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PREFACE

Tm-: MAIN CONCERN OF THIS BOOK IS TO INCLUDE. SUFFICIENT
factual, sociological, and historical material, in a subject often no-
toriously without dates, to provide adequate guideposts without at
the same time cluttering the discussion with superfluous or dis-
tracting detail. For this procedure the author had two reasons. First,
the book is designed as a survey of contemporary religions, not as
a complete compendium of any one of them. Second, it seemed more
important to deal with the nature and development of the religious
impulse itself, than to describe meticulously some or several creeds.
The subject of the book is the nature of that religious impulse and
of what happens to it, under varying cultural conditions, as it solidi-
fies into a creed.

Few of the world’s living religions are completely autochthonous.
Most of them betray many mingled influences. In general, however,
we have on the one hand the Semitic-Judaic-Christian tradition in
the West. This tradition includes Mohammedanism, that faith which
derives both from East and West, but which conquered part of the
former and was forced to give up its conquests in the latter. On the
other hand, we have the religions of the Orient, a great many of
which are an extension of, reaction against, or intermingling with
those extremely ancient primitive religious practices that the Aryans
brought with them when they invaded India. The general back-
ground of our own Occidental world we may be presumed to know
fairly well. The general background of the Oriental world we do
not. Therefore this book commences and deals at some length with
India, for much that we have to say would be incomprehensible did
it not.

Comparative religion, in common with all comparative studies,
is extremely diverse, not only in its subject matter but in its ap-
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viii PREFACE

proach. It is essential to realize that it is a comparative study, de-
voted to the consideration of relationships and similarities, as well
as differences, and that it is free of moral bias. It is concerned on the
one hand with the nature of that impulse that animates religion;
and on the other, with the form, ceremonial, ritual, and social or-
ganization to which that impulse gives rise. It is perhaps a pity that
it is usually more concerned with the first than with the second; but
the first is elusive, and the second within the measurable boundaries
of the factual. It is the intent of this book to deal primarily with the
first in terms of the second.

Today, when we approach the subject, we can automatically clear
away a vast underbrush of material that for us has passed from the
realm of the unknowable into the realm of the knowable. This transi-
tion is particularly true when we deal with primitive religions and
with the primitive origins of religions, which subsequently become
extremely abstruse and sophisticated in their thought. The subject
matter of faith is the unknowable; but it becomes confused with the
merely factually unknowable or unknown, which of course varies
from age to age. Yet, if we were in imagination to project the study
of theology back to the time of Herodotus, we would see approxi-
mately the same process of comparative evaluation going on, on the
basis of what was then considered the subject matter of religion,
the unknowable; and if we pushed it back even further than that,
to some stone age community, at least in theory the subject would
still deal with the same type of subject matter, if not with the same
amount of it.

It is extremely important to remember that the subject matter of
religion is the nature of the unknowable, for in looking back on
cultures more naive than our own, we perceive the gap between
what is unknowable to us and what was unknowable to them, and
mark whatever fills the gap as superstition. We should remember
that it was not superstition at the time; and that in future ages our
attitude towards our own gap will be subject to the same leveling
charge.

As we study the religions of the modern civilized world, of which
there are, in general outline, surprisingly few, we immediately be-
come aware of one outstanding phenomenon—that the Occident and
the Orient are apt to conceive the basic concepts of which the human
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mind is capable in diametrically opposed ways. The absolutely basic
concepts that make thought possible to us at all and that are the
elementary tools of mental investigation are extremely few in num-
ber, but they are indispensable. They deal with such ideas as mass,
direction, volume, cause, finality, and number. For instance, if we
do not know that to the Egyptians our up was their down and their
down our up, because of the direction of flow of the Nile, we shall
have considerable difficulty in understanding some of their notions
of cause and effect.

We said earlier that, from the modern standpoint of knowledge
and insight, comparative religion as a study is liable automatically
to clear away much underbrush, matter peripheral to the problem
of religion, but not its central concern. This is not to say that we have
no underbrush of our own. We might also define the religious im-
pulse as the worship of those things we believe to be true about the
ultimate nature of things, which no amount of reason, proof, or
even emotional self-doubt, can persuade us to disbelieve. Each of
us retains many of these, inherited from whatever faith we were
brought up in. Whatever our attitude towards these beliefs may be
in the light of reason, they are firmly wedged in our subconscious
minds and so color all our thinking. There are also the -isms of our
day, all designed to evoke emotional belief, of which the less said
the better. Some of these are political, and therefore dangerous to
our bodies. Others are ideological, and therefore dangerous to our
minds. The difference between science, a discipline, and scientism,
an irrational belief, is vast.

Unfortunately, ultimate values are indefinable, but the ways in
which we seek to express them are not. There is no substitute for
insight; but if we can at least agree that insight exists, we have ac-
complished much. We are concerned here with the fact of the
existence of such values, and also the ways in which a realization of
the fact of their existence has taken shape in dogma, belief, and
methods of attaining spiritual insight, according to the particular
society involved. It is as if the ineffable were a fluid which, though
it by no means changes its nature in the process, yet takes the shape
of the vessel into which it is poured. By comparing the shapes of the
various vessels, we may be able to cancel out those apparent shapes
which the ultimate assumes on various levels and in various cultural
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matrixes, and so be left with the fluid and ultimate substance of
belief, a universal and unvarying thing common to all faiths, peoples,
and times.

It is needless to say that a faith is valid for those who believe it.
It is holy to them and therefore should be respected by us. Besides,
it provides a social discipline that facilitates the smooth working of
a society. But any organized religion is essentially a piece of social,
rather than spiritual machinery, a machinery, however, that is based
upon spiritual insight. The more we strip away the social machinery,
the more we perceive that the faith which is its fuel is common to all
faiths.

So it is our purpose to explore the nature of an experience com-
mon to all men and to set forth the form that that experience may
take. This form is conditioned by the social pattern of the society in
which the great prophets, or originators, lived their lives. Yet such
an investigation must be pursued with empathy. To see a system
from the outside is by no means to experience it from within, and
this gap between learning and experiencing must never be lost
sight of. It is not the object of the study of comparative religion to
demolish the underbrush of any faith, for the underbrush is essential
to the balance of life within the forest. But it is the object of com-
parative religion to discover a kinship among the community of trees.
The seventeenth century English poet, Henry Vaughan, speaks of
a forest as “continuous trees.” It is the intent of this book to estab-
lish such a continuity.

Unfortunately, in purely temporal terms, this continuity is at the
mercy of the course of world history, so something must be said
about the organization of this book. Were it not for Islam, we could
treat the two cultural mainstreams of the Occident on the one hand
and the Orient on the other in an orderly fashion. It seemed better,
under the circumstances, to ignore the place of Islam in the develop-
ment of Hindu thought, insofar as that place occurs historically, and
to place those religions whose common ancestor is to a certain ex-
tent Zarathustrianism after a discussion of that religion. This method
has certain disadvantages, since it defers a discussion of the impact
of Islam upon India and the rise of Sikhism, but of the various or-
ganizational methods that are possible, it perhaps seemed the sim-
plest.

F.S.
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PHILOSOPHY
OF RELIGION

The Object of Religion

L.

COMPARATIVE RELIGION AS A MEANS OF IMPARTIAL STUDY IS
a recent branch of knowledge, for formerly, inquirers in this field
were more concerned with the problems of their own faith than
with the nature of faith in general. Science and faith, which oper-
ate, as we shall see, in separate realms, were once seen to be mutu-
ally contradictory. Thus we have in Western culture the symbol
of Faustus, the man who has sold his soul in return for knowledge
and who is therefore damned. The Faustus legend is of late medi-
eval origin, and with the slow rise of science it came to be inter-
preted in various ways. Marlowe’s Faust is utterly damned by his
search for knowledge:
Regard his hellish fall,

Whose fiendful fortune may exhort the wise,

Only to wonder at unlawful things,

Whose deepness doth entice such forward wits

To practice more than heavenly power permits.!

But by the time we reach the Faust of Goethe, we are con-
fronted by the philosophical man who is tolerant and somewhat
wistful about the problem of faith, chiefly regretting that his search
for power, knowledge, and truth forms for him a barrier to that
degree of belief which comforts others. Thus in the sixteenth scene
of Faust, Part I, we have the following dialogue:

! Christopher Marlowe, The Tragical History of Dr. Faustus.
1



2 THE OBJECT OF RELIGION

Margaret:
Please tell me, Heinrich . . .
Faust:
Anything you wish.
Margaret:
Tell me, how do you feel about religion?
You are a very good man,
However I feel you don’t think very highly of it.
Faust:
Let us not talk of that, my child.
You know that I love you
And for my dear ones I would give body and soul.
I do not want to deprive anyone of his faith and Church.

...............................................

................................................

Margaret:
Do you believe in God?
Faust:
My darling, who can say: I believe in God.
You may ask priests or sages
And their answer will seem mockery of him who asks.
Margaret:
Then you do not believe?
Faust:
Do not misunderstand me, my darling.
For who can possibly name Him;
Who can possibly say: I believe in Him?
Who can possibly say: I do not believe in Him,
The all-container, the all-sustainer?
Does He not carry and feed you, me, and Himself?
Is not the sky there over us?
Is not the earth secure beneath our feet?
And do not the eternal stars ascend in friendly smiles?
Do we not look into each other’s eyes?
And does not everything in you also aspire to highest heaven?
And is not everything around you also so inspired, though invisibly,
And isn’t your heart ready to burst with the joy of all that?
And since that feeling makes you full of bliss,
It does not matter what name you give it:
Call it bliss, heart, love, God.
I myself have no name for it.
For the feeling is all that counts, and names are but noises and smoke
beclouding the effulgence of Heaven.
Margaret:
All that sounds fine and good.
The preacher, in his own way, also says such things, but the way is
somewhat different.
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Faust:
All men so say,
Though each in his own language, so why not I in mine?

This extract shows the attitude of an 18th century gentleman and
deist, but it also represents the residue of the inexplicable to be dis-
covered when we have removed the ritual machinery of any dead
faith, and the original insight from which most religions, and all
major contemporary systems of belief, have developed. It has been
given many names. In this book we shall refer to it as the Miracle
of Being, for we, too, find it necessary to speak of these matters, in
our own day, “with slightly different phrases.” To accomplish our
purpose, we must explore the doctrine and practice of many differ-
ent faiths.

By western standards there is nothing either unusual or dangerous
in making available to the public a book about such things. On the
contrary, we take it for granted that wisdom grows with informa-
tion, and that therefore nothing but good can come of communicat-
ing knowledge to as many people as possible. When it comes to re-
ligious knowledge, the Christian feels it his sacred duty to give such
things as wide a hearing as possible.

This attitude, however, is far from being universal. For instance,
the approach of an orthodox exponent of Hinduism, a pandit or
guru, is quite the reverse. Instcad of going out of his way to collect
as many disciples as possible, he guards his doctrine with the ut-
most reserve, accepting only that handful of students whose desire
for knowledge he has found sincere by rigorous test. He holds this
attitude for two reasons. First, he believes that knowledge is power
and that power is not to be trusted to those who are spiritually or
morally unfit to use it. Second, the Hindu philosophy of karma has
one double-edged exception. In general karma implies that every
man must eat the fruits of his own actions; that whatever a man
does will have consequences that he will have to bear; and that
everything that happens to him is the inevitable result of his former
thoughts, emotions, and dreams, as well as of his deeds either in his
present incarnation or some previous one. But the guru assumes
the burden not only of his own actions, but also of those of his
students, whose karma will be added to his own. Naturallv, in view
of this responsibility, he will accept only those pupils who have been
carefully chosen for their probity, for it is hard enough for a man to



4 THE OBJECT OF RELIGION

bear his own karma, let alone that of others. For such reasons the
ashrams, or spiritual schools of India, tend to be extremely small.

I mention this viewpoint at the onset to make clear that the study
of religious doctrines is a far from harmless pursuit. Even to read
about them, without the least intention of putting them into prac-
tice, can have serious consequences, for the very ideas, let alone
their execution, affect our minds in unexpected and unpredictable
ways. We are familiar enough with the disastrous consequences of
coming too close to radioactive substances while pursuing scientific
research. Similarly, the dangers of a course in political science can
be very real dangers indeed. We tend to forget that the exposure
of our minds to religious ideas entails even greater risk. Religious
ideas, after all, have moved and changed the world more profoundly
than any bomb or political ideology.

In this connection a Czechoslovakian novelist once wrote a story
about a German professor who specialized in Tibetan studies. The
professor was everything a German professor should be; thorough
in his subject, oblivious to all else, and certain of the absolute vir-
tues of the scientific method. He was minutely preoccupied with
the phonetics of the Tibetan language, and in particular with its
pronunciation in the eighth and ninth centuries. After many years
of study he found that only a few words eluded him, and these hap-
pened to include a magical formula whose enunciation had the prop-
erty of turning those who heard it correctly uttered into purple
jellicones. This, of course, was nonsense, but still the professor
wished to discover the phonetics of the key word in the formula,
which eluded him. He spent years consulting ancient rhyming dic-
tionaries and collated every use of the word he could discover. At
last he appeared before his class in a mood of pedantic triumph
and announced to his students that he had at last discovered the
correct pronunciation of the elusive word. His happiness was pro-
found. The syllable was gastop, and he illustrated it and the formula
with relish. The reaction to his discovery was distinctly disappoint-
ing, and thinking that perhaps in his enthusiasm he had started his
lecture before his students had assembled, he glanced at the room
over the top of his glasses. On each seat was a quivering purple
jellicone.

The moral, needless to say, is that we should be beware of what
the French call la miserable vanité des savants—of the pitiable
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pride of pedants such as our professor, who imagined that reli-
gious and magical formulas are of interest only to the anthropolo-
gist; for the scholar is too apt to regard an interest in the content
as well as in the form of a religion to be an obstacle to sound schol-
arship and as such regrettable. We should not confound indiffer-
ence and tolerance, nor should we forget that all ideas have conse-
quences; words, particularly religious words, have a certain power.
Surely most of us are aware of the strange discomfort, the queer
emotional impact that the solemn utterance of such words as “God,”
“Our Heavenly Father,” and “Jesus Christ” evokes. We may well
discover that there are other words, such as Brahman or tao, which
will work upon our minds in ways stranger still. Remembering that
a little knowledge is a dangerous thing, and that specialized knowl-
edge is often the enemy of insight, we must keep in view the tre-
mendous potentiality of religious ideas if we are to venture safely
upon them.

In addition, the study of comparative religions has been looked
upon as dangerous for reasons quite other than those just stated. For
many centuries orthodox Christian circles have regarded it as a sus-
pect subject, for some theologians have seriously objected to the
identification of anything save Christianity as a religion. It is not at
all unusual to encounter the view that the entire science of com-
parative religion is in this sense impious, insofar as it places Christi-
anity upon a par with Buddhism or Hinduism, implying that Chris-
tianity is only one, but not the One, among faiths. It is characteristic
of such a standpoint to insist that Christianity is nothing if it is not
unique. Other religions have claimed the same distinction for them-
selves. It is only natural that those who feel this way should also
feel that the study of comparative religion imperils their unique
status, for it does. It shows nothing more clearly than that no claim
is more ignorant, questionable, or ridiculous than the claim that any
idea is unique. Solomon was correct in saying that there was noth-
ing new under the sun. Again and again the pride of the ingenious
creative mind in some new idea is crushed by the discovery that it
is not new. That the validity of any idea should be in any way
diminished by its lack of novelty is a proposition more proper to
psychology than to logic.

The great Swiss psychologist, C. G. Jung, has pointed ont that the
first session of a course of psychotherapeutic treatment involves the
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patient in a peculiar disappointment, which he terms “a double dis-
appointment.” The alarmed patient reveals what are, to him, unu-
sual and outlandish symptoms uniquely his. After a few minutes the
analyst is able to say, “Oh, but there is nothing strange or out-
landish in all this. You are almost exactly what we call type
“AB.” A person with your symptoms will have these other symp-
toms, which you haven’t mentioned yet.” For the patient this is a
double disappointment, the first part of which is positive, for the pa-
tient discovers that he is not alone in his state of mind, and so be-
gins to believe that after all he may not be going insane. It is im-
portant for us to remember that none of us, however peculiar in
his inner feelings or imagination, is unique, but that many others
are in precisely the same state. The second part of the disappoint-
ment is negative, for the patient is disappointed to realize that what
to him were unique symptoms were to the analyst quite ordinary
manifestations. One has but to study anthropology and mythology
to find prototypes for enough freaks or monsters of the imagina-
tion to crowd a lifetime.

Similarly, there is nothing really novel in religions or in philo-
sophical invention. When we consider the endless hours and years
that Christian contemplatives and Indian pandits of great subtlety
have devoted to the problems of theology and metaphysics, it is un-
likely that we, who devote only an odd hour to such matters, will
discover anything that someone else has not already turned over in
his mind. It is a mark of sound erudition to recognize the unlikeli-
hood of one’s being able to propose a genuinely novel religion or,
for that matter, so much as a new exegesis of a single verse of a
single religious text.

This fact does not prevent “new” religions from sprouting all the
time. Our own age has raised a crop of them as diverse as perhaps
at any time since the Roman Empire. However, not one of them is
actuallv new, despite the fact that sheer novelty is sometimes their
only claim to fame. For example there is Existentialism. To its fol-
lowers it appears in the guise of a religion. The acknowledged
source of existentialist doctrine is Martin Heidegger. No one would
deny that Heidegger has something to say to our age and that his is
one of the best minds of the existentialist movement. Yet that move-
ment is by no means as new as he and others of his kind suppose it
to be, even though it is deeply intuitive and goes far beyond the
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horizon of rational intellectuality, two things that set it apart from
most other contemporary systems.

Heidegger has made a most effective criticism of all classical sys-
tems of metaphysics and of rationalized “world-explanation.” He has
shown that every such system is a texture of generalized abstrac-
tions that, as abstractions, neglect the most important essential real-
ity of life, that “here-and-now” moment in which we live and that
is the one truly concrete experience we know, insofar as we can
touch, handle, and see it at first hand. Heidegger applies this criti-
cism to the various systems of religious doctrine and dogma, finding
them to be preoccupations with vague “mystical” notions far re-
moved from the tremendous immediacy of the one reality we actu-
ally do know, the “here-and-now.”

This idea is the core of existentialist belief, which Heidegger
states well, but it is not new. He might be quoting from a dozen or
more scholastic or mystic theologians of the Middle Ages, men who
likewise insisted that the hic et nunc was the whole object of phi-
losophy, metaphysics, and of religion; men such as Meister Eckhart:

The Now-moment in which God made the first man and the Now-
moment in which the last man will disappear, and the Now-moment
in which I am speaking are all one in God, in whom there is only one
Now. Look! The person who lives in the light of God is conscious neither
of time past nor of time to come but only of one eternity. . . . There-
fore he gets nothing new out of future events, nor from chance, for he
lives in the Now-moment that is, unfailingly, “in verdure newly clad.”

Again and again we shall return to this here-and-now in our study
of the religions of Mankind, for, if we do not, we run the danger of
hecoming abstractionists and hence out of touch with the immedi-
ate reality of that which has ever been the decisive object of every
religion deserving the name.

It may sound as though I were about to propose a definition of
religion. I am not. To do so would be a fatal error, for religion is
utterly indefinable, as is its object. That object, the subject-matter
of belief, is that here-and-now reality which vanishes into the past
as soon as we try to pin it down. For definition is an a posteriori act.
As soon as something is stated it becomes a part of the past. It is

* Raymond Bernard Blakney, Meister Eckhart (New York: Harper & Brothers,
1841), pp. 209-210.
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inert and so immutable. Only the past is immutable. The present
and the future, in being always capable of alteration, cannot be de-
fined. Omnis determinatio est negatio: every definition is negation,
for the only things that can be defined are words, and words, in
their turn, symbolize, but never define, the real world.

Religions are manifold and multiform. The more we know about
them, the less we are able to state clearly their common denomina-
tor. Yet though we cannot state, through careful study we may
come to feel or intuit that essential element which distinguishes a
religion from such pseudo-religions as Communism, Nazism, and
Psychologism. Pseudo-religions have the visible outward trappings,
but not the inner content, of great and true religions such as Hindu-
ism, Judaism, or Christianity.

In passing, we may ask ourselves why the great pseudo-religions
of our day are not true ones, despite the fact that some of their
more fanatic adherents believe them to be so. The reason may be
that such doctrines are essentially systems of social control primarily
organized for the benefit of some special group and that they are
concerned with the physical condition of man to all exclusion of his
spiritual condition. At their best they are no better than a sort of
Confucianism, the higher etiquette of a small ruling clique. The only
goals they seek are temporal, and indeed by their nature they cannot
permit of religious experience, for they attempt to control society
by defining it in absolute temporal terms. Whether they wish to or
not, they are compelled out of self-preservation to deny the existence
of that which they cannot control by definition. And religious ex-
perience is indefinable.

It is indefinable, but also, since we can apprehend it, it must have
a nature and a content. Obviously this content is beyond either intel-
lection or verbal definition, but since we must call it something, in
this book it will be called the Miracle of Being. It is the hic et nunc.
Yet the Miracle of Being could easily become a mere glib formula,
to be tossed around in common with such terms as “spirituality,”
“the Divine,” “The ultimate reality,” or “The Power beyond Our-
selves.” What we mean by the Miracle of Being has nothing to do
with such so-called “miracles.” Miracles in the plural, with which
all religions abound, are only the folklore of the ultimate. Ordinary
miracles are essentially phenomenological. They are inexplicable
exceptions to what we consider to be natural laws governing the
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physical world and its events. Such exceptions to the rules of life
provide a break in the otherwise secular tedium of daily life. Such
historical abnormalities and misfits so fascinate some people’s atten-
tion that they become occultists, and run after ghosts in an effort
to conjure up the souls of the dead, as though the dead had any-
thing more to say about the Being of Being than have the living.

The Miracle of Being, or the Being of Being, exists in the singu-
lar, and is beyond such accidental events. Pursuit of specific miracles
is the easiest way to miss the Miracle, for the Miracle is not to be
found in such exceptions to the laws of nature, being in itself the
law of nature, if by law we mean the essential condition. The great
religious traditions, as we shall see, emphasize this point time and
again.

Then what is the Miracle? Primarily it is the simple fact that we
are, that the whole complex that we call the World is and has being.
For this complex we call the World might not have existed at all.
Indeed, there are those who claim that it does not. For them the
Miracle of Being takes the negative form, or the obverse of the
medal. Being to them is so implausible, so improbable, that in a way
it would seem easier and simpler to have had Nothing, though in ac-
tuality we cannot conceive of nothing without reference to some-
thing. Yet here we are, in the midst of what we can only clumsily
call “Isness.”

Of course we could avoid this whole issue by analyzing it away;
by going into detail; by thinking about the different kinds of being,
the visible, audible, or tactile. Such a procedure is not without in-
terest, but that interest is a special one. It is not so catholic, so thrill-
ing, so disturbing, as is the primary fact that there is Being. We
can readily agree that this Being is common to all things. We can
suppose that all things are common to it. But if we do grant that it
exists in all the things we know; and that a part of all the things we
know are part of it, then we have to take the further step that
though it is particular to all things and all things are particular to it
but are not in their total the nature of it, then it must have a nature
of its own.

This is a logical approach. But if, by following the standard scien-
tific procedure, you may reduce the Being of the world to its most
minute constituents of molecules, atoms, protons and neutrons, and
still be left with one question unanswered that the scientific method
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cannot answer, then that unanswered question must be beyond the
realm of the scientific method. Science may tell us how a thing is,
but it cannot tell us what it is. It can merely give the thing a name.
When you have reached the point beyond which definition is impos-
sible, you cannot say what it is that lies beyond that point. In this
area remains the Miracle underlying the lesser miracles of the sci-
entific world. Unlike miracles in the plural, the miraculousness of
the Miracle cannot be perceived by opposing it to some natural law
or scientific datum. There are no data to which it may be related, for
it does not exist in the realm of data. It is the Miracle of Being be-
cause in resembling none of the miracles-that we have known, it
is unique.

The trouble with explanations is that, in being limited to the phe-
nomena they take into account, they cannot deal with evidence be-
yond their scope. They are of value only within the frame of refer-
ence of their own terminology or point of view. Thus in some other
point of view they become irrelevant. The “world formula,” the
theory that appears to unify the sciences and to explain the uni-
verse, which seems to be emerging from the later researches of the
late Albert Einstein, is never anything more than a description of
shapes, motions, distances, weights, and energies, though so accu-
rate as to enable us to predict what they will do under various pos-
sible circumstances. Such a theory can exist only when we assume
the existence of the things with which it deals. The nature of the
quality of existence that these things share in common is not exam-
ined, and indeed the theory of their existence, in dealing solely with
an end-product, cannot deal with the process that brought them into
existence, or with the cause of that process. This world formula thus
assumes being, without any consideration for the unusual circum-
stance that there is any being to measure or describe.

One does not at all dispose of the Miracle or problem of what
being is by saying that the question is illogical or unanswerable.
Every science, every system of thought, must have at least one
indefinable axiom or premise as its basis. There is no such thing as
a closed system of thought capable of giving a strict definition of
its own axioms. Just as I cannot explain in writing exactly how the
letters of the alphabet should be pronounced, words and thoughts
cannot communicate or express the full reality of the world that
they describe. In the words of a Buddhist poem:
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It is a sword that cuts, but cannot cut itself, 6
It is an eye that sees, but cannot see itself.

“It,” in this context, is the indefinable-basis, whether we call it the
“mind” as the basis of all experience or Being as the basis of all be-
ing. “It” is the Miracle. “It” is what Heidegger would call the “ex-
istential moment”; and this is no other than the final content and
“object” of all great religions.

It is interesting to note that Buddhist poem and Einstein alike,
when dealing with such matters, are forced to use metaphor and
simile. Because this Miracle is ineffable, it can be described in no
other way, for metaphor and simile are the figures of speech that al-
low us, however imperfectly, to deal with experience outside our
own knowledge of experience. You will therefore find that both
occur often in the part of religious literature that deals with the
Miracle of Being.

Religions are in one sense man’s attempt to express the underlying
wonder of the inexpressible, of Being itself, beyond all its particular
shapes and characteristics. We may ask why religion is necessary for
this task, since it might seem that “It” is the one most obvious thing
in the world. Indeed, so many of the great religious teachers of
Mankind have stated time after time that “It"—The Miracle of Be-
ing, God, Being, Brahman—is almost more than self-evident. “God,”
say the Christian mystics, “is nearer to us than we are to ourselves.”

To see the Miracle is, in the words of the Buddhist Hyakujo,
“like looking for an ox when you are riding on one.” In the final
analysis, what men seek is that which seeks, or, according to St.
Bernard, nemo te quaerere valet nisi quod prius invenerit—no one
is able to seek thee unless he has first found thee. But to this precept,
the same teachers have added the paradox that just as the Miracle
is the most obvious thing in the world, so is it the hardest of all to
see. In another Zen Buddhist text we hear that “It is too clear, and
so it takes long to see.”

The problem we face here is that what is most obvious is the
easiest to forget and overlook. Man, as we know him today, seems
able to go on living year after year without ever pausing to gape
in wonder at the sheer miracle of existence itself. He lives as if all
the world around him were simply a matter of course, a thing to
be taken for granted, a part of humdrum familiarity that is nothing
to get excited about. We exist, he says, so what?
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Such strange forgetfulness of basic reality, such terrible insensi-
tivity to the miraculous, may well be called a Fall, or original sin,
as mythological language would have it. Man forgets to such an ex-
tent that he runs around like a squirrel chasing its own tail.

He is born and brought up; he goes to school and college; he
matures and reaches adulthood; he works at a job in order to go
on working; he gets married in order to bear children who will go
through the same thing all over again; he dies. What is all this
about? Where are we going and why? We do not ask ourselves such
questions, for they are subversive and disturb the social order.
We feel it is better to keep our minds on the trivial chores of the
day, on the worries and economic problems of the next few years;
and that it is not wise for us to brood too much about the fact that
the world will one day come to an end and that long before that
happens Man as a race will be extinct. We prefer to forget that,
and our subconscious orders us to forget it. Such thoughts seem to
us morbid and inevitably to lead to the mental clinic.

Healthy-minded people, we believe, do not think such thoughts.
Above all things we like to see ourselves as healthy-minded. When
we turn over the brightly colored pages of Life or The Saturday
Evening Post we see everybody in the advertisements riding in cars;
cooing over washing machines; and exulting in sauforized shirts.
Everyone is happy; everyone smiles; and everyone is fifteen to
thirty years old, healthy, ruddy-cheeked, having a swell time, and
preserved from grief by Monuments of Eternity and air foam mat-
tresses. Occasionally an old timer, leaning on a stick, stands aside to
watch the crowd, but only occasionally. The end of it all is care-
fully and decorously hidden. It is comfortable and snug. But it is
not secure. A second look is enough to convince us that the happy
life so advertised is sheer, unadulterated boredom. It is a charge-
account world in which the future is anchored down only by install-
ments and the present is in the hands of the repair man. Yet we
seem strangely able to forget that the whole fascination of life lies
in our ability to live on a thin crust laid over a fathomless abyss of
mystery. We are beautifully afloat, but on a deceptively quiet sea.
Dr. Samuel Johnson is not usually regarded as a religious man,
though he was one. His favorite term of opprobrium was that this
man or that had “no bottom,” referring to the old fashioned copper
sheathing on wooden boats that protected them from parasites and
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from decay, and that did much to keep them afloat. He was a man
of common sense. Yet all his life he maintained a spiritual bottom
that did much to keep him afloat.

The story of the world’s great religions will bring us back again
and again to a realization of this ultimate mystery which alone keeps
us afloat. Where it does not underlie our lives in mind as it does in
fact, we have simply missed the whole point of living, indeed “to
miss the point” is the literal and proper meaning of the word that
we now translate as “sin.” In India, whose faiths we shall consider
first, the Mystery or Miracle of Being is called Brahman. There is a
proverb that says, “If Brahman is known, nothing else needs to be
known; if Brahman is not known; nothing else is worth knowing.”

When we consider Man’s relation to the Miracle of Being we
find that human beings fall into two groups, those who are aware of
it, and those who are not. In many religious vocabularies the latter
are referred to as being in a state of “forgetfulness” or “ignorance”
(in Sanskrit, avidya, or unconsciousness); and the former as being
in a condition of “realization” or “awakening.” Almost all religions
seem to contain a duality of this kind, either opposing ignorance
and enlightenment or damnation and salvation, depending upon
their moral viewpoint. As we shall see, in the later stages of reli-
gious development this dualism is often resolved by the discovery
that it is more apparent than real. Thus in Mahayana Buddhism the
truly awakened man realizes that bodhi (enlightenment) and klesa
(beclouding passions) are not to be clearly differentiated.

In order to begin our examination of the nature of religion we
must establish the nature of these two states and then attempt to
differentiate between them. The difference was most effectively
demonstrated by Gurdjieff, a Russian mystic well known to certain
circles in Paris, London, and New York in the period between the
two World Wars.?

It was Gurdjieff’s habit to begin his lectures with a period of si-
lence. This silence was not the familiar “crouching silence” people
often affect at the beginning of a church service in an attempt to
achieve humility. Gurdjieff's method was to look keenly at his audi-
ence individually for about five minutes, for as long, that is, as any-

*For some account of this man, see Rom Landau, God is My Adventure
(London: 1. Nicholson and Watson, Ltd., 1935); and also P. D. Ouspensky, In
Search of the Miraculous (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1949).
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body could bear. It was acutely embarrassing. He would then ab-
ruptly announce: “You are all asleep. Unless you wake up at once
I am not going to give any lecture at all, because you wouldn’t un-
derstand the first word of it. Wake Up!”

He was using more than the usual shock tactics of good lecture
platform technique. In addition, it was a way of making a point we
must understand before we can comprehend the essential concern of
the great spiritual conditions. To the religious, the state of forget-
fulness is one of being asleep even while we are awake, so that,
hypnotized by the repetitious nature of our daily lives, we could
not act to free ourselves from the daily round. Even psychologically
speaking, the possible states of Man’s consciousness are by no means
confined to what we ordinarily call sleeping and waking. Between
the day and the night of the mind there are many twilight zones.

From about 11 p.m. until about 7 A.M. we are in a state of uncon-
sciousness, usually visited by dreams. From 7 A.m. until 11 p.Mm. we
are in a decidedly different state, the one we call being awake. The
two states are so different that passing from the former to the latter
is a distinct shock. Our body twists with a jerk and our breathing
changes abruptly. In order to reach the threshold of consciousness,
the body has to make radical physiological adjustments. The process
is not unlike being born again. Suddenly, there we are. We open
our eyes, and find the world whole, vivid in color, distinct in shape,
and firm to the touch. Whatever was there before we do not know.
Whatever existed for us in our state of dream consciousness has
been wiped out and supplanted. We have come out of the gloomy,
cavernous state of sleep into a world bright and alive. Chuang Tzu’s
parable, in which he could not decide whether he was a man
dreaming he was a butterfly, or a butterfly dreaming he was a man,
has no reality for us once we reach full consciousness. We know
absolutely that we are awake.

Religious awareness is of the same certainty. Great as is the dif-
ference between sleeping and waking, the difference between ig-
norance and enlightenment is even greater. The religious realizes
the Miracle of Being with the same positiveness that he realizes he
is awake.

But ordinarily we are far from aware that what we call reality, or
being, is so strange and mysterious that it silences thought. We
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do not tell ourselves that now we are, yet might easily not be. We
tell ourselves that, if at all, only in the brief moment when we make
the transition between sleeping and waking. But we also feel it,
from time to time, when suddenly our senses become more acute,
so that, made aware of the world, we perceive in a startling way,
we give some thought to the Miracle of Being.

If you have ever had your eyes diluted with belladonna during the
course of an eye examination and then gone into a sunlit street,
you will have some idea of what awakened consciousness might
mean, whether that consciousness be physical or spiritual. The sen-
sation is overwhelming, agreeable, and terrifying. Various races at
various times have used drugs to produce the same effect. Aldous
Huxley, in The Doors of Perception, has cited the Mexican use of
the drug mescalin. The terrifying aspect of the experience is worth
stressing, for awareness, or realization of the Miracle of Being,
opens an abyss wherein everything meets nothingness, and where
the brief reality of our existence is like a tight-rope stretched across
a bottomless chasm. Also we must stress the immediacy of the ex-
perience, which is overwhelming.

In his recent novel, The Genius and the Goddess, Huxley describes
the experience of the fascinosum or pleasing reaction to the realiza-
tion of the Ultimate, as follows:

I remember how he looked at landscapes; and the colors were incom-
parably brighter, the patterns that things made in space unbelievably
beautiful. I remember how he glanced around him in the streets, and St.
Louis, believe it or not, was the most splendid city ever built. People,
houses, trees, T-model Fords, dogs at lamp posts—everything was more
significant. Significant, you may ask, of what? And the answer is: them-
selves. These were realities, not symbols. Goethe was absolutely wrong.
Alles vergingliche is NOT a gleichnis. At every instant every transience
is eternally that transience. What it signifies is its own being, and that
being (as one sees so clearly when one’s in love) is the same as Being
with the biggest possible B. Why do you love the woman you're in love
with? Because she is. And that, after all, is God’s own definition of Him-
self: I am ‘that I am. The girl is who she is. Some of her isness spills over
and impregnates the entire universe. Obiects and events cease to be mere
representatives of classes and become their own uniqueness; cease to be
illustrations of verbal abstractions and become fully concrete. Then you
stop being in love, and the universe collapses, with an almost audible
squeak of derision, into its normal insignificance. Could it ever stay trans-
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figured? Maybe it could. Maybe it’s just a question of bein% in love with
God. But that is neither here nor there. Or rather it’s the only thing that’s
either here, there, or anywhere; but if we said so, we’d be cut by all our
respectable friends and might even end up in the asylum.4

This consciousness is as far different from the ordinary drifting
along through the daytime world that we call being awake as, in
its turn, it is from the world of sleep. Something else also happens.
The barriers between the senses, the barriers by means of which
we sort experience into various compartments tend to break down.

Having bitten on life like a sharp apple,
Having felt with fingers that the sky is blue,?

says the contemporary poet Louis MacNeice, and that it is pre-
cisely. The Miracle of Being informs all the senses equally, and
therefore it is perceived by them equally.

Not often do we have either the chance or the ability to enter
into such a higher state of awareness. Our senses are not trained
to withstand it, and so they shut it off, just as we blink at a light
that is too strong for us. We slip off from such awareness easily,
or perhaps uneasily, into the sleep called waking, in order to avoid
the responsibilities that insight imposes. Therefore we need what
might be called a spiritual alarm clock to go off and wake us up
even in the midst of our so-called waking life.

Such is the function of religion and its prophets, sages, and sym-
bols. It is their mission to jerk us up to an awareness of the im-
mense reality. of reality. The soul, says Kierkegaard, is seventy thou-
sand fathoms down. It is the duty of the sage to surface it for us,
which he can do only in the language of our waking dream world.
And he has another duty, too. F. Scott Fitzgerald, who spoke, as a
novelist, for the general condition of Man, once said that the dark
night of the soul comes at three o’clock in the morning. The prophet
then has to catch our awareness on the ebb and return it on the
flood.

In all ages there have been such spiritual alarm clocks. But, like-
wise in all ages, both the validity and the possibility of the awaken-
ing they produce have been questioned, since the ringing of the

¢ Aldous Huxley, The Genius and the Goddess (New York: Harper and
Brothers, 1955), pp. 60-61.

* Louis MacNeice, Poems 1925-1940 (New York: Random House, 1940),
p- 40. :
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clock often fails in its function. We sometimes sleep through it,
too sodden with sleep to waken. Or perhaps the tone is not the
right one to wake us, for there are false alarm-clocks without any
message, which alarm us only to further their own personal ends.
Sometimes they are inaccurate alarm clocks, confused and rusted in
their purpose and function, having muddled the awareness of a
higher state with strange feelings from the subconsciousness.

Today we are by no means clear as to what comes from above
and what comes from below. We see no contradiction in saying that
a person has high ideals that are the result of profound thinking,
for we have forgotten that profound literally means that which
comes from the depths. The ancient Greeks made no such error.
To them it made all the difference whether our judgements derived
from a contact with the Olympian spirits above, the proteroi, or
from the hysteroi, or subterranean spirits who governed the subcon-
scious, and from whose name we derive our word hysteria. No Greek
would have fallen into our confusion between that experience which
has its source in the “upper waters” and that which flows from the
“nether waters”; between the superconscious and the subconscious,
whose separate functions modern psychotherapy lumps together as
the Unconscious. It is as though one might say that the Nile and
Mississippi are both rivers and therefore identical, omitting to men-
tion that they flow through different countries, in opposite direc-
tions, to empty into widely separated seas.

Awakening to the Miracle of Being is the one and only true
subject of all religions. In particular we might say that it is the
original content of all religions. All else is framework and decora-
tion. This statement is a very definite one, and it has sometimes
been said that the establishment of a universal is an example of
something called “typical refugee theology,” and thus out of place
in any culture that has roots of its own. By refugee theology is
meant the spiritual standpoint of someone who does not feel deeply
at home in any society, a feeling not at all uncommon in our age
of displaced people.

Allow me to state, then, that of course what is discussed here is
refugee theology, for to deal with the Miracle of Being no other
theology would help us in the least. I suppose the alternative to
refugee theology would be autochthonous or stay-at-home theology.
Your stay-at-home is chiefly concerned with the upkeep and im-
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provement of his own property. He weeds his garden occasionally
and rearranges the furniture in the living room. He believes in
keeping up appearances. He is much concerned about what his
neighbors think of him. He is more likely to choose his curtains for
their appearance from the street than for their effect from within.
In short he is more likely to be interested in the forms and prac-
tices, in the casuistry of religion, than in its inner meaning. He is
so used to valuing all his spiritual furniture that were there a fire,
he would probably not be able to make up his mind what it was
most essential for him to save from the conflagration, and would
keep out something trivial and of no use.

On the other hand the refugee theologian has no baggage but
himself. Having saved only that, he is forced to ask himself what
there is of value in him, that he should save himself. He has lost
all his household goods, his doctrines, ceremonies, forms, his com-
plete set of the Church Fathers in white vellum, Acta Bolandistica,
complete sermons of John Wesley, and what have you. He has lost
all the trappings of faith but not belief itself. Therefore he is forced
to consider essentials. In this sense, if we have lost the outward
forms of religion because we no longer believe in them, then we
are all refugees. '

In addition, the term “refugee theology” is a term of opprobrium.
It applies less to the theology than to the theologian. Specifically it
refers to those who in our day were forced to flee from political
conditions in their own country, and who could bring with them no
baggage but the imponderable and essential. Let us consider the
plight of such a theologian. In order to escape at all, he had to
conceal the fact that he was fleeing, so he could leave with at most
a few suitcases, as though for a short trip. Thus he was compelled
to reduce his possessions to the minimum.

What would he take? Furniture, new or antique, was out of the
question. Space would be precious. It could not be taken up by
family photographs, personal souvenirs, or anything inessential. In-
stead he took what valuables could be transformed into the ne-
cessities of life: gold, jewelry, small objects of art. Books were too
heavy, so only those indispensable to his profession could be in-
cluded. In short everything was discarded but that which could be
turned into the power to survive. When we are forced to strip down
to the bare essentials, it is perhaps only then that we discover what
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are the bare essentials, of survival, of existence, and even of faith.
Such is the difference between the refugee and the stay-at-home
theologian. Your refugee theologian, who has been forced to turn
his back on the comforts of the established, is interested in what is
essential to spiritual survival. Your stay-at-home theologian is more
concerned with the properties of his faith than with his own spiritual
condition.

Today the whole world is in the spiritual equivalent of this ref-
ugee condition. We are rapidly moving away from traditions and
former ways of life that, in a few years, will be no more than
distant memories. The sudden developments of technology are
changing our life beyond recognition. We are passing into an era
of unknown experiences, call it the atomic age, or what you will.
All that we can carry with us from the past is the essential, the
things without which men cannot live. And to cross the border
safely, we will need some sort of passport that all men will rec-
ognize, some belief that has a universal currency.

When we think about this transition in terms of religion and
theology, this parting with the past forces us to consider with un-
usual candor just what is essential in religion and what is merely
ornamentation. We do not want to take the wrong things. Yet how
many of us would like to carry forward towards eternity childhood
memories of church services we attended, complete with the nostal-
gic echoes of familiar hymns and prayers? How many of us would
like to preserve the grand, cathedral-like structures of doctrine and
dogma inherited from the master theologians of Medieval Christian-
ity? But we must consider that when our attachment to these things
is chiefly nostalgia, then they are more a part of our past than of
our present or future. We can feel nostalgia only for what has been,
not for what is. Indeed, so much of the current “return” to old
forms of religion is nostalgia, prompted by a fear of the unknown,
by a terror of being jolted out of safely familiar ruts of belief,
that we must regard that return with severe misgivings. Such nostal-
gia is not a true belief in the old faiths, but at most a recognition
that some kind of belief is necessary to us, whether we believe in
it or not. Thus the hermit crab, having no shell of his own, must
find what shell he can, in the interests of his own safety.

Not knowing what to do about our predicament, we take the
easier, but less secure, method of doing what we have always done,
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not realizing that the predicament is more current than the meas-
ures we take to deal with it. In the same way, it is said, generals
condemn the troops of one war to fight the battles of the previous
one.

But what is the essential that we can carry away from-the collapse
of our traditions? How are we to support ourselves, when we have
been foreclosed and forced into spiritual bankruptcy? It would
seem that there remains only that nameless Mystery of Being itself,
a constant that always surrounds us, though we are aware of it only
intermittently. True, there are those who feel that, marvelous
though this Mystery may be, it is a mean and trivial substitute for
the richness of ancient liturgy. But, as Herbert Read said of con-
temporary art, which many people take religiously, “You may not
like it very much, but it is the only art we have.” We have no
choice.

There remains the problem of how we are to grasp hold of our
choice, how we are to come to grips with this one valid religious
experience left to us. For the Mystery of Being cannot be identified
other than fleetingly and partially, and it is never identical with our
formulations of it. It eludes us. It flows through any sieve of words
with which we may try to catch it. We must accustom ourselves
therefore to the fact that “new every morning as the sun,” life brings
us back again and again to this almost ascetically pure and un-
complicated realization of an unknown “it” which underlies all our
being, which can be apprehended, but which cannot be compre-
hended or defined.

In order to understand this one perennial message, and in this
sense there is only one, of religious prophets throughout the ages,
we have to realize that what we see and know in our life or waking
consciousness is never God Himself, but only the traces of God. We
cannot find God in the past, for the past, which we know only in
memory, is nothing but the dissolving wake of a Present that is also
a universal Presence, a Present which is too close for us to see it,
just as our eyes are too close to us for us to see them. All that we
know for certain is long past and gone. The living and the eternally
new is of necessity unknowable, for we can measure it only in
terms of the past. Since it is not of the same stuff as the past, it
cannot be measured by a standard that does not apply to it, except
falsely.
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To help us deal with this viewpoint, Zen Buddhism presents us
with a parable of the “Ten Stages of Spiritual Oxherding,” a series
of pictures representing the various phases of Man’s spiritual de-
velopment, or awakening.

The first picture shows a little man alone in a vast landscape. He
is bewildered, and we wonder what it is that he wants. He him-
self does not know. He symbolizes the situation of Mankind, which
does not create itself, but which is thrown into reality. He asks what
he is doing here, where he is going, whether there is anywhere to go,
and what he is supposed to do.

In the second picture the man realizes that he is looking for a
lost cow or ox. He has found its tracks on the ground, and these
give him some sense of direction in an uncharted landscape. Of
course the tracks are not those merely of an ox:

However remote over the hills and far away the beast may wander,
His nose reaches the heavens and none can conceal it.®

As the commentary to the picture explains, they are the doctrines
of Buddhism, which, sacred though they be, are only the ephemeral
traces of the Truth itself. The man, however, is encouraged.

In the third picture he sees an ox’s tail sticking out from behind
a great rock. It is as much as he will ever see of the ox; and it is
the least essential part, the part that is, in a certain sense, always
left behind and that might be cut off without doing any great dam-
age to the ox. Still, if the man had not followed the tracks he would
not even have found this much.

In the fourth picture, we learn that the ox, which represents the
element of the Divine within us, must be sternly whipped and con-
trolled, if it is to behave properly. “The wild nature is still unruly
and altogether refuses to be broken. If the oxherd wishes to see the
ox completely in harmony with himself, he is surely to use the whip
freely.” In the fifth illustration, the oxherd herds the ox. Our
thoughts wander and browse capriciously. We must discipline them
into order. In the sixth, having subdued himself, the man has found
enlightenment, and may safely come home on the ox’s back. Having
controlled himself, he no longer needs his Self in order to achieve

¢ Kakuan, a Zen painter and poet of the Sung dynasty, quoted in Daisetz T.
Suzuki, A Manual of Zen Buddhism (Kyoto: The Eastern Buddhist Society,
1935), p. 153,
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freedom from physical desires. Both man and ox vanish from the
remaining three pictures.

But basically the Oxherding pictures show us that Man can only
glimpse the least essential part of God, and even that after a long
search. In the West many have argued that it is not Man’s destiny
to see God in this life. Our tradition, indeed, is also somewhat
vague about the possibility of our seeing Him in the next one.
Christianity bases its appeal upon the relative merits of faith and
reason.

Unfortunately, as far as we are concerned, the words, and there-
fore the concepts, of faith and reason have become so rusted and
incrusted with contradictory meanings that they are no longer trust-
worthy instruments for the investigation of anything. Thus the prob-
lem of whether faith or reason should prove the better approach to
God, once so central to religious dispute in the western world, is
central to us no longer.

As a whole, western thinking is dominated by dichotomic think-
ing and dialectics. It is as incomprehensible to us that Jain logic
has a basic syllogism consisting of seven elements, as it is to a Jain
that a syllogism should have but two. We are much concerned with
“either/or.” But “either and or” have, by centuries of accretion,
become so much like each other that we can no longer set up a
dichotomy between or by means of them. They are useless, as we
shall see in the next chapter, for our purposes; therefore we must
base our thinking on some other method. Instead of pitting one
element against another, to discover truth by observing the differ-
ences between the two, as is the habit of the West, we shall consider
one thing, and base our thinking upon that. That thing is the Mira-
cle of Being.

In granting the existence of the Miracle of Being we are making
a basic assumption. Unlike a logical assumption, which is a basic
belief dogmatically stated to be so because it is essential to all
further argument, belief in the Miracle of Being is supralogical. In
being beyond logic, it is also beyond doubt, and therefore it has
the advantage of certainty. Modern scientific inquiry has taught us
that the basic assumptions of the phenomenological world are cer-
tain only until disproved, so that no system erected upon them is
absolutely valid. We thus feel, let us say, about the basic assumptions
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of the world we live in, such as the theory of relativity, quite differ-
ently than did the Greeks about geometry or the 18th and 19th
centuries about Newtonian physics. By being placed in a field of
endeavor beyond proof, the Miracle of Being is put beyond doubt.
If we believe beyond doubt in the Miracle of Being, it is because
we also believe that all being is contained within the Miracle of
Being, and since anything new we may develop is also within that
framework, then the framework is immune to collapse. The Miracle
of Being embraces all being; but logic embraces only what can be
perceived or conceived to exist. It is thus at the mercy of new evi-
dence, which the Miracle of Being, in embracing all evidence, is
not.

The Miracle of Being is a universal assumption, and therefore has
this quality of certainty. No religion will or can survive the present
age that cannot claim such ultimate certainty. In short no one re-
ligion is eternal to Man, but religion itself is.

Religion so stripped of its specific form is not going to be a mat-
ter of sentimental and hazardous attempts to find a sugar coating
with which to disguise the nature of the real; or to find a pretty
solution designed to console us for our temporary sorrows. For
temporary sorrows and joys we need temporary comforts. We are
after something more permanent than that.

Such a religion has few personal comforts to offer. We may be
sure of nothing that seems sure, but we are at least sure that we
are bewildered. Descartes said, cogito ergo sum—I think, therefore
I am. We never lose consciousness of the fact that, whatever else we
may be, at least we are. That we think that we are seems to us to
prove that indeed we are. We cannot disprove it, and so we believe
it. Such is the Miracle of Being, the essential belief that things are,
a belief that nothing can eradicate. Aristotle states in the first book
of his Metaphysics that the birth of all philosophy, religion, and
metaphysical thought is in our wondering what things are about, our
bewilderment that things are. This condition is basic; something we
can pack in our spiritual suitcase and carry with us, no matter what
the circumstances of our voyaging may be. It is a permanent if
intermittently conscious condition of Man. Incapable of proof or
disproof, the belief that we are .5 beyond both faith and reason, as
today we understand those terms. It is the true residue of all re-
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ligious doctrine, but on a secondary level, the history of the western
Church is a history of the attempt to prove the existence of God
either by faith or by reason alone. We must first examine this at-
tempt.



PHILOSOPHY
2. OF RELIGION

Proofs of the
Existence of God

Wam'mm RELIGION IS, OR SHOULD BE, BASED ON FAITH OR
on reason has been not only the central problem, but also the chief
source of controversy during the entire history of Christian civiliza-
tion. The problem still exists for us, but we can no longer state it
in the terms that were comprehensible 500 years ago, for the mean-
ing of the two terms has vastly changed, as our modern languages
have vastly changed since the Scholasticists first employed them.

Today, when we speak of faith or belief, we always mean to
imply a certain amount of insecurity. Certainty evades us. Science
has rendered even our emotions objective and therefore abstract.
It has induced us to believe that knowledge, in being totally di-
vorced from personal or emotional tincture, is alone valid, whereas
belief, which to the scientific mind has the drawback of being in-
capable of objective proof, is invalid. Hence we say “I believe” only
when we are not sure.

Before science became a tyranny as well as a mental discipline,
this meaning did not exist. Primitive myth, even as codified by the
later Greeks, did not contain this element of doubt in belief or in
faith. But if today we deal with the phrase “to believe in God,” we
are apt to surround it with associations that have nothing to do
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with the great heritage of Christianity, but are rooted in modern
semantic attitudes. These attitudes, in turn, have their origins both
in a shift in the ordinary meaning of words and in the countless
fundamentalist doctrines whose conflicting definitions have obscured
the nature both of belief and of reason. It is ironic that these funda-
mentalist sects, which consider themselves to be orthodox, are nei-
ther orthodox nor fundamentalist, for, as theologians will point out,
fundamentalism is nothing but a recent heresy. It is a heresy in
that the Christian tradition as a whole has seldom until recently
known the stubborn insistence on the letter of doctrine that the
Fundamentalists believe essential to Christianity, whereas in actual-
ity it does not occur in the early history of the Church. It might
be well to state at this point that by the Church is meant the Chris-
tian tradition until the Catholic-Protestant schism of the 16th cen-
tury.

In our age faith and belief are always accompanied by doubt.
Even modern theologians have been confounded by this situation, of
which they endeavour to make a virtue. Thus they appeal to the
gambling instinct, by claiming that could we be sure of the divine
background of reality, we would then have not a religion but a
science, which in turn would not satisfy the demands of our soul.
Therefore, by implication at least, they seem to feel that a certain
risk should be essential to true religious action and speculation. We
are thus presented with a secondary belief overlaying the primary
belief, for the dogma that risk of uncertainty is essential to basic
belief, which is in itself a certainty, distinctly confuses the essential
issue of the nature of belief. It is an attitude towards basic belief,
rather than an identification of the thing itself.

Such an attitude may allow theologians to continue in the practice
of their chosen profession, but it is little or no help to us when
we try to approach the problems of faith ourselves.

If the term “faith” has been clouded by sophistry, the term “rea-
son” that we apply to the intellectual process has become equally
confused by its modern associative meanings. We do not today
speak of reason, that is, of the rational approach to a problem, in
the same way as did the medieval theologians. To them the term
“intellect” meant much more than it does to us. It embraced both
the emotions and the affections, which were deemed capable of in-
tellectual control. From this total concept of the intellectual proc-
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ess we have split off only the fragment that allows the mind to
deal with objective experience.

Nor, for us, is reason something that can control the whole hu-
man personality. We conceive it instead as merely a part of that
personality, as the upper stratum only of our waking consciousness.
We give it its importance. After all, it has been responsible for all
the objective accomplishments of Man. But we are also aware that
it is limited in scope, and so does not embrace the entire human
consciousness. It has given us our technological devices, but not all
our desires can be fulfilled with technological devices; and our
attitude towards the world, in being formed by more than reason,
cannot be entirely implemented by reason.

Throughout the ages, religions have frequently been victimized by
their own tendency to explain themselves in rational terms. Wishing
to consolidate their position and power, they have appealed to
logic and thus cut the ground out from beneath themselves, for
logic cannot deal with the ineffable, and it is the ineffable that is
their inner source of vitality. Wherever, among the great prophets
and seers, we have found religion most alive, we have never found
it attended either by logical argument or by inference alone. The
necessity of proving the existence of God, a proof that has always
been the pride of theologians, shifts the whole problem of religion
into a field, that of the phenomenological, where it does not by its
nature belong. For when do you need proof, if not when you are
uncertain of something? A proof is weight added to an argument
that you consider to be flimsy. And if belief is flimsy, then it is not
belief.

Let us say that I walked through a field this morning in order
to keep an appointment. Suppose instead of stating this simple fact
I were to say: “I assure you, and there is no question about it; in
fact, I dare you to doubt it, that I walked through a field to meet
you. No, I did not take my car. I will swear an oath that I did
not, if you do not believe me.” Naturally you would be quite cer-
tain that I had done nothing of the sort. You would feel that T
was concealing something else I had done. I might even feel so my-
self. It is a simple psychological observation that if someone says
about something that it is so without doubt, why then, he doubts it.

C. G. Jung, in his recent book, Answer to Job, deals with this
sort of thing in the same way. He psychoanalyzes the personality of
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Jehovah, and concludes that Jehovah, who has been boasting of His
power to Job, who, having suffered by that power, had no reason
to doubt its existence, has to boast of His power precisely because
He does doubt it. We must remember that we are dealing not with
Jehovah Himself, but with the chronicler’s concept of Him. Thus
we can here observe how the later development of the Old Testa-
ment, which leads to the Incarnation in the New Testament, is
based upon the chronicler’s exposition of Jehovah’s self-doubt, for
Jehovah, for some strange reason, always keeps His omniscience in
His pocket and does not make the use of it that we might expect
of Him.

However this may be, it is wise always to be very doubtful when
you hear somebody reaffirm a point too strongly, an attitude that
applies as well to love and to the affections as to the problems of
theology. For belief of any kind is ineffable. Love, for example, is
a form of belief, and we all know that whenever we say, “I love
you,” a little of the original feeling behind our statement dwindles
away into the verbal world where the nonverbal has no place. It is
for this reason, among others, that in some cultures certain words
are tabu, not only because they are in themselves dangerous, but
because to mention them would be to diminish their power. The
essence of a mystery is that it should remain a mystery.

My grandfather was a minister in Holstein, in North Germany.
One day the local Archduke came to visit the little town, and my
grandfather had to receive him in solemn procession. As he guided
the Archduke through the street towards the church, the Duke said:
“By the way, usually when I visit a town such as yours the bells
have been set ringing on my entry. Why are your bells not ringing?”

My grandfather said, “Your Highness, there are a hundred rea-
sons. In the first place, we don’t have any bells.”

“Then you need not tell me the other 99 reasons,” said the Duke
and smiled.

Thus the theologians of the Middle Ages felt it necessary to
boast of their complete proof for the existence of God, when one
essential condition would have done as well. Confronted with such
an anxious battery of theological power, Immanuel Kant, like the
Archduke, stripped the matter clean. “If they had given me only
one proof that would have truly convinced me, I would gladly have
done without the 99 above and beyond them,” he said.
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He was right. The very fact that there are so many different
proofs for the existence of God is proof without doubt of the doubt
of the validity of God that lay in the minds of those who manu-
factured such proofs. Yet it is not so much these specious proofs
one is apt to attack, as the whole notion that something should de-
mand proof that, by its nature, is in an area of the spirit where
neither proof nor disproof is pertinent.

One of the greatest American theologians, Paul Tillich of Har-
vard Divinity School, stated in one of his recent publications that to
attempt to prove the existence of God is exactly as blasphemous as
the atheist’s attempt to disprove His existence. Why should Paul
Tillich say this? Because the divine, which is the source of all ex-
istence, cannot be said to have either existence or non-existence, be-
cause the light of which you and I and all existing things are but
the shadows does not appear as such in the shadow world itself,
and therefore does not have a representative symbol in this shadow
world with which it could be stated. Nor is any shadow world, since
it consists only of shadows, able to disprove or prove the existence
of the light from which it derives its existence.

In other words, beyond faith and beyond reason there is a third
principle that is more important than either. This principle we shall
for the moment call the brahman, a Sanskrit word. We shall employ
such terms from an exotic culture, for the key words of our own
spiritual heritage have become clouded in meaning and unintelligi-
ble from having too many definitions, or secondary connotations.
Therefore, in our search for certainty, we are apt to seek a ter-
minology not so beclouded for us. Therefore many westerners go
outside their own tradition and turn to Vedanta philosophy, to
occultism, theosophy, and to a number of cults of a similar stamp,
all of which have invaded the West from the Orient.

We may ask ourselves why this search for another tradition exists.
C. G. Jung, in his brief autobiography, tells us that as a boy he
became furious at people who behaved stupidly or viciously, until
suddenly one day he decided that he would enjoy himself more if,
instead of losing his temper with such people, he studied the reasons
for their behavior. In short, to understand them it was necessary
for him to shift his point of approach to them. In the same way,
those who turn to the Orient for their religious insight may be doing
so only because that is the only way in which they can gain an
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insight into the actual spiritual content of the western tradition that
is native to them, but whose inner message is no longer clear.

For this reason this book will use such terms as brahman; for if
we discuss theological matters in terms native to the western world,
such as “God the Creator,” or “Jesus Christ,” we immediately close
up our minds by limiting ourselves to the special concepts of our
own faith; whereas our intention was to discuss the nature of belief
and of God in their universal aspects. But if we commence in a
roundabout way, by teaching or considering the idea of brahman
that stands behind all appearance; if we develop an understanding
of the atman, or Inner Self that is an eternal witness to ourselves;
then we begin to open doors of the mind, rather than to close them.
Thus, also, we may perceive that the ideas of the brahman and the
atman are concepts also found, if in slightly different guise, in our
own spiritual heritage. For though faith may be ineffable, it has, all
the same, a methodology intrinsic and unalterable, common to all
men.

To open the doors of the spirit we require a key. So it may be,
for many people today, that we can open up the rooms of our
Christian heritage, the keys to which we have allowed to rust, only
with the symbolic keys of some other room. In matters of life and
feeling it is usually easier to go a roundabout way to come to your
destination, for there are apt to be many obstacles to a direct ap-
proach.

Therefore let us introduce the Sanskrit word darsana, a word
meaning “realization,” as a better way to understand what was
originally meant by faith and reason, but is no longer conveyed by,
those terms insofar as both faith and reason now imply doubt, al-
though in former times thev did not, and although darsana does not.

Indian philosophers compare the realization, or darsana that
Man has of the Being of Being, that is, of the Mystery of Being,
with direct sensory experience in the following way. They say that
we need to employ inference and logic to arrive at a certain con-
clusion about something that cannot be proven by means of the
five senses. To reach their conclusion, Indian philosophers were
quite capable of employing syllogistic and logical principles, long
before Aristotle formulated them for the Greeks.

For instance, if we see smoke on the mou