judging I am at
the same time being judged. Not only am I conscious of the other
but I am conscious that the other is conscious of me. Further, he
or she will have aims and interests which may support or oppose
my own.

Thus whilst I can be aware of the bare neutral existence of a
stone or a tree, I can only be aware of the bare neutral existence of
a fellow human being if I have degraded that being in my own
eyes from a thou to an it. As a thou he or she evokes in me an
awareness, not merely of the existence of a thing, but of the
presence of a person. And the dispositional aspect of our awareness
of persons is different in kind from the dispositional aspect of our
awareness of things. The latter in its public, generalised and
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exercises the concept of a person, in the sense of the capacity to
recognise and respond appropriately to a thou as distinct from an
it. One habitually experiences persons as persons. For we do not
see or otherwise observe another consciousness; nor do we infer
it, except perhaps when we are challenged to produce a

hilosophical justification for our belief in the reality of other
minds. Rather, we experience the behaviour of a particular kind
of physical organism which is akin to ourself 4s the presence of
another embodied consciousness. Although colloquially we may
say that we saw her embarrassment, or observed his anger,
nevertheless we do not see emotions. We see the behaviour of a
physical organism as the behaviour of an embarrassed or an angry
person. Again, although we may say that we could see what she
intended to do, we nevertheless do not see intentions but rather
experience certain movements and patterns of movement as
intentional activities. And so on. In short we have no direct
cognition of another centre of consciousness, but we experience-
as in the way which has given rise to and is reciprocally supported
and maintained by the language of the personal (see Charles
Dunlop 1984, 359-64).

It is also worth noting that when A experiences, say, the
movement of B’s arm as an angry gesture or B’s flushed face as
the face of an embarrassed person, A’s experiencing in this way is
integral to a way of experiencing the wider environing situation in
which A and B are mutually involved. The movement of an arm
or the reddening of a face, without any context, lacks a specific
meaning. The arm movement could, in different circumstances,
be experienced as expressing anger, fear, horror, delight,
astonishment, aggression, fantasy, or as the swatting of a fly; and
the flushing of the face could, in different situations, be
experienced as expressing embarrassment, anger, fear, or as a
sign of fever. Our awareness of personal meaning, that is, of
bodies as thous, is accordingly a function of our awareness of the
wider context as having a particular kind of social meaning.

Thus our consciousness of the presence of other people is a
distinctively human form of experiencing-as. It is so basic that
someone who did not perceive in this way would probably have
to be controlled in a mental hospital; for this way of experiencing-
as is the basis of the moral and therefore of social life. In so
experiencing we are finding a particular kind of meaning in the
organic life of our species. And it is natural that we should. As
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Charles Darwin wrote, ‘any animal whatever, endowed with well-
marked social instincts, ... would inevitably acquire a mora]
sense or conscience, as soon as its intellectual powers had become
as well, or nearly as well, developed as in man’ (1875, 98).

However my concern here is not to try to develop a view of the
basis and nature of ethics, but rather to note the structural
similarity between our awareness at the natural and at the socio-
ethical levels. We have seen that the awareness of meaning, or
the experiencing of a situation as having a particular character,
has an essential dispositional aspect: it involves being in a state to
behave within that situation in a range of ways appropriate to its
being that kind of situation. The dispositional aspect of natural
meaning presupposes the basic aim of self-preservation. Given
this basic aim, our perception of the character of an environing
situation generates its appropriate dispositional response. The
next level of aim or desire, presupposing self-preservation, is
indicated by the general term ‘flourishing’ or the more traditional
term ‘happiness’. Given that we continue to exist, we want to
flourish or to attain happiness. And because our nature as persons
is inter-personal, this desire gives rise (amongst other things) to
that dimension of our lives which is expressed in the languages of
law and ethics.

At a basic level, bordering on but going beyond that of physical
self-preservation, any society needs a framework of mutually
accepted rules of behaviour. This is morality as law — about which
I shall say no more. But the higher levels of morality, transcending
this basic framework, are expressions of inter-personality. Here
our basic need is for that mutuality which is of the essence of
personal well-being. As our physical nature is programmed to
seek self-preservation and our social nature requires law, so our
personal nature seeks mutual acceptance and reciprocity, indeed
mutual valuing and love. The ‘milk of human kindness’ is the
nuturing power of human-kind-ship or kinship (see Cupitt 1986,
19). Our basic need as persons is community. And given this
openness of the personal to the personal, our awareness of the
character of a situation involving other persons generates its own
appropriate dispositional response, the dimension within which
this occurs being morality in distinction from legality.

But these higher levels of morality, going beyond the
requirements of law, depend upon an inner attitude and mode of
experiencing-as. When, for example, someone has been knocked
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down by a car and is lying in the road injured and calling for
help, a perception of the situation at the purely physical level will
simply note the position of the body, the broken shape of a limb,
blood on the ground and screams. But to function as a moral
being is to allow oneself to be conscious at the same time of
another level of meaning in the same situation, a level at which
we are aware of a moral claim upon us. The dispositional aspect
of this awareness will (if no contrary force inhibits it) lead to one’s
rendering aid as best one can. It is however possible to conceive
of individuals perceiving at the physical but not at the moral level,
and consequently not being conscious of any inner need to turn
aside to help. And whilst it would no doubt be possible to train
such beings by rewards and punishments to conform to a set of
social rules, it would be impossible to induce them to experience
at the ethical-personal level.

Since morality is thus generated by the inter-personal nature of
personality, its basic principle is mutuality, or acceptance of the
other as another person, someone else of the same nature as
oneself. The fundamental moral claim is accordingly to treat
others as having the same value as myself. This is in effect a
transcription of the Golden Rule found in the Hindu, Buddhist,
Confucian, Taoist, Zoroastrian, Jain and Christian scriptures and
in the Jewish Talmud and the Muslim Hadith (see Chapter 17.5),
and is likewise a translation of Kant’s concepts of a rational
person as an end and of right action as action which our
rationality, acknowledging a universal impartiality transcending
individual desires and aversions, can see to be required.

There is one further important aspect of our moral awareness
which must be noted before we turn to religious awareness. We
saw that in relation to the natural meaning of our environment
the world teaches us by powerful sanctions to develop responses
that are appropriate, given the basic aim of survival. At this level
we have a very limited freedom of perception and of corresponding
response. But at the moral or personal level we have a much
greater degree of cognitive freedom. Indeed it is only too easy to
limit our recognition of others as fellow persons, admitting some
and excluding the rest. The growth of moral awareness has come
about as much by the enlarging of its range as by the sharpening
of its focus. Pre-literate tribal societies have commonly seen
kinsmen of the same tribe as persons bound together in community
with themselves but have generally not seen those outside the
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tribe as part of the field of potential moral obligation. Slave-
owning societies have accorded their slave populations a lower
status, lacking the moral rights of their masters. It has been, and
still alas is, all too common for white people to think of black
people in essentially this way. In industrialised societies it is easy
for managers to think of their workers as ‘hands’ rather than as
persons; and indeed for almost everyone to see others, beyond a
relatively small circle, in functional rather than personal terms.
The perception of the human person as an end in him- or
herself, as a neighbour to be valued as we value ourselves, is an
ideal seldom achieved. This ideal does not of course exclude
seeing others in their functional roles as well, as the driver of the
bus in which we are travelling, or as the shop assistant from
whom we are buying something, or as the lawyer from whom we
are seeking advice, and so on; but it does involve the possibility
that an awareness of the other as a fellow person and an end in
her or himself may at any time supervene upon our awareness of
that person as a means to our own ends. As Kant put it, the
categorical imperative in one of its forms is: ‘Act in such a way
that you always treat humanity, whether in your own person or
in the person of any other, never simply as a means, but always
at the same time as an end’ ([1786] 1947, 96). The difference made
for us by the existence of other persons would be a matter of
spontaneous awareness on the part of beings living completely at
the personal level, but is felt by such imperfectly personal
creatures as ourselves as a matter of moral claim and obligation.
To quote Kant again, ‘for the divine will, and in general for a holy
will, there are no imperatives ... Imperatives are ... only
formulae for expressing the relation of objective laws of willing to
the subjective imperfection of the will of this or that rational
being — for example, of the human will’ ([1786] 1947, 81).
However even within a basic recognition of those with whom
we are dealing as fellow persons, on the same level of value as
ourselves, we are still able to summon up endless strategies to
evade an unwelcome moral claim from dawning upon us. Joseph
Butler said that ‘It is as easy to close the eyes of the mind as those
of the body’ ([1726] 1888, xxx). We can re-focus the situation until
it becomes clear that the responsibility to act belongs to someone
else, or that the impending disaster is the victim’s own fault, or
that the wrong action in which we are engaged is really a lesser
evil ... and so obscure or diminish the claim upon us. This
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human capacity for moral self-deception has been a rich theme for
psychologically perceptive novelists. Jane Austen, for example, in
Sense and Sensibility (chapter 2) enables us to listen to a conversation
petween Mr and Mrs John Dashwood shortly after his father has
died leaving a widow with three daughters who are John
Dashwood’s half-sisters. His initial impulse, in view of his
affluence and their poverty, is to give each of his half-sisters a
thousand pounds out of the sum he has inherited. However his
wife supplies a series of reasons for doing less and less, until at
the end of the conversation he is convinced that he will be doing
all that could reasonably be expected if he heips them with their
removal expenses and then from time to time sends them presents
of fish and game when in season. The human capacity for self-
deception so accurately portrayed here ensures for us a much
greater freedom in relation to the ethical than to the natural
meaning of the situations in which from moment to moment we
find ourselves. For whilst a physical state of affairs imposes its
character upon us, a moral state of affairs has to await our free
recognition.

The epistemological pattern that we have been noting is also to
be found, I shall be suggesting, in religious awareness. For there
is an aspect of our nature which responds to the transcendent as
there is an aspect which responds to the personal and an aspect
which responds to our physical environment. And the freedom of
response which we saw to be at its minimum in relation to our
physical environment, but which plays a much greater part within
the world of persons, is even more crucial in our awareness of the
Real.

2 AESTHETIC MEANING

Having thus stressed the practical dispositional aspect of our
awareness of meaning it must be added that there are also purely
contemplative moments of consciousness, known in aesthetic
experience and also under the influence of certain drugs, in which
practical consciousness is suspended and one simply enjoys
colours, shapes, tastes, sensations, movements, spatial and
temporal relationships for their own sake. It has been suggested
by a number of writers on the philosophy of art that aesthetic
appreciation is essentially of this kind: in the aesthetic mode of
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consciousness one can gaze at an object (which may range in
extent from a flower to the natural world as a whole) without
connecting it with any practical response. Aesthetic experience in
its purest form is on this view the enjoyment of something as
though it constituted a universe to which the experiencer is not
causally linked. One ceases to be conscious of the object as
something affecting one’s own practical dispositional state. As
Eliot Deutsch says, ‘Withdrawing interest from those functional or
practical aspects of things and concentrating attention entirely on
what is presented, aesthetic consciousness notices especially those
qualities which reveal the singularity and power of things’
(Deutsch 1984, 138). That which is contemplated in this way
therefore has no meaning, in the sense defined above; it stands
outside our life as agents and may accordingly be experienced as
having an eternal or timeless quality.

I am not in fact confident that this view does justice to all the
many kinds of aesthetic experience, and I would not want to
affirm its adequacy. It may well be that art operates on both sides
of the border between that which has meaning, in the sense of
making possible an appropriate practical response, and that which
does not and is enjoyed in a purely contemplative mode. However
it is not vital to my project to be able definitively to locate art on
the map of meanings, and I am content to leave the topic, for our
present purpose, in this indeterminate state.



10

Religious Meaning and
Experience

Things known are in the knower according to the mode of the
knower. (St Thomas Aquinas)!

1 RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE

By an experience I mean a modification of the content of
consciousness. Such modifications are ‘intentional’ or ‘non-
intentional’ according as they do or do not constitute apparent
awareness of something external to one’s own consciousness. For
example, the experience of ‘seeing a tree in front of me’ is (even if
it should turn out to be hallucinatory) intentional, whilst the
experiences of feeling unaccountably cheerful or feeling a
generalised anxiety are non-intentional.

I have argued that all intentional experience is experiencing-as.
It arises from the interpreting and misinterpreting of ‘information’
(in the cybernetic sense of that term) impacting us from an
external source. Further, such interpreting always employs
concepts.”? We describe as religious experiences those in the
formation of which distinctively religious concepts are employed.
The denotation of the term is however less easily settled. For the
notion of a religious concept reduplicates the family-resemblance
character of the notion of religion itself. Thus the range of
religious concepts, and hence of the experiences that they inform,
is not fixed and there can sometimes be no definitive answer to
the question whether this or that experience should be classed as
religious rather than non-religious.

However, despite this absence of hard boundaries, there have
been and there are innumerable uncontroversial instances of
religious experience. From the point of view of the interpretation
being developed in this book, this is a transformation of the
‘information’ generated at the interface between the Real and the
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human psyche. I now want to suggest a distinction between two
kinds of such experiences. In the one kind the ‘information’ is
mediated through our material environment: things, events and
processes in the world are experienced as having a religious
character or meaning in virtue of which they manifest to us the
presence of the transcendent. For example, a healing is experienced
as a divine miracle.® In the other kind, to be discussed in section 5
and often distinguished as mystical, the information is received
by a direct influence, analogous to telepathy between two human
minds, and then transformed into visual or auditory terms. (The
further very important type of mystical experience which consists
in an awareness of union with God, or with the universe, or with
the absolute, will be discussed separately in Chapter 16.5.)

The kind of religious experience that consists in experiencing
the world arid our life in it religiously can be individual or
communal, can occur on many different levels of intensity and
may take endlessly different forms. These include the sacramental
experience of a symbol or idol, or even a bead in a rosary,* as
mediating the transcendent; participation in a ritual or festival as
an enactment of sacred meaning; the experience of particular
events as divine acts, or as the outworking of karmic law; the
reading of scriptures as the Word of God or as the sandtana
dharma; the sense, whether sharply focused or as a general
background awareness, of one’s life as being lived in the presence
of God; the consciousness of ordinary life as qvidya (illusion) and
of all things as $iinya (empty) . .. These are for the most part
particular episodes of religious experiencing-as. But more broadly
and comprehensively religious experience is ‘the whole experience
of religious persons’ (Temple 1934, 334) — or, more precisely, the
whole experience of persons in so far as they are religious. And in
the great post-axial traditions the way to salvation/liberation
involves a gradual or sudden conversion to this new way of
experiencing, an enlightenment in which both the experiencer
and her world are transformed. This occurs in many different
degrees. In the lives of ordinary believers the new mode of
experiencing usually occurs only occasionally and is of only
moderate intensity. In the saints and prophets, mahatmas and
gurus, arahats and bodhisattvas, on the other hand, it can be so
powerful and persistent as decisively to change their awareness
both of themselves and of their world. Let us briefly remind
ourselves of some familiar examples, drawing from the traditions
of both Semitic and Indian origin.
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The Hebrew scriptures are written predominantly from the

oint of view of the prophetic awareness of God as an active
agent on the field of earthly history. Yahweh, the Lord, enters
into a covenant with the patriarchs of Israel, later rescues the
nation from slavery in Egypt, leads them through the great desert
to a promised land, sends them kings and judges, rewards them
with long life and many progeny when they seek faithfully to
serve him, threatens them when they forget him and punishes
them with defeat, humiliation and dispersal when they disobey
him; and, beyond all this, promises them an eventual fulfilment
of his love towards them in the future Day of the Lord.
Throughout this long history, spanning a millennium, Yahweh is
depicted as dealing actively with his people, whether directly or
through agents — some of the latter being foreign rulers who are
unaware that they are God’s agents.

But this prophetic interpretation of history was not a theoretical
construction of the scribes as they wrote and re-wrote the biblical
canon. It must have originated in the experience of the prophets
themselves as they participated in the events of their own time.
As one example among many, Jeremiah was conscious of the
downfall of the kingdom in the seventh century BCE as God's just
disciplining of the erring Israelites. It seems clear that this
diagnosis reflected the way in which he actually experienced the
national situation as it was developing around him. A well-known
commentary says of the time when the Chaldean army was
investing Jerusalem, ‘Behind the serried ranks of the Chaldean
army [Jeremiah]| beheld the form of Jahwe fighting for them and
through them against His own people’ (Skinner 1922, 261). And
indeed the whole panorama of Hebrew history during the biblical
period is recorded in terms of a powerful divine presence,
purpose and activity. The scriptural pages resound and vibrate
with the sense of God’s presence, as a building might resound
and vibrate from the tread of some mighty being walking through
it. And the standpoint from which the writers were able thus to
construe their history, as the dramatic story of God’s interactions
with his people, must have arisen out of the way in which the
religiously inspired minds of the great prophets actually
experienced and participated in the events that were unfolding
around them.

But these vast historical dramas which the prophets experienced
and the scribes recorded in distinctively religious terms are also
capable of being externally understood and described as purely
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secular events. At each point the history lying behind the biblical
narrative can be reconstructed with Yahweh figuring as no more
than an obsessive idea in some human minds. From this point of
view it was the expansions and contractions of great middle-
eastern empires in response to a variety of economic and political
pressures that had the incidental effect of pushing little Israel and
Judah to the wall or leaving them to flourish in peace. There is no
necessity to postulate supernatural agencies and forces; so that
whilst this Hebraic strand of ancient history invites a religious
interpretation, it nevertheless does not require it.

The same epistemological pattern continues in the early
Christian experience reflected in the New Testament. When they
left their ordinary lives as fishermen or whatever to follow an
itinerant charismatic healer and teacher, Jesus’ disciples were
clearly experiencing him as a prophet, indeed as the last prophet,
mediating God’s challenging call to repentance and new life in
preparation for the imminent coming of the Kingdom. In the
accepted shorthand description of his impact, they experienced
Jesus as the Christ. For although it is not clear whether the
historical Jesus himself accepted the role of messiah, we know
that by the time the Gospels were written this had become an
established Christian category which was already beginning to
expand from its original Hebraic meaning to the point, finally
reached in the fourth century, at which ‘Christ’ had come to mean
God the Son, the Second Person of a divine Trinity. This
development has coloured subsequent Christian consciousness,
Jesus now being worshipped as the cosmic Christ.

But at the moment we are more concerned with the New
Testament story of his life, death, resurrection and ascension,
reflecting as this does a distinctively religious mode of
experiencing and participating in the events of his public
ministry. That this constituted a particular response to an
objectively ambiguous phenomenon is shown by the fact that
there were others who, so far from experiencing Jesus as the
Christ, perceived him as a powerful wonder-worker or a highly
unorthodox rabbi or a potentially dangerous political leader.
Thus the religious meaning of Jesus’ life did not lie on the
surface for all to see. Pascal has eloquently expressed, from a
religious point of view, the hiddenness of God’s manifestation
in the founder of the Christian tradition:

It was not then right that He should appear in a manner
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manifestly divine, and completely capable of convincing all
men; but it was also not right that He should come in so hidden
a manner that He could not be known by those who should
sincerely seek Him. He has willed to make Himself quite
recognisable by those; and thus, willing to appear openly to
those who seek Him with all their heart . . . He so regulates the
knowledge of Himself that He has given signs of Himself,
visible to those who seek Him, and not to those who seek Him
not. There is enough light for those who only desire to see, and
enough obscurity for those who have a contrary disposition.
([1670] 1932, 118)

Thus the Christian response to Jesus was and is an uncompelled
interpretation, experiencing an ambiguous figure in a distinctive
way as mediating the transforming presence of God.

Let us now make a wide-angled turn from the Judeo-Christian
to the Buddhist religious world. In the Mahayana development,
particularly as represented by Zen, we have a very clear example
of religious consciousness as a distinctive mode of experiencing-
as. For the startling central insight of the Mahayana is that
Nirvana and Samsara are identical. In the classic words of
Nagarjuna, ‘There is nothing whatever which differentiates samsara
from nirvana ... There is not the slightest bit of difference
between these two’ (Streng 1967, 216-17).° Experienced in one
way the world-process is Samsara, the stream of life, death and
rebirth, ever vulnerable to suffering; but experienced in a radically
different way it is Nirvana! “The essence of Zen Buddhism consists
in acquiring a new viewpoint on life and things generally’ says
Suzuki (1956, 83).

The hinge by which we may turn from the world experienced
as Samsara to the same world experienced as Nirvana is satori or
enlightenment. D. T. Suzuki says,

Satori may be defined as an intuitive looking into the nature
of things in contradistinction to the analytical or logical
understanding of it. Practically, it means the unfolding of a new
world hitherto unperceived in the confusion of a dualistically-
trained mind. Or we may say that with satori our entire
surroundings are viewed from quite an unexpected angle of
perception. Whatever this is, the world for those who have
gained a satori is no more the old world as it used to be; even
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with all its flowing streams and burning fires, it is never the
same one again. Logically stated, all its opposites and
contradictions are united and harmonized into a consistent
organic whole. This is a mystery and a miracle, but according to
the Zen masters such is being performed every day. Satori can
thus be had only through our once personally experiencing
it. (1956, 84)

Elsewhere he says ‘Religiously, it is a new birth; intellectually it is
the acquiring of a new viewpoint’ (Suzuki [1949] 1969, 95). For
satori is a sudden conversion from one mode of experiencing to
another, from the samsaric to the nirvanic mode; and this latter is,
according to the Buddhist claim, Reality itself manifested within a
purified human consciousness. Thus the epistemological pattern
recurs of an ambiguous realm which, when experienced religiously,
reveals new meaning as mediating or (in Zen) as directly
manifesting the Real.

2 FAITH AS THE INTERPRETIVE ELEMENT IN RELIGIOUS
EXPERIENCE

The term ‘faith’ has had its primary home within the Semitic
traditions and particularly within Christianity. Here it has generally
meant propositional belief that is unwarranted, or only partially
warranted, by evidence. Such belief, which can be distinguished
as propositional faith, was classically analysed by St Thomas
Aquinas. According to Aquinas the propositions that are accepted
by faith speak of divine mysteries beyond the scope of human
knowledge. He distinguished faith (fides) from both opinion
(opinio) and knowledge (scientin). Faith differs from opinion in that
whilst the latter involves choice, the chosen belief is held only
tentatively, ‘accompanied by doubt and fear of the opposite side’
(5. T., W, Q. 1, art. 4), whereas faith is not, for Aquinas, a
tentative opinion but an absolutely firm conviction. On the other
hand faith is not theoretical knowledge (scientia). We have this
when the intellect is compelled by its object to assent to the reality
of that object. In contrast, the object of faith leaves us cognitively
free in relation to it: ‘the intellect assents to something, not
through being sufficiently moved to this assent by its proper
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object, but through an act of choice, whereby it turns voluntarily
to one side rather than to the other’ (5. T., II/1I, Q. 1, art. 4).

Because faith thus involves choice and commitment it is
meritorious and is accordingly classified as one of the virtues. The
virtue of faith is not however the merely legal merit of assenting
to the propositions that God has commanded us to believe. It is
ultimately the inner virtue of the heart that opens itself to God.
For whilst the immediate object of faith is a body of credal
propositions, its ultimate object is God himself as the First Truth
(veritas prima).® Finally Aquinas says that whilst some of the
divinely revealed propositions are also accessible to human reason,
those not thus accessible, but believable only by faith, refer to
mysteries beyond the scope of human knowledge.”

For Aquinas, then, faith expresses the individual’s innermost
choice of openness to the divine presence; and he located this
decision on the level of intellectual belief. I have suggested instead
that this fundamental option occurs at the deeper level of the
cognitive choice whereby we come to experience in either a
religious or a non-religious way. For the world as humanly
inhabited is perceived in distinctive ways by the religiously
illumined mind. This can happen because our individual and
communal modes of experience include a variable element, an
uncompelled interpretive activity, which I am identifying as faith.®
Each aspect of the Thomist description of faith (other than its
propositional character itself) does however have an analogue in
this analysis of faith as the interpretive element within religious
experiencing-as. Where propositional faith is related to the divine
mysteries, faith as an act of interpretation is a response to a
mysterious ambiguity; and where propositional faith is voluntary,
in so far as it falls short of scientia or objectively indubitable
knowledge, faith as interpretation is likewise a cognitive decision
in face of an intrinsically ambiguous universe. And again, the
observation that propositional faith is subjectively firm belief
corresponds to the powerfully convincing character of much
religious experience, leaving no room for doubt.® However it
appears to me that, whilst the Thomist analysis is structurally
correct, propositional faith rests upon something else, namely a
distinctively religious mode of experiencing the world and one’s
life within it. And I suggest that the interpretive activity on which
this depends should be equated with faith in its most fundamental
sense.
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However, having appealed to the distinction between religious
experience on the one hand and the believing of religious
propositions on the other, I must repeat that there is a conceptual
and thus implicitly or incipiently propositional element within
experience itself. The idea of God, for example, does not enter
into theistic experience as a purely neutral concept, but in the
positive judgment — which comes to consciousness as 2 mode of
experience — that in this situation or event or place or person God
is present.

Faith as the interpretive response through which we are
conscious of the Real comes fairly close to Wilfred Cantwell
Smith’s well-known account of faith. He uses the term to refer to
the basic religious disposition. It is ‘that human quality that has
been expressed in, has been elicited, nurtured, and shaped by,
the religious traditions of the world” (W. C. Smith 1979, 6). Faith
is, he says,

an orientation of the personality, to oneself, to one’s neighbour,
to the universe; a total response; a way of seeing whatever one
sees and of handling whatever one handles; a capacity to live at
a more than mundane level; to see, to feel, to act in terms of, a
transcendent dimension. (1979, 12)

If one were to understand religious experience somewhat
narrowly, as consisting in special numinous moments, then faith
as the free interpretive element within this would be only one
aspect of what Wilfred Cantwell Smith calls faith. But if on the
other hand one understands religious experience very broadly, as
the whole experience of persons in as far as they are religious,
then the element of free responsive choice within this would seem
to lie at the heart of faith in his sense.

3 FAITH AS THE EXERCISE OF COGNITIVE FREEDOM

Religious faith then, as I propose to use the term, is that
uncompelled subjective contribution to conscious experience
which is responsible for its distinctively religious character. This is
continuous with the subjective contribution to our ordinary
awareness of our environment as having this or that kind of
physical meaning, and of inter-personal situations as having this
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or that kind of ethical meaning. But we have the special word
“faith’ for the operation of cognitive freedom at the religious level
pecause its exercise is so much more evident here. We have seen
(Chapter 8.2) that at the physical level the members of each
species are compelled, on pain ultimately of death, to experience
the world in the way that is standard for their niche in the
biological system. If we did not, for example, perceive solid
objects as solid and have a reasonably accurate awareness of
relative heights and distances, we could not survive. Nature
eliminates any who do not perceive in the way prescribed for
them. At the physical level our cognitive freedom is accordingly at
a minimum.

At the ethical level it is however considerably greater -
particularly since the emergence of the autonomous individual,
apparently beginning in the distant axial period. This greater
cognitive freedom is correlated with the fact that ethical meaning
presupposes and is thus of a (logically) higher order than natural
meaning. The dispositional aspect of the former is superimposed
upon the dispositional aspect of the latter so that when we
function morally we are acting, but acting differently, as physical
agents in the material world. In tacit acceptance of the element of
freedom within ethical awareness moral philosophy has adopted
cognitive terms — ‘intuition’, ‘insight’, ‘judgment’ — which border
upon ‘faith’ in their acknowledgment of an uncompelled
recognition. But whereas we can de-emphasise, re-conceive,
minimise a moment of moral awareness, thereby deflecting a
particular claim upon us whilst continuing in general to be
ethically responsible human beings,'® at the religious level we
have a much more comprehensive capacity to shut out of our
consciousness that which we are not ready to face. We are in fact
able to exclude the entire religious dimension, experiencing only
such forms of meaning as can enter through the filter of a
naturalistic world-view.

This greater cognitive freedom at the religious level is correlated
with the greater claim upon us of the aspect of reality in question.
For the Real is the ultimate ground not only of the human life that
has generated our moral categories but also of the religious
invitation or claim or challenge to a radical self-transcendence.
Whether this takes the form of a self-giving to God, or a
renunciation of ‘I', ‘me’ and ‘mine’, or an acceptance of the
insubstantiality and emptiness of the ego, it is always profoundly
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threatening to our ordinary consciousness.! To give up one’s
personal projects, desires, hopes and ambitions, as also one’s
fears and aversions, in absolute surrender (islam) to God, or in a
fading away of the ego point of view, or in acceptance of one’s
existence as but a fleeting moment within the interdependent flux
of life, inevitably seems to most of us like plunging into darkness -
even though there is the promise beyond it of peace with God
‘whose service is perfect freedom’, or of union with Brahman as
the wuniversal Consciousness dawns within us, or of the
indescribable joy of the ego-free state of Nirvana.

4 RELIGION AS COGNITIVE FILTER

In the face of this threatening and promising, promising and
threatening message of the religions we have a dual capacity to
allow the Real to become present to us as the all-transforming
reality or to shut it out of our consciousness. On the one hand, in
so far as we are in our deepest dispositional nature open and
responsive to the Real, we can receive an authentic awareness of it
in one (or more) of its manifestations. I shall discuss later (Chapter
14.4) the relationship between the Real in itself and the divine
personae and metaphysical impersonae in terms of which it is
humanly known; but the point at the moment is that it is the
interpretive element within religious experience that enables us to
enter into an uncompelled, though always necessarily limited and
mediated, awareness of the Real.

On the other hand this cognitive freedom in relation to the Real
also has a negative function, namely to protect our finite freedom
and autonomy. For to be a particular kind of creature is to be
structured to cognise and participate in reality in a particular way;
and for a creature to have imposed upon it a more extensive or
intensive awareness than it is able to assimilate, compulsorily
revealing to it a more complex or more value-laden environment
than it can respond to, would be destructive. In T. S. Eliot’s
words, ‘Humankind cannot bear very much reality’ (‘Burnt
Norton’). This need to shut out much in order to live as the finite
creatures that we are, not only limited but limited in the
specifically human way, is evident above all in our consciousness
of the Real. In archaic life — both before the axial age and down to
our own time in cultures largely unaffected by it - few individuals
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have had the intellectual independence necessary to criticise, still
fewer to reject, the world-view into which they were born. The
group mind of the tribe seems to have so dominated its members
as to leave them virtually no personal intellectual autonomy. In
those traditional societies ideas and customs passed down from
generation to generation in only very slowly changing forms and
the tendency to interpret life religiously operated almost without
hindrance. Myths emerged in the communal imagination, forming
secure and unquestioned frameworks of meaning within which
life was lived.

The kind of rational criticism that notices inconsistencies and
contradictions, vaguenesses, failures to explain, seems to have
begun in the axial period, particularly in ancient Greece, India
and China, and has become greatly intensified and more
widespread in the West with the rise of modern science and the
enthronement of its canons of explanation and evidence and its
ethos of uninhibited criticism. In this new cultural situation our
human freedom in relation to the Real has come to be typically
maintained in a new way, namely by a radical scepticism which
rejects transcendence as such. This is expressed in the characteristic
atheism, humanism, secularism and theoretical materialism of the
modern period.

But in the archaic world the human mind was protected from
an overwhelmingly direct presence of the Real by religion itself,
functioning as a system for filtering out the infinite divine reality
and reducing it to forms that could be coped with. Religion has
thus constituted our resistance (in a sense analogous to the use of
the word in electronics) to the Real. The effect of the different
‘sacred canopies’ has been to enable us to be touched by the Real,
and yet only partially and selectively, in step with our own
spiritual development, both communal and individual. Or, putting
it the other way round, in terms of divine revelation, ‘Brahma
suits His language to the understanding of His hearer’ (Kabir
[15th century] 1977, 92).

Religious traditions, considered as ‘filters’ or ‘resistances’,
function as totalities which include not only concepts and
images of God or of the Absolute, with the modes of experience
which they inform, but also systems of doctrine, ritual and
myth, art forms, moral codes, lifestyles and patterns of social
organisation. For religions have been basically communal
responses to the Real, rooted in the life of societies and forming
an essential element of human culture.
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In the circular movement of the argument, in which each
phase presupposes and is presupposed by each other, we have
yet to come (in Part 5) to the question of the criteria by which to
judge religious traditions. In a word, the central criterion will be
soteriological, the bringing about of a transformation of human
existence from self-centredness to Reality-centredness - a
transformation which shows itself, within the conditions of this
world, in compassion (karund) or love (agape). Linking this
criterion, yet to be established, to our pluralistic hypothesis we
can say that human openness to the Real accounts for the
immense ranges of good, and closedness to the Real for the
perhaps equally great ranges of evil, within the history of
religions.

It is tempting, looking back from what we regard as our
privileged twentieth-century vantage point, to see this history in
evolutionary terms as the progressive development of an authentic
relationship to the Real, with a consequent increase of its good
and decrease of its evil fruits in human life. Must not the axial
age, for example, have constituted a ‘great leap forward’ in
human religious awareness? Do not the world faiths provide a
more favourable context for human transformation than the primal
and archaic religions? The answer is not self-evident. Our
pluralistic hypothesis is compatible with different interpretations
of this long history. Rather than try to settle the matter here I
shall therefore be content to note some of the complicating
circumstances which make the question so difficult.

The axial age saw the emergence in each of the great centres of
ancient civilisation of the autonomous human person. Men and
women became for the first time and to varying degrees conscious
of being unique individuals each with his or her own sins, hope
of salvation, and final destiny. In this new situation a more
individual relationship to the Real began to supersede the older
communal awareness; and the post-axial traditions, which filled
the psychic space opened by the new consciousness, are naturally
better adapted than was pre-axial religion to foster and guide this
individual quest. But it would be hazardous to assume that
human life is more truly centred in the Real in the new
individualistic phase than in its earlier communal phase. It could
be that on the one hand the spontaneous self-transcendence of
pre-literate and archaic people, seeing themselves as cells in a
living social organism and subordinating their own interests to
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those of the community, and on the other hand a deliberate
turning from self to the Real on the part of autonomous egos
within the post-axial traditions, are not related as lower and higher
but simply as the forms of ego-transcendence that are appropriate
to different stages of human history. In each period, of course,
some people have lived in more and others in less propitious
religious circumstances; and indeed this fact stands as one of the
great question marks over most of our theologies and religious
philosophies. But the mystery is not alleviated by the assumption
that those living in an earlier age were, in general, religiously
underprivileged in comparison with ourselves today. At any rate
the pluralistic hypothesis being developed in this book, whilst it
does not rule out that possibility, by no means requires it. At this
point we can be content to await more light — which the historians
and phenomenologists of religions may or may not one day be
able to provide.

5 MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE

The term ‘mystical’ is one of the most elastic in the language.
However it is convenient for our present purpose to use it in a
restricted sense to refer to those forms of religious experience that
express the presence of the Real, not as manifested in our material
environment, but as directly affecting the human psyche. These
are experiences in which the ‘information’ being presented to
consciousness has been received by some kind of extra-
sensory awareness of our ultimate environment.'? Such mystical
experiences are themselves of two main kinds, which have been
distinguished as unitive and communitive.”® The former are
experiences of oneness with God or with the absolute reality of
Brahman or the eternal Buddha-nature; and because of their
wider implications these will be discussed separately in Chapter
16.5. The latter are moments in which a divine being seems to
encounter the mystic through visions, auditions and/or photisms;
and it is with these that we are presently concerned. I shall try to
show that they share a common epistemological character with
the rest of the spectrum of religious experience, being joint
products of the impact of a transcendent reality and of the
mystic’s own mind-set; but that they differ from the kind of
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religious experience discussed in the previous section in that this
‘impact’, instead of being mediated through the outer world of
nature and history, is directly prehended at some deep level of
the mystic’s psyche and then expressed in forms supplied by his
or her mind.

It is clear that phenomenologically - that is, as directly
describable — different visions and auditions have different
contents. As modifications of consciousness Isaiah’s vision of
Yahweh in the temple (Isaiah 6) was different from Lady Julian’s
seeing a crucifix flowing with blood (Julian 1978, 181) and from Sri
Ramakrisha’s vision of Kali (Isherwood 1965, ch. 6); and Samuel’s
experience of hearing the voice of Yahweh (I Samuel 3:11-14) was
different from Muhammad’s hearing Gabriel recite passages of
what was to be the Qur'an (Qur’an 2:97). There are indeed certain
features of visionary experiences that occur cross-culturally: the
direct awareness of light and the relational awareness of height,
depth and magnitude. These seem to have universal symbolic
significance.” However even the experience, for example, of
seeing a bright light can take on a tradition-specific character.
Thus in many of the reports of persons resuscitated after having
almost died the ‘being of light’ is experienced by Christians, but
not by people of other traditions, as the dazzling presence of
Christ.” This suggests that the same experience is being differently
interpreted and described. But this only applies to these rather
few common features. Much the greater part of the phenomenology
of visions and auditions comes unmistakably from the experiencer’s
own scriptures and tradition. The different persons encountered,
symbols deployed, words heard, are clearly related to characteristic
features of the tradition within which the mystic functions. As has
often been pointed out, it is invariably a Catholic Christian who
sees a vision of the Blessed Virgin Mary and a Vaishnavite Hindu
who sees a vision of Krishna, but not vice versa.’® This fact
strongly suggests that the distinctive ideas and images, the
historical and mythological themes, and the range of expectation
made available by the mystic’s tradition have provided the
material out of which the experience is constructed.”

Religious and naturalistic interpretations of such experiences
are both feasible. As possible indicators of the nature of reality
they can either be dismissed as the remarkable hallucinatory
projections of religious eccentrics or accepted as manifestations of
the Real within the peak experiences of exceptionally sensitive
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individuals. In accordance with the programme of this book I am
concerned to explore the latter possibility in the case of some at
least of these experiences. The pluralistic hypothesis to be
presented in Chapter 14 suggests that humanity has always been
conscious of the universal presence of the Real in terms of a range
of concepts and modes of experience which vary from one
tradition to another. This model can also illuminate mystical
experience within the different traditions. It assumes the impact
of the presence of the Real upon the mystic, this impact or
presence generating information that is transformed into a
conscious mode which the mystic and the mystic’'s community
can assimilate. In the transformation of information into
meaningful human experience the mystic’s mind employs the
same constructive capacities that operate in the creation of dreams.
But whereas dreams are (normally) means whereby the complex
and many-levelled psyche communicates internally with itself,
mystical experiences — on a religious interpretation of them -
embody information deriving from the transcendent source which
[ am referring to as the Real.

There is, I suggest, an analogy between mystical visions and
the ‘crisis apparitions’ that were recorded so abundantly in the
early period of psychical research before radio had been invented
and when news could still take days or weeks to be transmitted.
A typical case would be one in which, say, a man travelling in
India is suddenly killed in an accident, and that night his wife in
England sees an apparition of him that includes some element
suggesting death: perhaps he looks still and death-like, or there is
a coffin in the background, or he speaks of his own death. Then,
several weeks later, a letter arrives informing the family of his
death. What would seem to have happened in such a case is that
the man’s sudden crisis experience makes a telepathic impact
upon the wife’s unconscious mind, and the information thus
received is then presented to her consciousness (often at night,
when the mind is relatively disengaged from the world) in the
form of an apparition. The apparition — whose content is derived
from the percipient's memory and imagination — is hallucinatory
in that there is no physical body present where she sees one; but
the hallucination is nevertheless veridical, embodying true
information.*®

This complex cognitive transaction in which illusion is the
vehicle of truth may well take place in mystical visions and
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auditions also. The specific material out of which the vision is
composed - the figure of an angel, or Christ, or Krishna, or Kali,
or of a throne, a heart, a cloud — is supplied by the imagination
and memory of the mystic. But, according to our hypothesis, the
information dramatised in this way originates at the interface
between the Real and the human psyche, being generated by the
impact of the one upon the other. Such information is accordingly
relational, expressing the relevance or meaning of the transcendent
reality to human life.

If however we were to identify mystics initially by the power
and vividness of their special experiences we should find that
they are a motley crew, including unbalanced and morally
depraved as well as eminently sane and morally admirable men
and women. Some of the inhabitants of psychiatric hospitals
undergo powerful hallucinatory experiences, often of a terrifying
nature. And various hallucinatory drugs can induce visions,
intense experiences of unity with the environment or of mental
illumination, or a sense of profound but ineffable meaning, as
well as appalling nightmares of horror and of indescribable
bleakness and despair. It is thus impossible to suppose that
overwhelmingly vivid visual and auditory experiences, simply as
such, necessarily embody information arising at the interface
between the Real and the human psyche. They may instead
embody information rising from the individual unconscious and
expressing itself in terrifying or destructive ways.

Nor have any of the great religions failed to be acutely aware of
this ambiguity. On the contrary they have emphasised the ever-
present possibility of delusion.” Thus, for example, the Catholic
tradition has developed its own criteria by which to distinguish
visions sent by God from those sent by the devil. The more
universal criterion is the moral and spiritual value of the fruit of
the experience in the individual’s life; and a subsidiary tradition-
specific criterion has been faithfulness to the accepted teachings
of the church.? Those mystics, in all traditions, who have become
accepted and revered have been immensely impressive human
beings whose words have illuminated, challenged and encouraged
others and whose lives have revealed the Real by embodying an
appropriate human response to one of the personae or impersonae
in which it has been manifested within human experience. For
true mystics are those who are startlingly more open to the Real
than the generality of us.
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When we study the reports of these outstanding sensitives we
find that their experiences exhibit a common pattern, not in their
visual and auditory contents but in the ‘information” which they
express. For mystical experiences occurring within the great
theistic traditions have embodied one or another, or more than
one, of a range of aspects of the relevance of the Real, theistically
conceived, to human existence: the goodness, love and mercy of
God; the absolute claim of God upon our lives; the availability of
salvation and eternal life, and the cosmic optimism which flows
from this.

We shall look later (in Chapter 16.5) at the mystical experience
of unity with the absolute or with the universal totality. But as
regards the forms of mysticism that we have looked at briefly in
the present chapter the hypothesis that I am proposing is that the
universal presence of the Real, in which ‘we live and move and
have our being’, generates within certain exceptionally open and
sensitive individuals an unconscious awareness of an aspect or
aspects of its meaning for our human existence. In cybernetic
terms this is ‘information’ about the significance of the Real for
our lives. In order to be consciously received and responded to
this information is transformed into inner or outer visions or
voices, the psychological machinery which transforms the
transcendent information into such experiences consisting of the
mystic’s own mind-set and creative imagination.

Notes

1. Cognita sunt in cognoscente secundum modum cognoscentis,
Summa Theologica, I/, Q. 1, art. 2.

2. I am thus in disagreement with those who distinguish, both for
experience in general and for religious experience in particular,
between ‘propositional’ or ‘interpretive’ and ‘non-propositional’ or
‘non-interpretive’ experiences (see, e.g., Carl-Reinhold Brakenhielm
1985, 18-21). I hold that all conscious experience is interpretive in the
sense that it has specific meaning for us in virtue of the concepts
which function in the process by which it is brought to consciousness.
I am thus in agreement at this point with Steven Katz in his
influential paper ‘Language, Epistemology, and Mysticism’ (Katz
1978).

3. This is, in my view, not an intensified metaphor (cf. William Reese
1978) but an actual mode of experience.

4. Wilfred Cantwell Smith speaks of ‘a moment on one particular
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afternoon when a given Muslim . . . is telling his beads and touches,
let us say, the twenty-seventh bead and names to himself that
particular divine attribute and his soul is suddenly or deeply, or just
a whit more deeply than before, suffused with a realisation that
mercy, or patience, or whatever it be, is indeed of cosmic import, or
that man is in the hands of a just or awesome or powerful or eternal
God’ (W. C. Smith 1981, 167).

. For a different interpretation from the commonly accepted one see

David Kalupahana 1986, 366-70.

. In IWIL Q. 1, art. 1, it is established that the object of faith is the

prima veritas; and earlier, I, Q. 16, art. 5, it has been established that
God is the prima veritas.

. “To faith these things belong essentially, the sight of which we shall

enjoy in eternal life’, Summa Theologica, I/II, Q. 1, art. 8. I have
discussed the Thomist account of faith more fully in Hick [1967]
1987a, ch. 1.

. I do not argue for ‘the coextensiveness of faith and perception’, as

supposed by James Heaney (1980), but for a continuity between faith
as the interpretive element within religious experience and the
interpretive element within other forms of experience.

. How can religious experience be both powerfully convincing, leaving

no room for doubt, and also an exercise of cognitive freedom in
response to ambiguity? The answer is that these phrases refer to
different stages. Behind all conscious experience there lies a phase of
unconscious interpretive activity and it is here that, in the case of
religious experience, the free response to ambiguity occurs. In the
conscious experience the ambiguity has been resolved in a distinctively
religious (or in the contrary case, in a distinctively naturalistic) way,
and the resulting experience itself may have any degree of intensity
and of compelling quality.

See Chapter 9.1.

On the possibility of unconscious resistance to becoming aware of
the Real see Reinhold Niebuhr 1941, chs 7-9, and Donald Evans
1963, 197-204, and 1980, ch. 6.

Denis Edwardes (1984, ch. 9) treats Christian mystical experience in
essentially this way, though instead of ESP he speaks of ‘pre-
conceptual experience’.

. The term ‘unitive’ is also used loosely in the literature to refer to an

intimate communion with God which does not involve an ontological
unity.

. Cf. Edwyn Bevan 1938.

. Cf. Raymond Moody 1975, 46.

. On this phenomenon see Runzo 1977.

. There has been considerable discussion in recent writings on

philosophy of religion about whether, as W.T. Stace, Ninian
Smart and others have argued, ‘phenomenologically, mysticism is
everywhere the same’ (Smart 1965, 87) but is differently interpreted
within the different religions, or whether, as Steven Katz and others
have argued, ‘the experience itself as well as the form in which it is
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reported is shaped by concepts which the mystic brings to, and
which shape, his experience’ (Katz 1978, 26). In this debate I side
with Katz, though the phenomenological differences mentioned
above are not directed against the Stace/Smart thesis, in as much as
these two writers have been referring to the unitive mystical
experience rather than to visions, etc. I shall come to the
phenomenological differences within unitive mysticism in Chapter
16.5.

See Edmund Gurney 1886; F. W. H. Myers [1903] 1943; G. N. M.
Tyrell 1953. On the relevance more generally of parapsychology to
the study of mysticism see Emilio Servadio 1986.

See St Teresa of Avila [1565] 1960, ch. 25; Walter Hilton [1494] 1948,
bk I, ch. 11; St John of the Cross [16th century] 1958, bk II, chs 27-9 -
for example, ‘And I am appalled at what happens in these days —
namely, when some soul with the very smallest experience of
meditation, if it be conscious of certain locutions of this kind in some
state of recollection, at once christens them all as coming from God,
and assumes that this is the case, saying: “God said to me ...”;
“God answered me . . .”’; whereas it is not so at all, but, as we have
said, it is for the most part they who are saying these things to
themselves’ (330-1).

See further in Chapter 13.5.



11
Religion and Reality

Religion constitutes our varied human reponse to transcendent
Reality.

1 RELIGIOUS REALISM AND NON-REALISM

Religious experience, then, is structured by religious beliefs, and
religious beliefs are implicit within religious experience. We next
have to ask whether this complex of experience and belief, taking
as it does different shapes within the different traditions, is to be
regarded simply as a human creation or as our response to a
transcendent reality — though a response whose particular forms
always involve the creative activity of the human imagination.
There is here — as at so many points in the present enquiry - a
problem of terminology. None of the available descriptive labels
for these two possibilities is entirely adequate without explanatory
gloss. I propose to use, as the least unsatisfactory pair of terms,
‘realist’ and ‘non-realist’ and their cognates. (I shall also use ‘anti-
realist’ when referring to the polemic against realism.) I intend
‘realism’ in a sense derived from its use in modern philosophy -
in distinction from its use in the medieval debates, in which
realism was opposed to nominalism. In modern epistemology
realism is the view that material objects exist outside us and
independently of what we take to be our perceptions of them.
And by analogy religious realism is the view that the objects of
religious belief exist independently of what we take to be our
human experience of them. For each religious tradition refers to
something (using that word in its most general sense) that stands
transcendingly above or undergirdingly beneath and giving
meaning or value to our existence. This is referred to in a wide
range of ways as God, or the divine, or the absolute, or the Tao,
or the dharmakaya, or the Spirit . . . These and other comparable
concepts have in common that they point to something alleged to
be more or other than our ordinary human existence, something

172
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that is thus, in relation to us, transcendent. And what I am calling
the realist option understands such language in a basically realist
way as referring to an object of discourse that is ‘there’ to be
referred to.

Thus in the case of Judeo-Christian-Islamic talk about God the
realist assumption is that God exists as an unlimited personal
being, so that in addition to all the millions of embodied human
consciousnesses there is at least one further consciousness which is
not embodied and which is the divine consciousness. Or in the
case of Hindu language about the trans-personal Brahman the
assumption is that in addition to (though ultimately as the true
nature of) the millions of individual human consciousnesses there
is the infinite and eternal consciousness of Brahman. In this latter
case the otherness of the transcendent reality is only a provisional
otherness: for when the streams of consciousness which each of
us calls ‘I’ attain to enlightenment they will thereby become aware
of their true identity as the universal atman which is ultimately
one with Brahman. This advaitic conception reminds us that
religious realism does not necessarily involve the kind of divine-
human duality that we find in the theistic schemes. Within both
the theistic and the non-theistic traditions it is equally possible to
construe the language in either a realist or a non-realist way.

Religious realism is not of course to be equated with a
straightforwardly literal understanding of religious discourse. This
point has to be made because some contemporary anti-realist
argumentation’ suggests that we have to choose between, on the
one hand, a simplistically literal use of the language and, on the
other, its complete subjectivisation and evacuation of all factual
content. From the point of view being developed in this book
such a dilemma is misleading. For we have already recognised the
unavoidable element of interpretation within all conscious
experience. Our awareness of the world is necessarily an
awareness of it as it impinges upon us and becomes meaningfully
organised in our consciousness. All awareness, whether of our
more immediate or of our more ultimate environment, is
accordingly formed in terms of conceptual systems embodied in
the language of particular societies and traditions. We can therefore
only experience the Real as its presence affects our distinctively
human modes of consciousness, varying as these do in their
apperceptive resources and habits from culture to culture and
from individual to individual. And so I shall not be advocating
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anything analogous to ‘naive realism’ in relation to sense
perception, according to which the world as it is in itself is just as
we perceive it to be. This will of course involve a departure from
the ordinary and natural presumption of ‘simple believers’ within
each tradition, who have generally thought in a way analogous to
naive realism, construing their scriptures and traditional teachings
literally in terms of a God who is ‘up there’ or ‘out there’ in space,
angels with wings and devils with malevolent faces, a heaven
‘above the bright blue sky’ and a hell beneath of fires and torment;
or of a Pure Land in the west, rebirth of the present self in human
or animal form . . .

In contrast to this the kind of religious realism that I shall
advocate takes full account of the subjective contribution to all
awareness. It is thus analogous to the epistemological ‘critical
realism” which emerged in the first half of the present century,
and particularly to the type developed by R. W. Sellars, Arthur
Lovejoy, A. K. Rogers and J. B. Pratt (as distinguished from the
somewhat different type developed by George Santayana, Durant
Drake and C. A. Strong).> Critical differed from naive realism
mainly in taking account of the conceptual and interpretive
element within sense perception. It accordingly acknowledged
that the sensory data of which we are directly aware (or which we
‘intuit’) are private to the perceiving consciousness, but added
that it is by means of these private contents of consciousness that
we are able to live in relation to a physical world transcending our
own minds. Thus sense perception is a complexly mediated
awareness of the physical world. Some quotations from Sellars
will serve to bring out this aspect of his position:

Perceiving involves more than sensing. ... There is belief,
construction and interpretation, all this leading to what is taken
to be the awareness of things ... [We need] to distinguish
between the intuition of the sensory appearance, which alone is
given, and the denotative selection of a thing-object which is
believed in and characterized . . . Naive realism is right in its
contention that, from the first in sense-perception, we regard
ourselves as perceiving public objects. It is wrong in that it does
not fully recognize that such perception is guided and mediated
by sensory data which are private and given . . . The critical
realist thinks himself truer to sense-perception to assert that
sensory-data are the direct objects of intuition and that thing-
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objects are the intentional objects of cognition . . . In short, all
sorts of facts about the thing perceived ... influence our
perceptual experience . .. Attitudes, expectations, memories,

accepted facts, all operate interpretatively to make us regard
ourselves as somehow aware of public, independent things . . .
There is, if you will, stimulus and complex interpretative
response . . . (1938-9, 474-7)

In the form of critical realism that I am advocating in the
epistemology of religion the element of interpretation plays an
even larger part than it does in sense perception — thereby
preserving our cognitive freedom in relation to the much greater
and more demanding value of the reality in question. But whilst
fully recognising this human contribution, critical realism holds
that the realm of religious experience and belief is not in toto
human projection and illusion but constitutes a range of cognitive
responses, varying from culture to culture, to the presence of a
transcendent reality or realities. It would be possible to call this
position ‘transcendentalism’ or ‘super- or supra-naturalism’. But
its character is, I think, better brought out by the established
epistemological term ‘realism’, which I accordingly propose to
use.

I want to contrast with this a range of non-realist and anti-
realist theories which deny that religious language should be
interpreted realistically and which offer their own alternative
ways of construing it.> One could also categorise these by such
terms as ‘naturalism” and ‘humanism’. But these have different
emotional colourings for different people and it seems better to
focus on the central philosophical issue by referring to them as
non-realist positions. Needless to say ‘non-realist’ here does not
mean unrealistic in the sense of failing to recognise the realities of
the situation. The question at issue is precisely which option is
realistic and which unrealistic in that sense.

2 THE REALIST INTENTION OF TRADITIONAL RELIGION

In comparing the realist and non-realist construals of religious
language it is desirable to distinguish several issues. The first is
the historical question as to which interpretation corresponds to
the intention of religious language-users within the great traditions.
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The full range of religious utterance has always included a variety
of non-cognitive uses of language: exclamations, commands and
exhortations, performatives and so on. But it seems almost beyond
dispute that such core religious statements as that ‘God loves
human beings’, ‘The Qur’'an is the Word of God’, ‘Atman is
Brahman’, ‘Samsara and Nirvana are one’ have normally been
intended cognitively. To say that such statements have been so
intended is not of course to say that all their terms function as in
their use in ordinary secular discourse: the love of God may well
be analogous rather than identical in nature to human love; the
Word of God is not literally a word; and so on. However, the
realist-non-realist issue is distinct from the question of literal or
metaphorical, univocal or analogical usage. For language can be
employed in all these different modes to say something (whether
true or false) about ‘what there is’ and ‘how things are’ in the
universe beyond our own minds. Myths also (at any rate as I shall
be using the term in this book) are capable of being in varying
degrees true or false according as they serve to relate us
appropriately or inappropriately to the Real (see Chapter 19.2-4)

Now although we cannot look into the minds of the seminal
religious figures of the past, or of the body of believers from
century to century within the great traditions, it nevertheless
seems to me transparently evident that they have normally
understood their own and one another’s core language in a realist
way. I shall restrict the discussion for the moment to theistic
religion, in relation to which the modern debate has taken place,
and then move later to the non-theistic traditions. That God-talk
has normally been construed cognitively is clear from the ways in
which it has connected with the speakers” emotions and modes of
behaviour. If people begin to think and act differently when told,
for example, ‘There is a rabid dog in the room’, we properly infer
that they understand the statement in a realist manner. And
when in response to the language of their scriptures, liturgies and
creeds theistic believers address God in prayer; look about to see
if their prayers are being answered; receive calamities as God’s
punishment and well-being as an expression of divine favour; are
in fear of hell and in hope of heaven; feel guilty, forgiven,
thankful in relation to God; or even, as in ancient days, sacrifice
human lives to their gods, we properly attribute to them a realist
interpretation of the realm of language in which they are
participating.
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A non-realist interpretation is, in contrast, radically revisionary.
gome contemporary religious anti-realists are inclined to deny
this, seeking to present their own analysis as an account of the
normative use of religious language and to marginalise its realist
use as a superstitious aberration. Others however are more
historically self-aware. Cupitt, for example, is conscious that he is
recommending a radically different use of Christian language for
the new age in which the traditional realist or objectivist use has
(as he thinks) been rendered implausible by our modern science-
oriented culture.* But despite the failure of some to acknowledge
this it seems to me abundantly clear that the core of religious
language has normally been understood and is today normally
understood by believers and disbelievers alike as basically
cognitive.

3 LINGUISTIC ANALYSIS AND RELIGIOUS REALISM

The second question is whether this may not nevertheless always
have been a logical mistake. Are religious statements perhaps so
formed as to be incapable of being either true or false? This is the
challenging question that was posed to western theology in the
period after the second world war. In the 1920s and 1930s the
logical positivists had tried and failed to formulate a rigorous
verification criterion of meaning.® But nevertheless the basic
insight which inspired them continues to be valid and to be
relevant to the philosophy of religion.® This insight acknowledges
the empiricist principle that to exist is to make a difference. For X
to exist is for the universe to be in an X-inclusive rather than an X-
exclusive state. And verifiability, around which the logical
positivists” quest revolved, consists in the experiential accessibility
of the difference made by X’s existence. To observe the feature of
the universe affirmed by ‘X exists’ is to verify that X exists, and to
observe a feature of the universe which is incompatible with X’s
existence is to falsify ‘X exists’.

This concept of direct all-or-nothing verification is however a
limiting case, realised only under certain special conditions. It
applies to propositions about finite entities with a particular
spatial location (such as ‘There is a clock on the mantlepiece in
that room’). In such cases verification can consist in a single
simple observation or close cluster of observations. But many
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propositions are, if true, capable only of some degree of indirect
verification, thus generating the notion of confirmation in
distinction from that of simple and direct verification. For example,
statements about a person’s moral character, such as that X is an
honest person, and large-scale scientific theories, such as the
theory of evolution or of the expanding universe, are not open to
direct verification by a single observation but are nevertheless
capable of progressive confirmation by an accumulation of
evidential data. However the two concepts of direct and
indirect verification, specifying respectively verification by unique
observation and by cumulative confirmation, both point to the
same ideal of the exclusion of rational doubt. Of course, given any
non-tautological statement, however fully verified or confirmed, it
remains logically possible that it be false and psychologically
possible for it to be doubted. But when all grounds for rational
doubt have been excluded, whether by direct observation or by
cumulative confirmation, verification — in the sense in which this
is possible for human beings — has been achieved.

It seems reasonable to apply this principle to God-talk by asking
what observable difference it makes whether God exists. What
actual or possible state(s) of affairs would on the one hand verify
or confirm, or on the other, falsify or disconfirm the assertion that
God is real? The answer must be in terms of indirect verification,
or confirmation, rather than direct all-or-nothing verification -
and likewise of indirect rather than direct falsification. For God is
conceived in Judeo-Christian-Islamic monotheism as infinite, and
an infinite reality cannot be observed or experienced in its infinite
nature by a finite observer. It is possible to experience finite
power, goodness, love, wisdom; but impossible in principle to
experience infinite qualities as such.”

The experiential confirmation of God’s existence will not, then,
consist in a direct observation of God but in experiencing features
of the universe, as it changes through time, which trace the
difference that the existence of God makes. These constitute the
fulfilment of the divine purpose for the creation. For according to
the monotheistic traditions time is linear, leading from a divinely
initiated beginning to a divinely intended end. The human
pilgrimage will lead eventually to — and at this point there is a
range of overlapping conceptions — the Kingdom of God, heaven
and hell, eternal life, the world to come, paradise, a new heaven
and a new earth. Generally a double destiny, of conirasting
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happiness and misery, has been assumed. However since the two
possible end-states could each in their different ways confirm the
theistic character of the universe I shall, for the sake of simplicity,
restrict the discussion to the more positive possibility.®

Broadly understood, the idea of heaven is the idea of perfected
human beings endlessly experiencing beyond this life the infinite
depths of God’s creative love. Their condition may well from our
present point of view consist in such a completely altered state of
consciousness as to be beyond the scope of our present imagining.
But whatever its form it will — according to the theistic traditions —
be a situationt in which the ambiguities of our present existence
have been left behind and in which the divinely ruled character of
our environment is manifest to all. The awareness of existing in
God’s unseen presence, currently inhibited both by the ambiguity
of our environment and by our own blinding self-concern, will be
full and continuous, limited only by our own finitude. Whereas in
this life the sense of God’s presence occurs in tension with
experiences of pain and suffering, of injustice and the triumph
of evil, which continually challenge its authenticity, in the
eschatological state there will be no such tension. Our God-
consciousness will be unimpeded and free from any seeds of
doubt.

In such a situation it must still of course remain a logical
possibility that one’s continuous sense of the divine presence,
and of joyful interaction with God, is delusory. For in any
situation, earthly or heavenly, however unambiguous its
character, it remains theoretically possible that we are being
deluded. However if we are considering the case of one who has
accepted (or indeed of one who has rejected) the theistic picture
of the universe as a creative process leading to a limitlessly good
end-state in conscious communion with God, I suggest that to
participate knowingly in that fulfilment would confirm the reality
of God beyond the possibility of rational doubt. It is true that the
infinite divine attributes, exceeding the personal grace and creative
power encountered within our finite experience, could still only
be humanly knowable, in a heavenly state as now, either by
divine revelation or by philosophical reasoning. But that the
theistic as opposed to the atheistic understanding of the universe
has turned out to be true would be overwhelmingly evident, and
as much so to the erstwhile atheist as to the theist. The prediction
that the universe is leading to a limitlessly good end-state in
communion with God would have been fulfilled.
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It is worth emphasising at this point that such an end-state
might take almost any number of different forms, so that its actual
character could well be unexpected and could indeed prove to be
entirely beyond the range of our present earthly imaginations. A
very literal-minded Christian, following the lead of popular
hymns, might perhaps expect to find a choir of saints in shinin
robes singing and casting down their golden crowns before the
throne of God. However if what occurs is quite other than this but
nevertheless in some unforeseen way fulfils the basic expectation
of participation in the completion of a loving divine purpose of
universal scope, that initial prediction, even though falsified in all
of its details, will nevertheless have been confirmed in its main
substance. And any acceptable theory of the eschatological
verification of theism must make this distinction between the
basic notion of an ‘unlimitedly good end-state in communion with
God’ and the various concrete pictures of such a state produced
by our human traditions.

4 REALISM AND HINDU LANGUAGE

Let us now direct the verification question to the non-theistic
traditions. Here the shape of the problem changes. For theism
generally assumes continued personal identity linking our present
existence with the future heavenly state; so that some or all
human beings may one day discover that the universe is basically
as theism has depicted it. But according to advaita Vedanta — and
according also in a different way, as we shall see, to Buddhism —
the ‘limitlessly better possibility’ is attained precisely by
transcending individual ego existence. Thus the self which now
contemplates the advaitic conception of the universe will not, if
that picture is correct, be present as a continuing separate
consciousness in the final state to confirm its accuracy. For what is
asserted, and is accordingly a candidate for experiential
confirmation, is the reality of Brahman and the ultimate identity
of each individual consciousness with the universal atman which
is ultimately Brahman. This teaching presents a cosmic picture
that includes both our present existence and a final future state
which supersedes it. However the nature of that postulated future
state, and of our participation in it, are very different from that
anticipated by theists.
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According to advaita Vedanta our present existence as separate
selves is a systematic delusion in which the temporary self-
concerned ego obscures our deeper and eternal nature as the
universal Atman/Brahman. When the separating ego-boundaries
are transcended in moksa, liberation, we shall know ourselves as
the universal Consciousness. Freedom from the powerful illusion
of egohood can indeed occur in the present life if this is the
culminating member of an immense series through which it has
peen gradually approached. There then occurs the jivanmukta
state, embodied release or living liberation. “In this jivanmukta
stage, being freed from all impure afflictions and karmas, the
consciousness shines in its infinity’ (Dasgupta [1924] 1973, 118).
How does the jivanmukti know that he or she has attained to this
ultimate state? Shankara asks:

How are you to know for certain that you are liberated from the
bondage of ignorance and have realized the Atman, which is
absolute existence, pure consciousness and abiding bliss? The
words of the scriptures, your own power of reasoning, and the
teaching of your master should all help to convince you — but
the only absolute proof is direct and immediate experience,
within your own soul. (Shankara [7th-8th century] 1978, 112)

Thus far, then, the advaitist can justifiably point to the fulfilment
of the prediction that if one perseveres long and single-mindedly
enough on one of the paths of liberation - the ways of knowledge,
of devotion, or of works — one will eventually attain to the
ilumined state of consciousness. That the conditions which have
to be met in order to experience this end-state are extremely
arduous does not affect the logical relationship of prediction and
fulfilment.

But advaita Vedanta asserts more than that a rare state of
consciousness is attainable in this life by a fortunate few. It also
claims that the structure of the universe in virtue of which this is
possible is such as to make moksa eventually available to us all.
For it teaches that we are all finite centres of consciousness whose
present separate existence consists in our temporary unawareness
of our true nature. It affirms that beyond each completed series of
embodiments individual consciousness will be subsumed into the
universal Consciousness which, in potentiality, it has always
been. If this occurs it will constitute that teaching’s being true, in
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the sense of corresponding with what actually happens. However
the standard western concept of verification cannot accommodate
this case without a certain amount of gentle stretching — which
can happen in two stages.

The first stage occurs when we note that the model according to
which someone propounds a theory, including within it a
predictive element, and then observes the fuifilment of the
prediction, is an ideally simple case. Scientific research readily
accepts that it may be someone other than the original theorist
who observes the fulfilment of the prediction. The second stage is
prompted by the realisation, expressed in a number of recent
western philosophical discussions of personal identity, that we
need not restrict the range of possibilities to the simple continuation
of psychic or psycho-physical entities. The deconstruction of this
model of personal identity began with questions about the
conceptuality that would be required if human beings were, like
the amoeba, to divide.” Suppose, as a further possibility, that they
were capable of fusion, two people becoming one. Derek Parfit
sketches some aspects of this possibility:

Any two people who fuse together would have different
characteristics, different desires, and different intentions. How
could these be combined?

The answers might be these. Some of these features will be
compatible. These would coexist in the one resulting person.
Some will be incompatible. These, if of equal strength, would
cancel out, and, if of different strengths, the stronger would
become weaker. These effects might be as predictable as the
laws governing dominant and recessive genes.

(Parfit 1984, 298)

Let us develop this picture further in the direction suggested by
advaita Vedanta. Let us suppose that when individuals reach a
certain level of spiritual development (moksa) they fuse mentally
with all others who have attained that same level; and that
eventually all fuse in this way. There then exists a universal
consciousness which is the successor of each of the individual
streams of consciousness. Advaita Vedanta adds that the separate
consciousnesses were merely fleeting swirls of cloudy delusion
obscuring the perfect clarity of the universal consciousness,
Brahman. If, then, in the eschaton all consciousnesses have united
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into a single consciousness, and if this was predicted in a theory
propounded by some of the individual consciousnesses before
they united, it would seem that the unitary consciousness may be
said to have verified that theory in its own experience. The
eternal Self will know (and indeed knows now) that It is the one
ultimate Reality underlying the illusorily finite egos. And if the
advaitic doctrine is true this would seem to be the kind of
experiential verification that is appropriate to its being true.

5 REALISM AND BUDDHIST LANGUAGE

For Buddhism the question of verifiability is even more elusive.
Whereas according to advaita Vedanta our present consciousness
is the eternal consciousness of Atman/Brahman in concealed form,
according to the Buddhist anattd (Sanscrit angtman) doctrine it is
merely a momentary phase in an ever-moving wave which will in
due course exhaust its karmic energy, leaving only the deep
untroubled ocean of Nirvana. Since the self is nothing but this
temporary wave of consciousness, existing one moment and gone
the next, how could it be said ever to participate in the
confirmation of this Buddhist conception? If our consciousness is
simply a fleeting moment within the universal process of
pratitya samutpada, the beginningless and endless movement of
interdependent co-origination, how can it know that this is what
it is?

We need at this point to distinguish between questions
concerning the present ‘false’ self, seeking nirvina, and questions
concerning that, if anything, which lies beyond the moment of
liberation or enlightenment and, yet again, beyond the earthly
embodiment of the enlightened one. So far as the status of the
present empirical self is concerned the anattd doctrine is in
essential agreement with the advaitic conception. The present ‘T’
or ego, which habitually perceives the world as centred on itself,
whether supportively or threateningly, is illusory; and the world
as so perceived is itself ultimately illusory. Both are of course real
in that this self-centred consciousness of the world actually occurs;
and yet both are illusions in comparison with the reality
experienced in the non-ego-centred state of nirvana. It is only from
that new standpoint, transcending ordinary awareness, that the
delusory nature of ordinary consciousness is revealed.



184 Epistemological

In the Pali scriptures the state of enlightenment, in which self-
concern - the root of all sorrow, anxiety and suffering — has been
transcended, is one of tranquil joy (Digha Nikaya, 1:196 — Davids
and Davids 1923, 261). And in the Mahayana development,
culminating in Zen, with its central insight of the identity of
Nirvana and Samsara, enlightenment is essentially a rejoicing in
the world as it is, undistorted by the false perspective of the
perceiver’s ego. This experience of the world, rediscovered in its
pure ‘suchness’, is authoritative for the one who has it. Thus
Suzuki says:

By this I mean that the knowledge realized in satori is final, that
no amount of logical argument can refute it. Being direct and
personal it is sufficient unto itself. All that logic can do here is
to explain it, to interpret it in connection with other kinds of
knowledge with which our minds are filled. Satori is thus a
form of perception, an inner perception, which takes place in
the most interior part of consciousness. Hence the sense of
authoritativeness, which means finality. (1956, 104)

Does Buddhist teaching, however, say more than that a very
special and wonderful state of consciousness is possible to those
few who seek it with sufficient persistence, this nirvanic state
ending in each case at their death? Given that few seem to have
the necessary spiritual and intellectual endowments and the
practical possibility of devoting themselves wholeheartedly to the
quest, and that the requisite spiritual guidance of an arhat or
bodhisattva or Zen master can be available to fewer still, such a
form of Buddhism could be relevant only to a very small
proportion of human beings. And indeed the full satori experience
is in fact probably attained by no more than a few thousand in
each generation, and the arhatship of the Theravada tradition
probably by even fewer. (There are at any one time only at most a
few hundred authentic Zen masters; and in Theravadin Sri Lanka
it is believed that at any given time there is at least one living arhat
concealed somewhere within the community.)

Buddhism, interpreted in this way, would thus be good news
for an elite few but, by contrast, bad news for the generality of the
human race. There are some - particularly within the varied
western appropriation of Zen — who by implication, though often
without full consciousness of the implication, understand
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Buddhism in this way. But clearly this cannot be the original or
the historically normative understanding which has made
Buddhism one of the great world religions. In the course of
twenty-five centuries Buddhism has imparted a positive meaning
and purpose in life to hundreds of millions of people. They have
been grasped by a picture of reality in which there is hope not
only for a fortunate few but ultimately for all, including
themselves. This picture involves the characteristically eastern
conception of the universe as enormously greater and more
complex than western religious thought, until corrected by modern
science, has usually imagined; and a time-scale of the salvific

rocess which is enormously greater than a single human lifespan.

The fact that this vast picture has today lost its hold on the
imagination of a number of westernised Buddhists and some
modern Zen practitioners should not blind us to its dominant
place within the long Buddhist tradition as a whole. According to
this picture, which is common also to Hinduism, one’s present
life is only a moment in an immensely long series of such lives,
leading finally to the presently unimaginable good of Nirvana or
Moksha. One may still be a very long way from the goal, with
many more lives to be lived before it is attained. But nevertheless
one is participating in a universal process whose structure offers a
limitlessly good fulfilment, beyond anything that the unilluminated
mind can envisage.

That Buddhism rests upon a vision of reality which constitutes
good news for suffering human beings as such, and not only for
an elite few, is classically evident in the story of the Buddha's
enlightenment. We have of course to remember that our
knowledge of the historical Buddha’s life and teachings comes to
us through a very long developing and proliferating tradition,
each stage and branch of which was inclined to attribute its own
special insights to the founder. It may be that the person and
teachings of the exalted Buddha of the later tradition stand in
much the same ambiguous relationship to the historical Gautama
as does the glorified Christ to the person and teachings of the
historical Jesus. This is a question which I neither need nor am
competent to settle. But in the Pali scriptures, which are the
earliest extant Buddhist writings, we read that the Buddha, in
the night of his enlightenment under the Bodhi tree, saw into the
entire workings of the universe as a limitless karmic system and
experienced a liberation from it in which he attained to the
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‘further shore’ of Nirvana (Digha Nikaya, 11:36 — Davids and
Davids 1938, 29-30).%° (In later Buddhist teaching this tradition
developed into the doctrine of the Buddha’s omniscience.') He
saw that human existence is in a worse predicament than most
people realise, since even its best moments are still part of the
universal interdependent system of life which is pervaded by
dukkha; but also that the human predicament is limitlessly better
than most people realise, since liberation is possible into the
serene joy of Buddhahood. Perceiving that this total picture, the
dharma, constitutes good news for all humankind the Buddha felt
an obligation to make it known. He surveyed the world with a
Buddha’s eye, and after internal debate and in compassion for
struggling humanity he set forth on the teaching journeys -
occupying most of the remaining forty-five or so years of his life -
without which there would have been no Buddhist movement.

The Buddha’s self-giving to his fellow human beings was later
reflected in the Mahayana ideal of the bodhisattva, the enlightened
being who renounces final Nirvana until all human life has been
brought to the same point. This bodhisattva concept clearly
presupposes that the dharma is good news for all. For it discloses a
reality, beyond samsira, which offers us a limitlessly better
possibility and which is such as to express itself in those who
have become fully attuned to it as a limitless compassion for
others. The picture of these shining beings, the bodhisattvas,
invisibly surrounding us and ever seeking our welfare symbolises
for Buddhists the ultimate goodness of the mysterious universe in
which we find ourselves. This sense of the goodness, indeed
grace, of reality pervades the Mahayana. Here the cosmic optimism
of the religious outlook comes to rest in what J. B. Noss describes
as ‘a sort of Love-behind-things that produces Buddhas - a
Buddha-essence at the heart of the universe” (Noss 1956, 206).

This is perhaps most explicitly expressed in Buddhism’s Pure
Land or Jodo development. Amitabha (known in Chinese as
Omito and in Japanese and Korean as Amida) is one of the
heavenly Buddhas who devote themselves in their infinite
compassion to the saving of humankind. Amida Buddha has
created a ‘field” of spiritual force within which men and women
can quickly come to enlightenment and so to the bliss of Nirvana.
And such is the compassionate grace of Amida that simply by
calling upon his name in faith we may receive his gift of rebirth
within this spiritual force-field, Sukhavati, the Western Paradise
or Pure Land.
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Thus the Buddhist spectrum covers both sides of the boundary
between realist and non-realist religious self-understandings. In
its realist development, comprising the major streams of both the
Mahayana and the Theravada, it arises from an insight into the
nature of reality, discerning at its heart the eternal Dharmakaya,
or Buddha nature, which can be unitively known by a transformed
consciousness. That eternal reality cannot however be described,
but only experienced, and this only at the end of a long and
arduous process of de-egoisation. It is spoken of as nirvina, and
also as Sinyatd, Emptiness — not in the sense of being nothing
at all but in the sense that no human conceptuality can grasp
it. The religious significance of the Nirvana/Sunyata/
Dharmakaya cluster of concepts is soteriological; and the liberation
which it makes possible presupposes a structure of reality,
knowledge of which constitutes good news for all human beings.
[ shall be looking more closely at the Buddhist conception of
reality later (in Chapter 16.3-4). At this point it is sufficient to
note that in its major forms Buddhism uses language in a realist
way (though always with a lively sense of the inadequacy of all
language) to refer to the ultimate source and ground of
enlightenment.

On the other side of the realist-non-realist boundary there are
those who see Buddhism simply as a way of meditation which
can produce inner peace, stability and detachment. It need have
no metaphysical implications or presuppositions and can (like
many other forms of meditation) be practised independently of
any religious commitment. The trappings of Japanese zazen — the
meditation hall, the Zen roshi, the discipline, the gongs and
drums and chants — can help us to meditate successfully but need
not entail acceptance of the traditional Buddhist world-view.
Further, in addition to the attraction of meditation, the Buddhist
ideal of un-self-centred consciousness, living in compassion
towards all life, has for many an intrinsic value that claims their
allegiance. And like Buddhist meditation this ideal of the selfless
person can be acknowledged and responded to within any or no
religious tradition. Indeed, as we shall see in the next chapter, for
some contemporary post-Christian thinkers this ideal is valid and
salvific even within a basically naturalistic conception of the
universe.

Granting then that there are non-realist as well as realist forms
of religious commitment, I have sought to establish the basically
cognitive and fact-asserting status of standard religious discourse,
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both western and eastern, by stressing its eschatological
component. Because the religions of Semitic and Indian origin
offer coherent world-views entailing verifiable expectations they
constitute factually true or false systems of belief. But it is clear
that these expectations are very different. Hindu and Buddhist
expectations differ, and both differ even more markedly from
Jewish, Christian and Islamic expectations, which also differ
among themselves. Each separately constitutes a genuinely factual
system of beliefs. But — looking forward now to the next stages of
our enquiry, in Parts 3 and 4 — have we not, in showing the fact-
asserting character of the plurality of religious options thereby
established their radical incompatibility? This is ultimately the
question of the conflicting truth-claims of the different religious
traditions that will be discussed in Chapter 20.

Notes

1. E.g. Don Cupitt 1985, 119.

2. Both types are represented in Sellars 1938-9.

3. For an analysis of the different issues involved and of the ways in
which contemporary philosophers of religion have dealt with them,
see James Kellenberger 1985.

4. See further on Cupitt in Chapter 12.3.

5. This chapter in the history of philosophy has been chronicled in
many places, e.g. J. O. Urmson 1956; John Passmore 1957; P.
Achinstein and S. F. Barker 1969.

6. There is a considerable literature of religious response to the challenge
of logical positivism. See, e.g., Kenneth H. Klein 1974; Malcolm M.
Diamond and Thomas V. Litzenburg 1975.

7. Thus the conception of the visio dei has to be used with care, as
indeed it would seem to have been in much medieval theology, in
which according to Philip Wicksteed there was an ‘identification of
seeing God with seeing as God sees’. ‘“This conception’, he says, ‘is
perhaps as fundamental as any to the developed religion of the
Middle Ages’ (Wicksteed 1899, 97). Accordingly, “The medieval saint
believed that to see God is to see as God sees, and that just in so far
as we rise into true communion with Him and do in truth see God,
so far shall we see things not in their fragmentary imperfection, but
in their combined perfection’ (25).

8. The negative possibility has already been noted more fully in Chapter
4.6.

9. Cf. David Wiggins 1967, 50.
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10. There is another, largely parallel, account in the later Mahavastu, 1I:
314-24.
11. Cf. Conze 1967, 169, 226, 268.
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Contemporary Non-Realist
Religion

Religion is a dream, in which our own conceptions and emotions
appear to us as separate existences, beings out of ourselves.
(Feuerbach [1841] 1957, 204)

1 FEUERBACH

The non-realist end of the Buddhist spectrum connects with the
nineteenth- and twentieth-century non-realist western construal
of religious language. This is not to be confused with traditional
atheism (exemplified today by such philosophers as A. J. Ayer,
Paul Edwards, Anthony Flew and Kai Nielsen). In contrast to
this, non-realist interpretations of religious language are part of
the wide overlapping family covered by the umbrella term
‘religion’. Their ‘atheism’ must be described as a religious atheism
and their "humanism’ as a religious humanism which find deep
significance and important guidance for life in the religious
symbols, myths, stories and rituals cherished by the great
traditions.

The modern western non-realist interpretation of religious
language begins with Ludwig Feuerbach. In Das Wesen des
Christentums Feuerbach offered what he described as ‘a faithful,
correct translation of the Christian religion out of the Oriental
language of imagery into plain speech’ ([1841] 1957, xxxiii). In this
translation what is on its surface language about God is identified
as being, beneath the surface, language about our own moral
ideals. God is the image of the ideal person, the human spirit
projected in imagination onto the vastness of the heavens to exert
a sacred claim upon us and to sustain us as a gracious divine
presence.

Feuerbach’s historic achievement is to have planted firmly in
western thought the broad conception that the objects of religious
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faith are human projections: mankind ‘unconsciously and
involuntarily creates God in his own image’ ([1841] 1957, 118). In
doing so he also formulated a series of supporting philosophical
arguments. Whereas his presentation of the broad hypothesis is
vivid and memorable, and has become part of the common
discourse of the western study of religion, his specific arguments
are generally lacking in rigour, their logical gaps being filled by
positions in nineteenth-century idealist thought which may well
have seemed self-evident to Feuerbach and to many of his
contemporaries but which have since lost much of their
plausibility.! They read today like the kind of metaphysics which
F. H. Bradley described in one of his obiter dicta as ‘the finding of
bad reasons for what we believe upon instinct” (Bradley 1906, xiv).
I therefore propose to leave Feuerbach’s nineteenth-century
argumentation aside and to confront instead his broad projection
theory, which has now established itself as a serious and indeed
unavoidable possibility for the understanding of religion.

The moral attributes of God - love, justice, mercy and so on -
are qualities whose intrinsic value we intuitively recognise and
whose claim upon us we immediately acknowledge. As religious
beings — according to Feuerbach — we worship these qualities,
thinking of them as actualised in a divine super-person. Thus
God is the idealised reflection of our own nature: ‘Not the
attribute of the divinity, but the divineness or deity of the
attribute, is the first true Divine Being’ (Feuerbach [1841] 1957,
21). Again, ‘God, as an extramundane being, is nothing else than
the nature of man withdrawn from the world and concentrated in
itself, freed from all worldly ties and entanglements, transporting
itself above the world, and positing itself in this condition as a
real objective being’ (66). In a phrase, ‘God is the self-consciousness
of man freed from all discordant elements’ (98). For

Such as are a man’s thought and dispositions, such is his God;
so much worth as a man has, so much and no more has his
God. Consciousness of God is self-consciousness, knowledge of
God is self-knowledge. By his God thou knowest the man, and
by the man his God; the two are identical. Whatever is God to a
man, that is his heart and soul; and conversely, God is the
manifested inward nature, the expressed self of a man. (12-13)

But of course the worshippers do not know that they are
worshipping their own ideals. For
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Religion, at least the Christian, is the relation of man to himself,
or more correctly to his own nature (i.e., his subjective nature);
but a relation to it, viewed as a nature apart from his own. The
divine being is nothing else than the human being, or, rather,
the human nature purified, freed from the limits of the
individual man, made objective - i.e., contemplated and revered
as another, a distinctive being. All the attributes of the divine
nature are, therefore, attributes of the human nature. (14)

This account of religion as projection could have been purely
negative and destructive, as in its further development in the
hands of Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud and their followers. But
Feuerbach laid the foundations not only for the non-religious
atheist’s realist interpretation of religious language as making
false statements about alleged transcendent realities, but also for
the religious atheist’s non-realist interpretation of it as making
true though disguised statements about the human spirit and our
human possibilities. His own attitude was both negative and
positive. He was strongly critical of Christianity and the other
religions as they have developed in history. For in these traditions
love, the supreme value, is checked by faith — by which Feuerbach
means (in contrast to the meaning adopted here in Chapter 10.2)
theological belief. Whereas love is universal, making no distinction
between person and person, faith as the belief-system of a
particular group is divisive, creating hostility between believers
and unbelievers. It is thus ‘essentially illiberal . .. Dogmatic,
exclusive, scrupulous particularity, lies in the nature of faith’
(Feuerbach [1841] 1957, 251). Faith then, he says, ‘is the opposite
of love’ (257). Whereas true religion symbolises the unity of the
human race by the image of the universal love of God, faith sets
up particular human theories which in practice restrict love within
a circle of fellow believers. And so Feuerbach concludes, ‘In the
contradiction between Faith and Love which has just been
exhibited, we see the practical, palpable ground of necessity that
we should raise ourselves above Christianity, above the peculiar
stand-point of all religion’ (270).

Thus Feuerbach’s reason for recommending the abandonment
of organised religion was not only that its talk about a transcendent
divine reality is false but also that such talk leads away from that
celebration of human life and that mutual love of all human
beings which are alone ‘true religion’. For historically
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religion is not conscious that its elements are human; on the
contrary, it places itself in opposition to the human . . . The
necessary turning-point of history is therefore the open
confession, that the consciousness of God is nothing else than
the consciousness of the species; that man can and should raise
himself only above the limits of his individuality, and not above
the laws, the positive essential conditions of his species; that
there is no other essence which man can think, dream of,
imagine, feel, believe in, wish for, love and adore as the
absolute, than the essence of human nature itself.

(Feuerbach ([1841] 1957, 270)

This means that true religion can only be lived out in the relations
between the different members of the human species as, in
religious terms, different aspects or elements of God:

If human nature is the highest nature to man, then practically
also the highest and first law must be the love of man to man.
Homo homini Deus est [Man is God to man}]; - this is the great
practical principle: — this is the axis on which revolves the
history of the world. The relations of child and parent, of
husband and wife, of brother and friend - in general, of man to
man — in short, all the moral relations are per se religious. Life as
a whole is, in its essential, substantial relations, throughout of a
divine nature. (271)

Feuerbach’s was thus a noble vision, eloquently expressed, and
one which has now been no less eloquently revived in our own
day by Don Cupitt, to whose work we shall come presently.

2 BRAITHWAITE AND RANDALL

The negative aspect of Feuerbach’s thought was developed
sociologically by Karl Marx and psychologically by Sigmund
Freud, both of which developments are discussed elsewhere in
this book (see Chapter 7.1). But it is the more positive
developments that concern us at this point. We find them in the
United States in the work of George Santayana (particularly 1900
and 1905), John Dewey (particularly 1934), Frederick J. E.
Woodbridge (particularly [1940] 1961 and 1926), John Herman
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Randall Jr (particularly 1958 and 1968), Paul F. Schmidt (1961),
Paul van Buren ([1963] 1966), J. Wesley Robbins (1982), and in
Britain in the work of Julian Huxley (1957), R. B. Braithwaite
(1955), Peter Muntz (1959), T. R. Miles (1959), R. M. Hare (1973),
D. Z. Phillips (1966, 1970, 1971, 1977, 1986), Don Cupitt (1980,
1982, 1984, 1985) and others. I shall not make any attempt to
describe all these variations here. It will be sufficient for our
purpose to select four contributions which between them cover
the main aspects of the non-realist interpretation of religion: those
of Braithwaite, Randall, Phillips and Cupitt.

R. B. Braithwaite, is his famous 1955 Eddington Lecture ‘An
Empiricist’s View of the Nature of Religious Belief’, accepted the
logical positivist argument that religious utterances (particularly
sentences about God) fall outside the three classes of statement
whose truth-value can, at least in principle, be tested and which
can therefore be accepted as being true or false: the three classes
being statements about particular matters of empirical fact, which
are in principle verifiable, if true, by observation; scientific
hypotheses and other general empirical statements, which,
although not usually conclusively verifiable if true, are nevertheless
in principle falsifiable if false; and the necessary statements of
logic and mathematics, which are hypothetical in character,
making no categorical assertions that this or that exists. However
Braithwaite argued that, although religious statements are not of
any of these kinds and therefore lack cognitive meaning, they
nevertheless have an established use and hence a meaning within
human communication; and he suggested that this use is closely
related to that of moral discourse. For this, too, lacks cognitive
meaning and yet plays a major role in human life, namely as
guiding conduct.

According to Braithwaite moral statements do not make factual
assertions about goodness or duty or the right. Rather they
express ‘the intention of the asserter to act in a particular sort of
way specified in the assertion . .. when a man asserts that he
ought to do so-and-so, he is using the assertion to declare that he
resolves, to the best of his ability, to do so-and-so’ (1955, 12-14).
He is also by implication recommending this policy to others. And
Braithwaite proposes that religious statements are moral statements
dressed in the symbols, metaphors and myths of religion. They
function as ‘declarations of adherence to a policy of action,
declarations of commitment to a way of life’ (1955, 15). He points
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out that the fruits of faith in a believer’s life have always been
regarded as the acid test of sincerity. But ‘The view which I put
forward for your consideration is that the intention of a Christian
to follow a Christian way of life is not only the criterion for the
sincerity of his belief in the assertions of Christianity; it is the
criterion for the meaningfulness of his assertions’ (15). Braithwaite
is not suggesting that each article of the creed is a disguised
commitment to a different specific form of action, but that
each distinguishable component of a religious belief-system is
representative of that system as a whole, which is as a totality the
expression of a way of life. According to Braithwaite the central
theme to which all other aspects of the Christian world-view are
subsidiary is that God is love (agape); and the meaning of this
pelief lies accordingly in its use to express commitment to ‘an
agapeistic way of life’ (18), not only in outward deeds but also in
the inner dispositions of the heart.

Braithwaite observes that the basic ethical policies of most of
the great religious traditions are very similar. (The Golden Rule of
seeking the good of others equally with our own occurs in the
Hindu, Confucian, Taoist, Zoroastrian, Jain, Buddhist, Hebrew,
Christian and Muslim scriptures - see Chapter 17.5.) But what in
that case constitutes them different religions? Setting aside ritual
observances as secondary, Braithwaite points to the ‘stories’
associated within the different traditions with the ideal way of
life. Thus ‘On the assumption that the ways of life advocated by
Christianity and by Buddhism are essentially the same, it will be
the fact that the intention to follow this way of life is associated in
the mind of a Christian with thinking of one set of stories (the
Christian stories) while it is associated in the mind of a Buddhist
with thinking of another set of stories (the Buddhist stories)
which enables a Christian assertion to be distinguished from a
Buddhist one’ (23—4). Such stories may be believed to be literally
true or they may be treated as myths, sagas, allegories, midrash,
parables. But whether they are understood historically or
mythologically it is the embeddedness of the life of love or
compassion in this set of stories that is characteristic of one
religious tradition and its embeddedness in that set of stories that
characterises another tradition. In short, then, for Braithwaite ‘a
religious belief is an intention to behave in a certain way (a moral
belief) together with the entertainment of certain stories associated
with the intention in the mind of the believer’ (32-3).
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A neighbouring but somewhat different type of non-realist
analysis sees religious language as using non-cognitive symbols to
express some of our deepest feelings, appreciations, yearnings
and commitments. The notion of religious language and ritual
behaviour as the symbolic construction of contexts of meaning for
human life naturally appeals to many who deal in the scientific
study of religion. For whilst that about which religion ostensibly
speaks — God, Brahman, the Trinity, the Trimurti, the Trikaya,
heaven, hell, nirvana, fana and so on — are not available for
scientific study, the human use of symbols is. And so it is
congenial to anthropologists and to the sociologists and
psychologists of religion to see religion in the kind of way
exemplified by Clifford Geertz’s influential definition: ‘a system of
symbols which acts to establish powerful, pervasive and long-
lasting moods and motivations in men by formulating conceptions
of a general order of existence and clothing these conceptions
with such an aura of factuality that the moods and motivations
seem uniquely realistic’.?

The view of religion as expressing natural realities in supernatural
symbols was beautifully expressed by George Santayana. It was
also more cloudily and sometimes ambivalently expressed by Paul
Tillich. Indeed John Herman Randall, whom I shall take as a
philosophical representative of this approach, remarked concerning
his own theory that ‘The position I am here trying to state I have
been led to work out in connection with various courses on myths
and symbols I have given jointly with Paul Tillich . . . After long
discussions, Mr Tillich and I have found we are very close to
agreement.” According to Randall, ‘all religious beliefs without
exceptions are “mythology’’. That is, they are religious “symbols”’
(1958, 104). Religion ‘offers men no independent “knowledge” at
all, though it can give religious expression and consecration to the
many kinds of knowledge and the many truths men can find in
their experience of the world’ (9).

Religion in its many forms, then, bears witness to an aspect of
our human experience that evokes this symbolism for its
expression. Randall calls this ‘the Divine’ (112). The Divine, as he
uses the term, is a dimension of the natural. Although language
about it appears on the surface to be about a transcendent reality,
Randall is emphatic that ‘the Divine’ is a symbol and that religious
symbols ‘are both nonrepresentative and noncognitive’ (114).
Their function in human life is, he says, four-fold. They evoke an
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emotional response, which in turn affects our behaviour. They
unite societies and stimulate communal action. They are vehicles
of a shared experience, such as may occur in corporate worship.
And they ‘disclose’ or ‘reveal’ aspects of the world — they ‘make
us “see” something about our experience and our experienced
world” (116). Developing the analogy with art, Randall says:

The work of the painter, the musician, the poet, teaches us how
to use our eyes, our ears, our minds, and our feelings with
greater power and skill. It teaches us how to become more
aware both of what is and of what might be, in the world that
offers itself to our sensitive receptivity. It shows us how to
discern unsuspected qualities in the world encountered, latent
powers and possibilities there resident. Still more, it makes us
see the new qualities with which that world, in cooperation
with the spirit of man, can clothe itself. For art is an enterprise
in which the world and man are most genuinely cooperative,
and in which the working together of natural materials and
powers and of human techniques and vision is most clearly
creative of new qualities and powers.

Is it otherwise with the prophet and the saint? They can do
something to us, they too can effect changes in us and in our
world. They too can teach us something, about our world and
about ourselves. They teach us how to see what man’s life in
the world is, and what it might be. They teach us how to
discern what human nature can make out of its natural
conditions and materials. They reveal latent powers and
possibilities not previously noticed. They make us receptive to
qualities of the world encountered; and they open our hearts to
the new qualities with which that world, in cooperation with
the spirit of man, can clothe itself. They enable us to see and
feel the religious dimension of our world better, the ‘order of
splendor,” and of man’s experience in and with it. They teach
us how to find the Divine; they show us visions of God.

(Randall 1958, 128-9)

Thus Randall’'s main contribution to a non-realist religious
hermeneutic is his emphasis on the capacity of religious symbols
to enable us to experience further dimensions of meaning and
value in the world around us. He does not spell this out with
specific examples. But I presume that he might say that to think of
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the world as the creation of a good God may lead us to focus our
attention upon, and to savour, its beauties and intricacies and the
ways in which it constitutes a favourable environment for human
habitation; or that to think of God as benevolent, and as forgiving
men and women, may help us to see in our neighbours something
lovable and forgivable. Randall’'s primary focus is on the awareness
of the world and other people, and his sense of the use of
religious symbols to express our own inner moral and spiritual
states is less prominent, although not absent. In some other non-
realist religious thinkers, however, this inward reference is more
central. I shall take here as leading examples D. Z. Phillips and
Don Cupitt.

3 PHILLIPS AND CUPITT

D. Z. Phillips” main philosophical inspiration comes from the later
writings of Wittgenstein. Whether Wittgenstein’s own intention,
in his occasional non-systematic references to religion, was non-
realist can be and has been argued both ways;* and since this is an
historical question which does not affect the issue before us I shall
not attempt to settle it. Regardless, then, of whether one thinks
that Wittgenstein would have endorsed his proposals® Phillips
has provided a clear and eloquent version of a non-realist
interpretation of religious discourse.® I shall use as a representative
sample his analysis of language about death and immortality. ‘[It]
would be foolishness’, he says, ‘to speak of eternal life as some
kind of appendage to human existence, something that happens
after human life on earth is over.” For ‘Eternal life is the reality of
goodness, that in terms of which human life is to be assessed’
(Phillips 1970, 48). Again, ‘Eternity is not more life, but this life
seen under certain moral and religious modes of thought’ (49).
Thus ‘Questions about the immortality of the soul are seen not to
be questions concerning the extent of a man’s life ... but
questions concerning the kind of life a man is living’ (49).”
Phillips amplifies this theme in ways which we need not pursue
here, even finding a use for the notions of prayers for the dead
(57) and - a tour de force indeed — of prayers by the dead for the
living (58). We are concerned here with his central view that
language which appears to be about unending life is really a
coded language about our present spiritual states. Here two
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questions have to be distinguished. One is the factual question
whether human personality does or does not survive bodily
death; and the other concerns the meaning of such religious terms
as ‘eternal life’.

Given this distinction, one possible ‘scenario’ is that there is in
fact continued consciousness after death, but that ‘eternal life’
does not refer to this but rather to a limitlessly better quality of
existence which may begin now and may have unlimited scope
after death. From this point of view the issue is not an eternal
quality of life versus survival of bodily death. On the contrary it
might be that the latter opens up the possibility of eternal life to
that majority of human beings who do not seem to have attained
it in the present life. However this is not Phillips’ own position.
He has previously argued (1970, ch. 1) that all conceptions of a
continued post-mortem existence are either meaningless or
patently false. Accordingly eternal life has to be defined in
exclusively this-worldly terms, namely as ‘living and dying in a
way which could not be rendered pointless by death’ (50). Phillips
extends his non-realist interpretation to every aspect of religious
language, including talk about God. Thus, concerning the love of
God and receiving everything as a gift of God, Phillips says, ‘In
learning by contemplation, attention, renunciation, what forgiving,
thanking, loving, etc. mean in these contexts, the believer is
participating in the reality of God: this is what we mean by God’s
reality’ (Phillips 1970, 55; his italics).

We have here, then, a philosophy of religion which respects
and supports the use of traditional religious language, with all its
emotional depths and reverberations, but which understands it
throughout as referring, not to realities alleged to exist
independently of ourselves, but to our own moral and spiritual
states. Thus to say that God exists is not to affirm the reality of, in
Richard Swinburne’s definition, ‘a person without a body (i.e. a
spirit) who is eternal, is perfectly free, omnipotent, omniscient,
perfectly good, and the creator of all things’ (Swinburne 1979, 8).
That ‘God exists’ means that there are human beings who use the
concept of God and for whom it is the presiding idea in their form
of life.

Phillips does not argue that the classical users of God-talk — for
example, the biblical figures, or indeed ordinary believers through
the centuries — consciously accepted or were even aware of this
kind of non-realist interpretation. They doubtless normally
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believed in a real and powerful divine Person and in a literal
conscious existence after death in heaven or hell. Phillips’
contention is rather that in the light of twentieth-centu
philosophy, and particularly the revolutionary work of Wittgen-
stein, we are now in a position to analyse this language correctly
and to distinguish between its merely literal and its authentically
religious meaning.

But the positive claim that all that is important in religious
forms of life and belief can continue, and indeed be enhanced,
when the language is deliberately construed in a non-realist way,
is perhaps most impressively made today by Don Cupitt. Like
Braithwaite and Phillips, Cupitt holds that religious beliefs,
understood as involving ‘various supernatural beings, powers
and events’ (Cupitt 1980, 1), are manifestly false. It is impossible
any longer, in the modern world, to believe in an ‘objective’ God
who is ‘there’ independently of human believing. ‘If . . . belief in
God has to take that very objectified form then the religious
consciousness must be obsolete’ (xii). However religious belief
expresses something of immense importance and can retain, or
regain, a central place in human life by becoming autonomous.
‘The main requirements ... are a break with our habitual
theological realism, a full internalization of all religious doctrines
and themes, and a recognition that it is possible autonomously to
adopt religious principles and practices as intrinsically valuable’
(xii).

Cupitt argues that in the modern period human consciousness
has finally become individualised and autonomous. Accordingly
we now see morality as ‘standing on its own feet’: the rightness of
right action and the wrongness of wrong action do not depend
upon an external authority. Justice and love, for example, are
intrinsically good and injustice and cruelty intrinsically evil and
are recognised as such by our own rational nature. This has been
widely accepted since it was asserted by Kant at the end of the
eighteenth century. Cupitt argues that we must now recognise
the autonomy of religion also. Like ethics, religion must be
allowed to come of age, as the practice of a spirituality which is
not dependent for its validity upon any outside authority and
whose claim upon us is grounded in our own nature. The
‘religious requirement’ to rise to unselfish compassion and
detached serenity expresses a possibility within us whose
fulfilment is its own reward. From this ‘objectively atheous’



Contemporary Non-Realist Religion 201

(Cupitt 1980, 13) point of view the term ‘God’ does not refer to an
immense cosmic or supracosmic Creator-Mind’ (8). Rather, ‘God
is a personal religious ideal, internal to the spiritual self’ (Cupitt
1985, 136). Again, ‘God is the religious requirement personified,
and his attributes are a kind of projection of its main features as
we experience them’ (Cupitt 1980, 85); ‘God is, quite simply, what
the religious requirement comes to mean to us as we respond to
it' (88). And so ‘the doctrine of God is an encoded set of spiritual
directives’ (107).

Given this non-realist hermeneutic, Cupitt’s religious vocabulary
is virtually indistinguishable from that of a religious realist. He
frequently says such things as that ‘God indwells the believer,
enlightening his understanding, kindling his affections and
enabling his will’ (5), or that authentic love is pure and
disinterested and ‘When one loves in that way then one is in the
love of God’ (68). He is thus able to use all the familiar biblical and
liturgical language. It is only the invisible brackets that turn the
worship of God into ‘an expression of allegiance to a particular set
of values’ (69). For

The journey has taken us from an old world in which faith was
experienced as a supernaturally prescribed and guided response
to objective supernatural realities, to a new world in which faith
is instead seen as a creative and freely-undertaken commitment
to a life-path guided by rituals, myths, symbols and idea