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The Sun Dance
by
Frithjof Schuon

THE great sacrificial Dance of the North American nomadic Indians, which is consecrated
to the Solar Power, formerly included secondary rites that varied considerably according to the
tribes: all sorts of mythological elements entered into its composition to such an extent in certain
cases as to make the sun’s role nearly pass into the background. But this complexity, normal
in a fragmented and shifting world like that of the Red Indians, is not of a nature to invalidate
the fundamental content of the ritual cycle in question; this content has in fact survived all the
political and religious tribulations which the Indians have had to suffer for over a century.

Essentially the Sun Dance has two meanings, one outward and the other inward: the first
is diverse, the second invariable. The more or less outward intention of the Dance may be a
personal vow, or the prosperity of the tribe; or again, more profoundly—with the Cheyenne for
example—the desire to regenerate the entire creation. The inward and invariable intention is to
be united with the Solar Power, to establish a link between the Sun and the heart, to realize a
ray which attaches the earth to Heaven, or to reactualize this ray which is pre-existent but lost.
This strictly “pontifical” (ponti-fex) operation is based on the equation “heart-Sun”: the Sun is
the Heart of the Macrocosm, the human heart is the sun of the microcosm that we are. The
visible sun is only the trace of the Divine Sun, but this trace, being real, is efficacious and allows
the operation of “analogical magic,” so to speak.

The central element of the rite is the tree, image of the cosmic axis which joins earth
to Heaven; the tree is the presence—necessarily vertical—of the Celestial Height over the
terrestrial plane; it is what allows the contact, both sacrificial and contemplative, with the
Solar Power. It is to this tree, chosen, felled, and set up ritually,' that the dancers were formerly
attached by thongs hooked into their chests; in our day the only element of the sacrifice that
has been retained is the fast, uninterrupted for the duration—some three or four days—of the
Dance, which symbolically and qualitatively is sufficient when one considers that the dancers
must abstain from drinking in a torrid heat, while executing the prescribed movement for
hours on end.

This movement is a coming and going between the central tree—bare and branchless—and
the circular shelter, covered with branches; the dance can thus be likened to the two phases of
breathing or to the beating of the heart; the entire sacred lodge, with the tree in the middle, is
like a great heart whose vital phases are represented by the ebb and flow of the dance, and this
symbolism is intensified by the beating of the drum and by the singing which recalls through
its monotonous alternations the waves of the Ocean. It is at the centre that the dancers derive
their strength: their withdrawal corresponds to the expansive phase—to the assimilation or the
radiation—of the spiritual influence present in the tree.

One could ask how such a desire for spiritual realization accords with an adventurous

! See The Sacred Pipe, recorded and edited by Joseph Epes Brown, University of Oklahoma Press, 1953, the chapter on The
Sun Dance. Cf. also The Arapaho Sun Dance (Chicago, 1903) and The Ponca Sun Dance (Chicago, 1905) by George A. Dorsey,
studies which give an idea, at least, of the complex possibilities of the Dance with the differences of mythology and ritual that
vary with each tribal tradition.

2 It still happens, however, that Indians secretly practice the rite in the ancient manner. Inversely, certain celebrations of it lack
in seriousness and are combined with tribal fairs, yet even here some still practice in secret the authentic rite.
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and warrior way of life and with the ruggedness of manners that results from it. One must
understand that for the Indian life “is what it is,” which means that it is a texture of things and
events, of forms and destinies, in which the outer man participates, performing and undergoing
them according to the Laws of Nature, but of which the inner man is independent and which
he transcends and dominates in a certain manner; there is in this a fruitful combination of the
veneration for impersonal Nature and the affirmation of the sacerdotal and heroic personality,
and herein lies the foundation of Indian stoicism, which is the moral expression of this apparent
antinomy. *

In approaching and receding by little steps from the central tree without ever turning his
back to it, the sacred dancer shakes an eagle plume in each hand while blowing, to the same
rhythm, an eagle-bone whistle held in the mouth; the slightly strident and plaintive sound
thus produced is the equivalent of prayer or invocation; it reminds one of the cry of the eagle
soaring in the immense solitude of space towards the sun. The entire dance is accompanied by
the singing of a group of men seated about a huge drum which they beat with vehemence in
an accelerated rhythm, thus emphasizing the virile character of the principal motive of their
chant,—song of victory and at the same time nostalgia, victory over the earth and nostalgia for
Heaven. At sunrise a particular rite takes place: the dancers look towards and greet the rising
sun, while singing with both arms extended towards it in order to become impregnated with
the “Solar Power.”

Throughout the Dance the central tree is charged with blessings; the Indians touch it and
rub their faces, bodies and limbs; or they pray to the Great Spirit while touching the tree;
healings sometimes takes place, prayers are answered and protections granted. Extra-ordinary
phenomena of various kinds have been observed, sometimes visions, but above all a sensation
of freshness in the proximity of the central tree, betokening the presence of benefic powers.

This idea of “power” is crucial for the Indian: the Universe is a texture of powers all
emanating from one and the same Power which is subjacent and omnipresent, and at once
impersonal and personal. For the Indians the spiritual man is united to the Universe or the
Great Spirit by the cosmic powers which penetrate, purify, transform, and protect him; he is
simultaneously pontiff, hero, and magician; these powers are attracted to manifest themselves
around him through spirits, animals, and the phenomena of Nature.

The Sun Dance becomes a permanent inner state: there has been a decisive contact with the
Sacramental Luminary; an indelible trace remains in the heart. The profane separation between
ordinary consciousness and the Immanent Sun is eliminated, and the person lives hereafter
under another sign and in another dimension.

The Sun Dance takes place once a year, in the summer, but it has its reflection or prolongation
in the rites of the Sacred Pipe which are practiced in commemoration of the Dance at each full
moon; these sessions comprise, along with the use of eagle-bone whistles, prayers addressed

3 Shintoism presents the same complementariness between Nature-Object and Hero-Subject, each of the two poles recalling
the mysteries of Transcendence and Immanence.
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to the four Directions of space, then to the Great Spirit, who both contains and projects this
quaternity. The symbol for this metaphysic, as we have been told, is the cross inscribed in the
circle: the terrestrial cross—with its North-South and East-West axes—and the celestial circle.
At its extremities the horizontal cross touches Heaven; its centre also touches Heaven through
the axes Earth-Zenith, which is precisely what the Sun Dance tree represents.

This symbolism recalls another sacral image: that of the Feathered Sun,* which is found
on buffalo hides used as cloaks and occasionally as a background for ceremonies. The sun
is composed of concentric circles formed of stylized eagle feathers; the resulting impression
is particularly evocative in that the symbol simultaneously suggests centre, radiation, power,
and majesty. This symbiosis between the sun and the eagle, which is to be found again in the
celebrated head-dress of feathers formerly worn by chiefs and great warriors, brings us back
to the symbolism of the Sun Dance: here man is spiritually transformed into an eagle soaring
towards Heaven and becoming identified with the rays of the Divine Luminary.

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:)

Temporal experience is of past and future, the so-called “present” always including parts of the
past and future. All this Time is absolutely continuous; only logically but not really divisible into
parts. Eternity is the timeless, atomic and self-same Now that at any and every time divides the
past from the future, and connects them. Time endures, but Eternity is without duration or extent
and cannot be described as “lasting”; the whole of Time, without beginning or end, is always
present to Eternity.

Ommiscience and Providence are not of the past and future as such, but tota simul, alzemale,
without division or sequence of cause and effect. Just as from the centre of a circle all parts of the
circumference and all the radii are visible at once, so the eternal “onsight” is neither a ““hindsight”
nor a “foresight,” and in no way conflicts with determination (the orderly sequence of circumferential
events) nor with freewill (centrifugal or centripetal motion). A further consequence is that there
remains no opposition between the concepts of gradation and evolution: God is creating the whole
world Now as much as he ever was or will be; and so, as Philo says, ‘there is an end of the notion
that the universe came into being “in six days’. An end, too, of the modern opposition of science
and religion; since experimental science is only concerned with serial events taking place in Time
and does not pretend to deal with any kind of timeless experience whatever. On the other hand the
philosopher cannot ignore Eternity, because it is the timeless point without which Time itself would
be inconceivable in terms of past and future, just as Space apart from any undimensioned point
would be meaningless in terms of here and there; and of two things, of which one gives its meaning
to the other, the first must be the more real, and more to be depended upon.

Ananda K. Coomaraswamy

4 As an example, see the design on the cover of this review.



Man and the Presence of Evil in Christian and

Platonic Doctrine
by
Philip Sherrard

OF the main theories to account for the existence of the world, or its apparent existence,
one is the theory of emanation (or manifestation) and another is the Christian theory of
creation. The theory of emanation—it may be called Platonic (and this includes its neo-Platonic
developments) since it is in this form that it presents itself in western tradition—is briefly as
follows. The One—the Good or the Supreme—is absolute and perfect. As absolute, It must
contain in Itself the seeds of everything, the possibility of everything, for if there were some
possibility outside It, It would be, not absolute, but limited by this extraneous possibility. As
perfect, It must distribute this perfection to the fullest extent possible. Its goodness must be
everywhere. For if it were lacking anywhere, if there were some part of a possible universe
from which something of this goodness were excluded, then the One would be failing Its own
nature, It would be contradicting Itself: It would not be as perfect as It could be, It would be
admitting a degree of imperfection there where it might impart greater perfection. Thus, not
only must the One contain the seeds of everything within Itself, but It must also manifest those
which are capable of manifestation. This manifesting activity expresses a necessity, is necessary:
manifestation is a necessary consequence of the fact not that the One is absolute, but that It is
perfect, is the Good absolute.

This necessity of manifestation, this necessary breaking out of the One from Its self-inclosed
isolation, might seem to imply a contradiction: that which affects the freedom of the One. It
would seem that the One is under constraint, in that It has to bring Itself forth into manifestal]
tion, has to emanate. But in this case it is not the One that is Supreme, but this other power
according to which it is compelled to enter into manifestation. Thus, the One, if It is the
Supreme, cannot be under any constraint or necessity to manifest Itself. So there is the contradic[]
tion that as the absolute Good It must manifest Itself, but as the Supreme It cannot be under
any constraint. This contradiction is further complicated by the fact that even if It were not
under any constraint to enter into manifestation, still the One could not actualize any of the
seeds of manifestation It contains within Itself. To actualize any of these possibilities is to admit
that there is something other and less than the One, that the One is not, in Itself, all-inclusive,
is not total Reality, and this cannot be admitted. Not only therefore can the One not possess
any possibility of self-determination, but also It cannot contain the seeds of manifestation in
Itself in any actualized state, or in any state capable of being actualized, or in any state that
implies any distinction from or differentiation in Its entirely simple and totally self-sufficient
nature. The One therefore, in Itself, cannot be the principle of manifestation. What then brings
forth or emanates is not the One in Itself, but pure Being. Being is the first determination of the
One, and this in its turn determines all the subsequent ranks and conditions of manifestation.
This does not mean that it is the One that determines Being: we have seen that this is an
impossibility, for it would involve the disruption of the absolute simplicity and unity and
self-sufficiency and non-determinable nature of the One. On the contrary, Being determines
itself. Thus the One in Itself is exempt from any constraint. It is metaphysically free. Even pure
Being, the principle of manifestation, is still free, even though this manifestation is a necessary
act. It is because it is free that it necessarily acts in this way. If it were anything less than free,
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it would be constrained to act in some other way. As it is, being free, it acts what it is: not in
accordance with its nature—which assumes that its action is a consequence of its nature, which
it is not—but as it is. Its action is itself, just as its non-activity is itself; and both are what it wills,
though the willing and the action and the non-activity are all one.

From the Christian point of view, this theory of emanation seems to leave an unbridgeable
gap between the One in Its totally non-differentiated and self-sufficient unity, and any degree
of determination or multiplicity. If the One contains in Itself all the seeds of manifestation,
It must contain them not only in a state which is not actualized, but also in one which is
free from any possibility of actualization. They must be so identified with the One, so totally
subsumed in Its original nature, that there is no possibility of any distinction : they are essentially
and necessarily one with Its entirely simple indivisibility. In a way, they constitute a kind of
Godhead without a God. They have no author. And in so far as they are identified with the One,
they cannot themselves produce or manifest anything. They could only produce or manifest
anything on condition that they became distinct from the One, and this is impossible, since
the One, subsuming in Itself total Reality, cannot admit anything other than Itself. How then
does distinction or differentiation, or even the appearance of distinction or differentiation, first
arise? In Platonic and neo-Platonic theory there is and can be no, answer to this question—or
at least no answer which is not a kind of deus ex machina like, for instance, Proclus’ theory of
the henads, which is an attempt to bridge this gap between the One and multiplicity, or the
appearance of multiplicity, while leaving unimpaired the perfect unity and non-determination
of the One.

In Christian theory—and here reference is to Patristic authors, not to the Scholastics—God,
the Absolute or the Supreme, is not regarded as the logical God-Unity of the Platonic tradition.
Certainly, God is One, but this unity includes multiplicity, includes the divine energies and
powers. God’s essence is, like the Platonic One, totally transcendent, totally non-differentiated,
totally undetermined and incommunicable; but His energies and powers are multiple, creative,
communicable. And it must be stressed that though these energies and powers are distinguished
in this way from the divine essence, they are not on that account said to be any less real or
less absolute than the essence; nor must one think of the essence apart from the energies and
powers, or vice versa, in such a way as to conceive of the essence as unenergized or of the
energies as inessential; nor finally is the essence to be regarded as a superior order of Reality in
which the energies and powers are subsumed and lose their differentiation and distinction. God
is not to be identified with His essence alone, nor is the essence to be thought of as His superior
or more inclusive or absolute nature, and nor are His powers and energies to be identified with
His essence. It might be said that while in Platonic theory God’s essence is abstracted from all
His principial determinations, including that of His Being, and this essence alone, in its perfectly
undetermined, non-differentiated, and entirely simple nature is thought of as embracing in
Itself the totality of the Real, as itself constituting the Absolute, so that all determinations—
all powers and energies, even pure Being—are in the final analysis seen merely as contingent
and relative modes or aspects or attributes of the essence, in Christian theory it is precisely
this act of abstraction that is a primal doctrinal error. Thus, in Christian theory there is no
question of how differentiation and distinction arise from the unity of the One: differentiation
and distinction are inherent in an actualized state in this unity “in the beginning.” God, the
Absolute, is One-in-Many, simplicity-in-distinction, a divided indivisibility; and, as has been
said, to seek to resolve this paradox by appealing to a higher principle in which its contradictory
terms are subsumed and reconciled is a basic doctrinal error.
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It is because of this paradoxical idea of the Absolute that Christian theory is able to envisage
an act of creation which is entirely free and spontaneous, and no necessary consequence of the
Absolute being what it is. God creates, brings forth out of nothing, through the spontaneous,
undetermined operation of His powers and energies. What He creates—the whole intelligible
order, including the intelligible archetypes of the visible world—is not a necessary part of
His nature; neither is it to be principially identified either with His essence, or His Being, or
His multiple powers and energies. It is a new mode of reality, not necessary in any way. In
other words, this theory seems to emphasize God’s free-will, His freedom, in a manner that
amounts to an exclusion of the idea of divine necessity which plays so important a part in the
emanation theory. God creates because it is His “pleasure,” His “glory,” to create, and that is
all, humanly, to be said. It is understood in both theories that nothing is added to God’s nature
by the existence of the world: His plenitude and power are full and unimpaired, self-sufficient
and self-contained, before either emanation or creation. But while the emanation theory posits
manifestation as a necessary consequence of the absolute goodness of the One, the Christian
theory of creation appears to do away with all idea of necessity where the Divine is concerned: it
might equally have been God’s “pleasure” not to create; He could be God, absolute and infinite
Power and Perfection, without showing forth His power and perfection in any creature. He
could refrain from creation and still be omnipotent.

At first sight this seems an absurdity. Logically it is an absurdity. There is no escaping
the logic of the fact that if God is perfect—which is also Christian teaching—He must wish
to distribute His goodness in all possible ways, so that to refrain from creating or emanating
would mean that there were some possible ways of distributing His Goodness which He denies
Himself. Or if God is omnipotent, which again is part of Christian teaching, how can He refrain
from manifesting this omnipotence in all ways possible?>—one of these ways being through the
existence of the world. If the Christian is to deny all idea of necessity with respect to God, even
the necessity of necessarily acting in a certain way because He is absolute and infinite freedom
and omnipotence, then the Christian must say that his account of creation is not only one that
transcends logic but also one that contradicts logic. He must be able to affirm what implies a
logical contradiction—what is, in other words, an impossibility from a logical point of view.

Although it is impossible to enter into any full discussion of the theme here, something
must be said at this point of the different understandings in Platonic and Christian theories of
the relationship between logic and what transcends logic, for this difference very much deter[]
mines their subsequent doctrinal formulations, especially with regard to what they consider
possible and impossible. What Platonic theory presupposes in this respect is that divine, or
metaphysical, principles, although they stand above logic in their essence, yet do not contradict
logic; and that doctrinal formulations or metaphysical ideas must comply with the laws of logic
because these laws rest upon an essentially metaphysical basis. This being so, it follows that
the hierarchy of metaphysical principles is reflected (in so far as it is or can be reflected) in
the human intelligence in a purely logical order, so that there is a strict relationship of analogy
or correspondence between metaphysical principles and their formulation on the mental and
logical plane. The converse of this also applies: where the formulation of meta-physical principles
is concerned, the formulation that stands highest in the logical order will demonstrate the
precedence of its corresponding principle in the metaphysical order. The structure of logic, that
is to say, reflects and reproduces on the level of human thinking the structure of the universe;
and anything which from the logical point of view presents itself as an absurdity is on that
account known to be also a metaphysical impossibility. In fact, absurdity and impossibility in



Studies in Comparative Religion — Vol. 2, #1 (Winter 1968)

the Platonic view are interchangeable, or synonymous, terms.

In Christian theory, this kind of relationship between logic and what transcends logic is not
admitted in anything like the same way. Indeed, it might almost be said that Christian theory
maintains in this respect a set of presuppositions opposite to those of Platonic theory: that
there is no necessary pre-established analogy or correspondence between the logical order and
the metaphysical order; that so far from doctrinal formulations having to observe the strictest
logical laws on the assumption that these laws have a metaphysical basis, there is in fact no
integral accord between logical human thought and what transcends it; and that our inability
to accept a contradiction as expressing more adequately the truth of things than any logical
statement derives, not from our wisdom, but from our foolishness, as St. Paul has it. Thus,
from the Christian point of view a logical absurdity by no means on that account denotes a
metaphysical impossibility; and what is really absurd, and really betrays our impotence, lies
not in thinking that God can be and act in a way that is logical, but in thinking that He cannot
be or act in any other way. Indeed, from this same point of view, a condition of attaining
metaphysical understanding itself is a battle against allowing the mind to be captivated and
subdued by the logical constructions of thought and language. In more positive terms, this also
means that Christian theory must assert that the highest ideas the human mind can grasp of
metaphysical realities are likely to be those which are essentially paradoxical. Such ideas are
trans-logical, in the sense that they cannot be embraced by logic, or surpassed or resolved by any
idea whose terms are logically consistent. They excel the limits of purely logical thought. Faced
with these ideas, the mind constrained by purely logical categories will always seek to eliminate
them, either by affirming one proposition of the paradox at the expense of the other, or by
formulating a “superior” logically consistent idea in which both propositions of the paradox
(mutually exclusive from the logical point of view) appear.. to be absorbed and reconciled.
Such elimination, justified so long as the realities indicated by the paradox themselves pertain
to the logical order, is not so when the realities indicated are supra-logical. The law of the
logical order that “a thing cannot simultaneously be and not be” is valid on the quantitative
level to which it applies; it is meaningless when applied to supra-logical qualitative truths. To
argue that what may be logically stated about metaphysical realities is necessarily ontologically
true is to maintain a paralogism involving a radical confusion of levels. Thus, the essentially
logical argument demonstrating that the nature of the Absolute is so and so and that from this
it follows that manifestation is a necessary consequence, is neither here nor there. This is not
to say that logical deductions relating to the existence of man in this world cannot be made
from the Christian doctrine of creation. But it is to say that this doctrine itself involves a logical
absurdity. It is also to say that other aspects of Christian teaching deriving from this initial
doctrine must also have about them something that is logically absurd.

Both Platonic and Christian theories agree that manifestation “in the beginning” is good.
This goodness is not of course goodness absolute, for this belongs to God alone. It is a relative
goodness. Compared with the perfection of God (if comparisons may be made in this sphere)
a degree of imperfection has entered in. But it should be made quite clear that neither in
the Platonic nor in the Christian theory is the presence of evil in manifestation a necessary
consequence of this degree of imperfection. It is sometimes argued that in so far as anything
falls short of the absolute perfection of God, to that extent it is bound to be implicated in
evil. There is, according to this argument, some necessary connection between imperfection,
or relative perfection, and evil; they are even in some sense identified, as if they were the
same thing. This is not the case with the two theories under review. In neither does a relative
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perfection necessarily imply the presence of evil; it may imply the possibility of evil, but that
is another matter. In both theories, on the contrary, what is relatively perfect may be entirely
free from evil. In both theories, manifestation may be free from the actual presence of evil.
This is something particularly emphasized in the Christian tradition ; indeed, in a certain sense,
it is at the core of Christianity, being one of the essential aspects of the Incarnation : Christ
assumes human nature in every respect except that in Him this human—and created—nature
is free from evil. It is from this that derives the Christian promise of a new Heaven and a new
Earth—of a created existence, that is to say, which while not identified with the perfection
of God Himself is none the less entirely free from evil; and it is from this too that derives the
Christian theory of the sacraments, a theory quite meaningless if evil is necessarily inherent in
everything that is created. Hence the actual presence of evil for the Christian is no necessary
consequence of creation. If it is a necessary consequence of certain phases of manifestation in
Platonic theory, this is not because what is manifest is necessarily imperfect and hence evil. It is
because certain “lower” phases of manifestation bring it into contact with evil.
(To be continued)

10



The Force of Traditional Philosophy in Iran
Today!
by
Henry Corbin

HAVING been asked by a friend to contribute an article to this Review I would wish it to
take the form of a testimony, in other words to speak as a philosopher and not just as an historian
of philosophy. My testimony will therefore be that of an Occidental who is both a philosopher
and an Iranologist. The combination of these two specialties is not necessarily comfortable; it
usually implies a certain solitariness, for those with whom one can hold converse are few in
number. It requires that one should aim at elevating one’s horizon enough to be able to take in
simultaneously things which long-established routines have led us to see in isolation from each
other.

In saying this I have particularly in mind the limitations of the history of Islamic philosophy
as it has long been studied in the West. There has been a keen interest in translations into
Syriac or Arabic from Greek, in the legacy which Greek philosophy passed on to the Islamic
civilisation; and this interest has extended as far as the translations from Arabic into Latin made
in the Twelfth Century at Toledo which passed on to the Latin Scholastics part of the work
of Avicenna (Ibn Sina). It is from this angle, the angle of what was known of it by Mediaeval
Latin philosophy, that it has been customary to measure the interest of Islamic philosophy.
Under these limitations what Islamic philosophy made known to us was always something
related to what it was agreed to call the “golden age” of Islamic civilisation, Baghdad between
the Fourth and Tenth Centuries. Under these conditions it is by no means surprising that the
student of Islamic philosophy should have seemed to fall, more or less, into the category of the
archaeologists.

On the other hand, to dispute the unique privilege of this “golden age,” to intimate that
Islamic philosophy went on from it to fulfil a brilliant destiny elsewhere, on non-Arab soil,
especially in Iran, is to arouse, seemingly, a discreet irritation, as if one had disarranged the tidy
files of an historian. However, it is allowable for this historian of philosophy to perceive that
many things have happened since Averroes (Ibn Rushd), precisely where he had not been in the
habit of going to look for them. The things which took place in Iran already before the Safavid
Renaissance, and which have taken place since, are such that they call for a synchronous and
comparative view by reason of convergences so remarkable that it becomes the task, not of the
historian, but of the philosopher as such to deal with them.

This it is which motivated the title of these few pages, the inevitable allusive brevity of
which must be excused. In using the word “force” (actualité in the original French) I did not
have in mind, needless to say, the meaning attached to the word actualité in the daily press
and the cinema. I meant precisely what is meant by the Greek Energeia of which the Latin
actualitas was a not altogether happy translation. It is the idea of a force, whether latent or in
action, which has the inherent power to produce certain effects, just as action is inherent in the
transitive verb, which in Greek is called “energetic.” And it is this strong meaning, the energetic
meaning of this energeia which must simultaneously give its meaning to the idea “traditional,”

' A lecture to the Faculty of Letters and the Humanities at the University of Teheran, November 13th, 1967.
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when we speak of the Actualité or “Force” of “traditional philosophy.”

At this point we must begin by freeing ourselves from the false images which weigh down the
idea of tradition and the traditional. Most often these words appear weighted down with a load
of what is called the past. They evoke the idea of a dead weight cumbering the road; from this
“modern” man must, it is supposed, free himself if he wants to “progress,” it being understood
that this past has been “outpassed.” Such is a common mode of speech, and it formulates a
mistake, or rather it formulates something far more serious than a misunderstanding—a state
of unconsciousness. This summary concept indeed implies that we have never been aware of
the fact that life and death, and also present, past and future are not in things, whether present
or past or to come, but are qualifications and attributes of the soul always “in the present.”
There are living souls which, by the energeia of their love, communicate life to everything that
comes to them. And there are souls which, beneath an external appearance of life, are dead, and
congeal into their own death everything they come near.

But the philosopher takes account of the fact that it is one thing to feel oneself in a world
into which the soul is cast as a captive and quite another to experience the world as a world
which lives in me, as a world living in the soul and by the soul. It is one thing to be established
as a fixture in a philosophical system of which one is the captive, and quite another to make for
this system a dwelling-place in oneself. The past is not something “outpassed.” It is a question
of understanding what once made this past possible, what made it take place, what was its
future. In the very degree to which a soul recovers possession of this possibility, because it is
mysteriously congenital to it, that soul is itself in its turn the actual future of that possibility. It
frees what we call the past from the weight which made it the past.

The decision, refusal or taking on, is thus in essence the event, and the event does not take
place in things, but in the soul. And this decision is in essence a new birth, the birth of the
soul. Those people for whom the whole idea of tradition is like a dead weight are bearing the
weight of their own inner death. For them tradition is indeed no more than a funeral procession;
but who is responsible for that? Those responsible are, first of all, those “traditionalists” who
imagine that tradition means marching in the funeral procession. The task of those who know
it means something very different is to break up the funeral procession, to live their tradition
as being every time a new birth, their own spiritual rebirth. Unless they do live thus they will
merely lengthen the funeral procession.

This is why tradition is essentially a renaissance, and every rebirth is a reactivation of a
tradition “in the present.” And this is also why the act of tradition always implies “present
time”—of course not the year 1967 or any other date, but the present as such, the “present” to
which the Carolingian renaissance in the West in the 8th Century, the Byzantine renaissance in
the 10th and the European Renaissance in the 16th gave back what, apart from such establishing
or rebirth, would have been merely dead antiquity.

Of course we are here in Teheran today especially concerned with the Iranian renaissances,
those which are specifically and directly the concern of philosophy and the philosopher. But if
the philosopher—not the mere historian of philosophy—is to be able to bear witness to them,
which means speaking of them otherwise than as something belonging to the past, he can do so
only if, in some sense, these philosophical renaissances also dwell in him. That is why, if these
pages are more especially addressed to young Iranian philosophers, they are also the testimony of
a Western philosopher to the significance for him of traditional philosophy in Iran, a philosophy
which is not monolithic but extremely diverse, and to the significance, here and now, for some
of his brother philosophers in the West, of the discovery of a tradition not hitherto within
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our field of view. This testimony will therefore lead to an encouragement to young Iranian
philosophers not to fall into an infatuation with this or that ephemeral philosophical ideology
which happens to be fashionable, but to remain aware that their inquiry into the themes of
Western philosophy of today can only bear fruit if they are able to make a counter check on
it by using the traditional philosophy in which their own culture is rooted. Much time and
study is needed for such a counter check, but without it they are liable to lose their soul in the
adventure.

When I first came to Iran twenty-two years ago in September 1945 I had just spent six years
at Istanbul, where I had been able to bring out the first volume of an edition of the Philosophical
and Mystical Works of Suhrawardi, Shaikh al-Ishrag. So I came to Iran to find the traces of the
Ishragiyin. Certainly it was at that time possible to have serious conversations on this subject
with certain venerable Shaikhs; but what seems to me new and rich in promise today, at the
very heart of an Iran which has for some years been making a tremendous leap forward, is that
such conversations have now become possible, and even common, with young men in whose
hearts the traditional philosophy of Iran is deeply rooted. In evidence I gladly point to my
colleague and friend Professor al-Sayyid Hossein Nasr.

Let us be quite clear what I am driving at. It is common enough today for an astronomer,
a physicist, or a chemist to go to a foreign country to find out what his colleagues have gained,
what they have observed, what experiments they have carried out in their laboratories. He will
come back enriched in knowledge; he will have penetrated more deeply into what constitutes
the proper and direct object of astronomy, or physics, or chemistry. Perhaps his colleagues may
have taught him something of this object which had eluded him. And nobody doubts that these
various sciences do indeed attain to their proposed object.

Now compare with this the adventure of our philosopher or meta-physician. He comes,
let us say, to Iran to learn what his brother metaphysicians have for their part observed and
how far they have penetrated. Can he be sure of being greeted on his return with a perfect
understanding, if he should take it into his head to declare that he knows a little more concerning
the suprasensory worlds, about the spiritual universe? He will, naturally, be understood provided
he talks of the historical—or, better still, of the social—importance of the systems of thought
which his colleagues have discovered to him. For what matters is to situate them “in their
period,” in their “social setting; that is “positive science.” As for the spiritual universe these
metaphysicians talk about, its interest is only as a pretext for sociological investigations. In brief,
our philosopher is in the same position as would be an astronomer ‘to whom objection was
made that the more refined instruments he had been able to use abroad had not enabled him
to get to know even one more galaxy. It is as if he were assured that there is no such galaxy,
but that what is of interest, what is positive and scientifically worth-while, is the astronomers’
syndicate and its social problems.

In saying this I am hardly at all caricaturing the results of the deep-rooted agnosticism
generally professed today by Western philosophy. And the illustration I chose was suggested
to me by Suhrawardi himself when he affirms that if, in astronomy, one gives one’s confidence
to the observations of Hipparchus and Ptolemy, it is equally proper to give one’s confidence
to the observations of those to whom it has been given to penetrate into the Malakiit.> The
attitude here is resolutely gnostic. And it follows that in the eyes of the agnostic all traditional

2 The celestial world of permanent Sovereignty.
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philosophical knowledge has inevitably the air of a funeral procession. Contrariwise, this same
knowledge every time includes for the gnostic a new birth, a renaissance, because it is really
only knowledge if it is a penetration into the spiritual universe, into the Malakiit, and because
no man can penetrate into the Malakiit who has not been born a second time, as Haydar
*Amuli reminds us. Traditional philosophical knowledge is transmitted only on that condition;
failing that, it would be merely a handing over of baggage from one dead soul to another.

Such seems to me to be the deep meaning of the philosophy of Ishraq as it was established
by Suhrawardi, together with the ethic it comprises. A philosophical knowledge which does
not lead to a personal spiritual realisation is vanity and a waste of time. But any search for
spiritual experience which is not supported by a solid philosophical formation runs the risk
of getting lost in the deserts of neuroses and psychoses. Now it is precisely this conjunction
of philosophical knowledge and spiritual experience which characterises the “theosophy,” or
“divine wisdom” which Suhrawardi, Shaikh al-Ishraq, wanted, to see reborn in Iran when he
made himself—to use his own oft-repeated expression—"the resurrector of the theosophy of
the ancient Persians.” And this rebirth, or resurrection, in no way took on the air of being an
insurrection against the spirituality of Islam: far from being that, it was through the resources
of this spirituality that Suhrawardi succeeded, through an admirable bringing into play of the
spiritual hermeneutics of ta 'wil,’ in laying the foundations in the all too short life which was
ended by his martyrdom at Aleppo.

This work of his is a superlative demonstration of the identity of tradition (trans-mission, or
handing on) and rebirth. It may be that, before Suhrawardi, nobody had taken into consideration
that the sages of ancient Iran—those whom he names the Khusrawaniyin after the name of
ecstatic ruler, Kay Khusraw—were the forerunners of the “Eastern theosophers, the Ishragiyiin
of Islamic Iran. Even if one were determined to explain the existence of Suhrawardi by the social
conditions of his times (and how could one truly get at these?), it would still remain true that
the position he took up in respect of those times, the judgement he expressed, simply cannot be
explained by the conditions of those times. The existence of Suhrawardi was required, and his
spiritual individuality, unforeseeable and inexplicable by any causal mechanism, for the lineage
of the Ishragiyin to be trace-able back to the Khusrawaniyiin, in fact for their anteriority as
pre-cursors of the Ishragiyiin to come about, and for that anteriority to be promoted to the
status of an event. At this point there arose an inversion of time: the irruption of Suhrawardi
into history breaks up history and the weight of historicity, because it is the work of Suhrawardi
which absolves and frees the past of ancient Iran from its discontinuity in relation to Islamic
Iran. So true is this that thence-forward it is to him that the former line of sages of ancient Iran
owes its significance. He opens the future to that lineage by making the Ishraqiyin the spiritual
posterity of ancient Iran. Indeed since his time the “Khusrawaniyin” truly are the predecessors
of the Ishragiyin.” This is because Suhrawardi does not limit himself to relating the history of
the philosophy of ancient Iran; he himself verily is that history.

To put it in another way, Suhrawardi really showed himself to be the heir of the

3 Ta’wil: literally, to take a thing back to its origin.

4 In Arabic the root letters. Shin-ra’-qaf have the basic significance of “East” which is in fact the meaning of the word sharg,
while Ishrag means “sunrise,” “illumination.”
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Khusrawaniyin theosophers of ancient Iran. To show things in this way I will quite simply
refer to one of the most eminent thinkers among Shi‘ah Iranians, Sayyid Haydar Amuli of
the 8th Century (cf. his Jami a’l-asrar, Sections 953 ss of the present writer’s edition). Sayyid
Haydar has set out admirably the difference between what he calls “knowledge acquired from
outside” ("uliim kasbiya) and “knowledge possessed by right of innate heritage (“ulum irthiya).
The former presupposes the medium of human teaching; it calls for a dialectical effort and
prolonged search. Essentially it is concerned with the sciences of phenomena, of the manifested,
in short with the exoteric sciences (“ilm al-zahir). These are the ordinary, “official” sciences
(Culim rasmiya). The organs by which they are acquired and transmitted are intellection (“agl)
and historical transmission (naql). They correspond to what are commonly called today the
philosophical and historical sciences, or, to put it more precisely: speculative philosophy and
positive theology (ma qul and manqul). More simply: the rational and the traditional sciences.
But the strict meaning Haydar Amuli leads us to attach to the term “traditional” precisely goes
beyond the connotation of the term manqul as a term qualifying knowledge transmitted by
tradition. And it is just because it does so that this strict meaning ought to preserve “tradition”
from figuring in a funeral procession.

This strict meaning is the meaning Haydar Amuli gives to knowledge belonging to the second
group, that of knowledge possessed by right of innate heritage, and the case of Suhrawardi
eminently falls into this category. What does this show? Our Shi’ah theosopher strongly
underlines the difference between a double affiliation and a double heritage; one affiliation is
purely external (nasab siiri), the other is purely spiritual (nasab ma nawi). There is a purely
external heritage (mirath siiri), and there is a purely spiritual heritage (mirath mii ' nawi). The
affiliation and heritage of the first category are precisely everything that is the concern of the
official sciences, philosophy and theology, the exoteric sciences, in brief everything that is
commonly designated by the terms ma “giil and mangiil. But the affiliation and heritage belonging
to the second category concern essentially the knowledge hidden beneath phenomena, the
knowledge of the inner, of the esoteric (“ilm al-batin).> And whereas the organs of the exoteric
sciences are ‘aql and nagql, the organ of the sciences of esoterism is kashf, ilha, divination,
intuitive perception, visionary intuition, inspiration. The resulting type of knowledge is no
longer precisely either philosophy or theology, but rather science of the heart, divine wisdom,
theosophia in the etymological sense.

In the writings of Haydar Amuli the expression ‘ilm irthi essentially designates this category of
knowledge which blossoms forth, not from some dialectical construction, but from a divination
which is divine inspiration. We must, however, insist that the possibility and legitimacy of
such inspiration are both guaranteed and also disciplined by the idea of the walayat (the divine
proximity which makes the Imam to be near to God and near to man); that is why Haydar
Amuli, in his gnostic formulations—in which the idea of the Imam is naturally an important
feature—calls the Imam the true Adam (Adam hagqiqi, the spiritual Adam, the metaphysical
Adam). Herein lies the justification for his qualification of this knowledge as “possessed by right
of innate heritage.” Indeed all the gnostics (the ‘urafa’) are the heirs of this spiritual Adam, who
is in a true sense their father, for this Adam has hidden “beneath the ground of their heart” the
deposit of knowledge which is not merely “human science” but “divine science.”

5 Be it noted in passing that here is an indication enabling us to provide an equivalent for our technical term: phenomenology.
We give that name to analysis which discloses the intention hidden beneath a phenomenon, beneath what is apparent, beneath
the zahir. So phenomenology is exactly kashf al-mahjib, kashf al-asrar.
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Certainly effort is needed if one is to enter into possession of this heritage, but the effort
does not produce the treasure any more than it affects its quality of being a heritage. And only
one who is in a true sense the heir, the spiritual heir, is in a position to be able to uncover this
treasure, to dig it up and to bring it to light; this he can do as soon as he has seen that it is to
him that the deposit has been entrusted. Waking up to this awareness is not the outcome of
some dialectical effort; essentially it is a spiritual birth (wildda rithaniya). Entry into possession
of the spiritual heritage is in essence a new birth, a renaissance. So there is no tradition, no
transmission of a divine deposit, except when this deposit is passed on to the heir, to him who
has the right to it; and he enters into possession of it only on condition of passing through a
new birth. It is this birth which makes him the spiritual heir, and this quality does not depend
on human choice. If, then, Haydar Amuli’s concept of ulum irthiya is the authentic concept of
“traditional sciences,” it follows that tradition only comes to look like some funeral procession
if those who get hold of it are precisely those who are not the true heirs.

When it is not so “The Force of Traditional Philosophy” really takes on the energetic meaning
which I tried to show at the outset. If transmission of the spiritual heritage presupposes and
provokes new birth, and if one must pass through this new birth in order to be the heir, then the
heir who comes to be reborn is not a man “in the past”; in essence he is there, “in the present.”
With each heir, one after another, tradition does not cease to be reborn “in the present.” The
heir is himself the tradition “in the present.” That is why I referred to the specifically Shi‘ite
gnostic terminology of Haydar Amuli in order better to “place” the case of Suhrawardi as one to
put forward as an example to serve as model for all those who feel the force of the traditional
philosophy of Iran today.

I have especially in mind the way in which Suhrawardi, in his mystical tales, understands
the meaning of certain well-known figures of the Avesta and the Shah-Namah: the Grail of Kay
Khusraw, the birth of Zal, the death of Isfandyar (in the tale of the “Archangel in Purple,” "Agl-i
surkh). It seems that we can here grasp how there comes about the mysterious passage from the
heroic epic to the mystical epic, which is a phenomenon fundamental for the spiritual culture
of Iran as a whole. And it is precisely the mystical tales of Suhrawardi which make it possible
for us to denounce the emptiness of the current opposing of tradition to new creation. Nobody
was more traditional than Suhrawardi, since he succeeded in attaching the “Eastern” (Ishragi)
tradition of Islamic Iran to the “Eastern” tradition of Zoroastrian Iran, the heir of which he felt
himself to be. But at the same time it is also true that no thinker could be more creative than
he, for without him that “Eastern” tradition would no longer exist; this renaissance would
never have taken place. It must also be said that tradition implies a perpetual re-creation and
new birth; apart from this it would be no more than a “de-creation,” or what has been called
above a funeral procession. And in this new creation it is precisely this tradition which is itself
re-created, just as the recited epic (the hikayat) is recreated in and by the person of the reciter
with whom, in the act of recitation, it makes but one. It is just here that we can feel the passage
from the heroic epic to the mystical epic.

We are still in the lineage of Suhrawardi when we evoke the name of the most enchanting
figure of the School of Ispahan flowering with the Safavid Renaissance, Mulla Sadra Shirazi,
for Mulla Sadra erected alongside the Hikmat al-Ishraq (Eastern theosophy) a monumental
commentary which is his very personal work. The elements integrated into the traditional
philosophy of Iran are thus not lacking in complexity: there is the school of Avicenna; there is
the Ishraq of Suhrawardi; there is the mystical theosophy of Thn *Arabi; and there is the corpus
of the hadith of the holy Imams who, nourishing and stimulating from the very beginning the
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philosophical meditation of the Shi ‘is, are the immediate cause for the great philosophical
renaissance of the 16th Century taking place in an Iranian Shi i setting, a thing unparalleled
elsewhere in Islam. The monuments of thought built up on these hadith by Mulla Sadra and
by Qazi Sa’id Qummi are the decisive witness to this; they show us the activity of creative
thinking at work, thinking by which the tradition is, as such, recreated “in the present.” Great
indeed is the latitude of initiative open to these traditional thinkers. When they know they are
the first to uphold certain theses, they expressly say so, but they have the more awareness that,
thanks to this, the tradition is placed by them “in the present.”

Mulla Sadra belongs to the lineage of the Ishragiyiin, which does not prevent him from
bringing about a real revolution in the metaphysic of being, only he is aware that in this he
meets the Ishraqi requirements. Suhrawardi had still expounded the venerable metaphysic of
the essences. Mulla Sadra Shirazi set up with a great dialectical apparatus a metaphysic of being
which gives to the act of being, to the fact of existence, priority over essence. This because the
act of being is susceptible of an infinite number of degrees of intensification and enfeeblement,
and each time it is this degree of the act of being which determines and modifies what being is,
that is, its essence at that particular degree. There follows from this an infinite perspective in
which the intensifications of being are projected to an horizon so lofty as to embrace all levels of
pre-existence and super-existence as compared with this world. This metaphysic of existence
opens out to a meta-physic of the Presence which is also a metaphysic of testimony, for the
ocular witness (shahid) is one who is “present.”

Elsewhere, in editing and translating one of his books (the Kitab al-Masha'ir, I have sketched
the radical difference separating Mulla Sadra’s metaphysic of existence from what has in our day
taken the name “existentialism.” For Mulla Sadra the degree of existentiality is seen in terms of
Presence, which does not mean in terms of being present to this world, the supreme finality of
which would be to immerse being in “being for death.” For him a being is present to itself just
in so far as it is separated from, and triumphs over the conditions of this world, which is subject
to extension, to volume, to duration and to distance. The more it is separated from this world,
the more it is separated from what conditions absence, occultation, darkness, unconsciousness,
the more it is also freed from “being for death.” The more intense the degree of Presence, the
more intense also the act of existing, and so also from that point does this existence exist for
“beyond death.” Being, as Presence, is not a presence ever more and more involved in this
world because it has shut itself off from access to the hierarchy of worlds; it is a presence to all
worlds beyond death. The whole of Mulla Sadra’s philosophy of the resurrection makes this
fundamental intuition explicit.

The sources of this intuition, as they become explicit in his work, enable us to make a series
of observations. In the West the fate of the metaphysic of being has oscillated between two
terms: “to be” and “being”—esse and ens. For metaphysicians like Mulla Sadra the secret of the
act of being, of existing, transcends both the substantive form—mawjiid, ens—and the infinitive
form—uwujid, esse. The secret must be sought in the imperative form, that which originally and
primordially puts the word in the imperative—Arabic KUN, Latin esto. In this imperative the
Word, which is the Spirit, eternally blossoms—and therefore also the phenomenon of the Holy
Book, revealed from heaven—setting the whole problem of the relation-ship between the Word
and the Book, between the appearance of the letters enunciated and an understanding of their
true meaning, which is their spiritual meaning. From this follow all the themes of the doctrines
of prophethood and of the Imams enunciated as their own by the Shi ‘is, as for our Iranian
philosophers it is among the Shi ‘s that philosophy is “at home,” taking on the lofty form of
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a “prophetic philosophy.” To understand the spiritual meaning is to be “present” in relation
to those who are at once the Treasure and the Treasurers of the Book. When Mulla Sadra goes
deeply into the meaning of the famous saying of the Prophet: “he who knows himself knows his
Lord,” he enables us to read, through this Self, as if in filigree, both the presence of the Imam
and a being present to the Imam, thus accomplishing a radical interiorisation of the doctrine of
the Imam as a fruit of his philosophical meditation and his spiritual experience. And it is for
this reason that we said that the metaphysic of Presence culminated, in the case of Mulla Sadra
in a metaphysic of testimony, the primordial figures in which are the “Fourteen Immaculate
Ones” as primordial theophany: they are eternal Witnesses, present to Him for whom they bear
witness, and who is, through them, present to Him for whom these witnesses testify.

No doubt all this has been said too quickly and there should have been page-long quotations
from Mulla Sadra. But our object here was just to give a glimpse, a presentiment, of what the
traditional philosophy of Iran can mean for us today. So we shall once more underline two
positions of essential theses which are for Mulla Sadra bound up with his metaphysic of being
and which—as a number of recent symptoms enable me to state—are destined to bear fruit in
certain Western philosophers of today, because they correspond to their own preoccupations.

First of all there is the affirmation of the “alam al-mithal,® of its function and its necessity in
the plan of the worlds. Suhrawardi was the first to found and fix its ontological rank; and we, in
our turn, have had to extract from Latin a new technical term to designate this “alam al-mithal
as the “imaginal world.” This was necessary to prevent any confusion with the imaginary, and
it appears that people are little by little becoming familiar with this word and its meaning.
The imaginal world, then, stands on the level of the Molokai, that is, of the world of the soul,
intermediate between the world of the intelligence ("aql, Greek Nous) and the world of sensory
perception (Mulk). It is as objectively real as the worlds between the levels of which it stands.
It is the world of events of the Soul, of visionary events, of eschatology and of the resurrection,
events just as real as those of the physical world, but situated at a different level. Consequently
it requires the ordaining for it of its own organ of perception as valid on its own level as the
intuition of the intellect and sensory perception are at their own respective levels.

Thus we come to the second thesis: that organ is the active Imagination, which must not be
confused with “imagination” in the sense of “fancy,” which is the organ of every kind of folly.
As revolutionary in this as in his metaphysic of being Mulla Sadra makes this active Imagination
a spiritual organ, independent of the physical organism and surviving it. It is, as it were, the
“subtle body” of the soul.

It would be impossible to overestimate the importance and the consequences of these
theses. They run right across what at any rate most of Western philosophy has since Descartes
been accustomed to accept. If we had to create the term imaginal, with the help of a Latin
dictionary, this is another symptom of the situation. Given over to the dilemma of thought and
extent, setting the spirit in opposition to matter and only able to apply to the spirit qualities
opposed to those of matter, Western philosophy has found itself faced with a sterile dualism
and a great void. No longer was it possible to conceive of spiritual Forms, in the plastic sense

¢ Often translated in English as “the world of analogies.”
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of the term, real substances existent in themselves and having also their own “extension.” On
the other hand Mulla Sadra and his kind were able to surmount with ease the dualism which
opposes matter to spirit. The posthumous becoming of the human being, and also cosmology
as a whole, include a need for “spiritual matter.” Certainly the idea of this goes back to Proclus
the Neoplatonist and the neo-Empedocles who were known in Islam, but it is even more
closely related to the spissitudo spiritualis of the Cambridge Platonists who were approximately
contemporary with Mulla Sadra.

The consequences of all this are far-reaching. A false spiritualism opposed to a false materialism
has itself become incapable of conceiving of spiritual events. That is why we see today certain
Western theologians bogged down in the pseudo-problem of a “demythologising.”” Why, we
may ask, did not this pseudo-problem arise for a Qazi Sa’idd Qummi, when he commented on
the “story of the White Cloud” (hadith hal-ghamama)? The Shi ‘1 philosopher had no need
to “de-mythologise” the story of the Imam drawing away certain disciples to penetrate into
the Malakiit. The event is neither myth nor yet history in the meaning ordinarily given to that
term; the event is assuredly real but takes place at a different level and in a different time from
the events for which the qualification “real” is habitually reserved, just because they belong
to the sensory realm. From the outset the ‘@lam al-mithal makes it possible to surmount the
opposition in face of which the religious philosophy of today finds itself exhausted, asking,
when faced with the facts of sacred history; is this myth or is it history? The ontology of the
imaginal world makes possible the answer: neither the one nor the other. It seems that the two
theses relative to Imagination and the imaginal especially throw into relief for us the force of
Mulla Sadra’s traditional philosophy. This force should eo ipso call up, for fruitful comparison,
a counterpart, that of a whole parallel tradition in the West the only misfortune and the great
merit of which is that it has remained on the sidelines in relation to the official schools, those
which have (alas!) ended by accepting the dismissal of philosophy in face of the human and
social sciences. This tradition includes both the Hermetic Platonists of the Renaissance and the
disciples of Jacob Boehme right up to Louis-Claude de Saint-Martin in France. Unfortunately
the texts are scattered and barely accessible. I can assure you that there are some who think it
urgent to remedy this penury.

I have suggested above how to follow Mulla Sadra in order to understand in what respects
the philosophy of existing differs from “existentialism” and its afflictions. Perhaps someone
would say that existentialism is already outdated and surpassed, and that another ideology has
taken its place and become the rage almost everywhere under the name of “structuralism.” Let
us come to this question to end off and approach it by evoking the discipline of ta wil. Here I
am thinking of the monuments of ta 'wil erected all down the centuries by such Iranian thinkers
and mystics as Rilzbahan Bagli Shirazi, *Ala’ ad-Dawla Samnani, Haydar Amuli, Sayyid Ahmad
“Alawi, the son-in-law of Mir Damad, Mulla Sadra himself and others. Ta 'wil, the spiritual
hermeneutic of the Book, as practised by these thinkers, presupposes, since it is founded on
the science of correspondences, an intuition of what we have called “structure.” It leads to an
understanding of the spiritual truth at every level of the worlds to which the meaning of the
text is taken, the spiritual truth being at each of these respective levels the literal truth. What
takes place is just what takes place in music when a melody remains the same, if transposed to
a different pitch, because the structure remains although its sound elements are changed.

To someone who has meditated and gone deeply into the ta’wil practised by our thinkers,
“structuralism” does not reveal anything very new. But, as in the case of existentialism, a
capital and symptomatic difference shows up. The structuralism of today has attempted —and
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that is its merit—to put forward problems while escaping from the yoke of historicism. It
opposes a synchronous perception to the dispersal of systems related to moments succeeding
one another in chronological time, to the diachronism of history. Unfortunately it does not on
that account escape from its congenital agnosticism and seeks to retain only outlines devoid
of content. Structuralism is no more than a repetition of a Kantian formalism from which the
transcendental subject has vanished. It seems that structures can be got rid of without anyone
noticing a catastrophe; but the catastrophe is already there.

In contrast to this I think of the texts in which Qazi Sa’id Qummi has examined in depth
the theme “The Face of God and the Face of man” like a “structure” which the traditions of the
Imams set before him. If there is one structure which is well set in the light by the theosophers
of the Divine Names in Islam it is the essential bipolarity constituted by God revealing himself
to man and man to whom God reveals Himself. The one of these does not subsist without the
other, whereas the Unrevealed eludes every human negation and every affirmation. And then,
from the finitude inherent in man, the cry of Nietzsche, “God is dead,” can only reach the God
who was a God for man. But if the structure be such that one of the two terms cannot subsist
with-out the other, how could man survive the “death” of his God? The question is already
answered: man would not long have survived. Already one very recent philosophy supposes
that what we call man and humanism is only an invention of the last centuries, an invention
doomed soon to disappear. Man: a dream dreamed by nobody. It is no longer the ta 'wil of the
Book but the ta 'wil of man which is here lacking, perhaps for lack of the training which is a
necessary preliminary to the former... perhaps also for lack of having heard of the “polar”
dimension of the Perfect Man (Insan kamil).

I am aware that an extreme condensation has been necessary in these pages in order to meet
the narrow limitations of time and space, and I shall not attempt any recapitulation before
concluding, since they are themselves already a brief recapitulation. At the outset I indicated
that the force of traditional philosophy in Iran, the meaning of which I have tried to suggest,
concerns us, who are philosophers of the West, just as much as it concerns our brothers in
Iran. The fore-going pages will have illustrated this idea. Consequently I would particularly like
to draw the attention of young Iranian philosophers to the example of my colleague Gilbert
Durand, Professor at the University of Grenoble, a young master who brilliantly perpetuates
among us the tradition of the late regretted Gaston Bachelard. In his recent researches we have
seen this young philosopher facing up simultaneously, on the one hand to the formalism of
structuralism (while deciding in its favour as regards its aim of a synchronous perception) and
on the other hand to the hermeneutic which tries to give a content to the empty schematicism
put forward by structuralism but which falls into the diachronic dispersion of historicism.
Philosophy has for its task to oppose both these currents, proclaiming itself to be “gnostic”
and “docetic”: gnostic in surmounting those timidities and constraints which have finally led
to agnosticism docetic by taking account of the fact that real events are not what material
data propose, the data deemed to be recognisable by just anybody—*historical” data in the
usual meaning of the term—but the invisible having its fulfilment in the Malakit. And if that
word figures here once again it is because in a most remarkable way one feels in the thought
of Gilbert Durand the direct and conscious influence of what Mulla Sadra and his school teach
us about the imaginal world and active Imagination. I can hardly better close than by bringing
out, however briefly, this force of the traditional philosophy of Iran in the teaching of a French
philosopher of today.

I add only this. Among the many traditional tales which transmit to us the compact teaching
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of the Fifth Imam, Muhammad Bagir, is one in which he declares that if the verses of the Book
had meaning only in relation to the persons and circumstances for which they were revealed,
the Koran would long ago have been dead. Now the Koran is living till the day of Resurrection,
its meaning being fulfilled from one believer to another. It can be said that in this way the holy
Imam baffled in advance the traps of historicism and formulated perfectly the secret of an active
hermeneutic which ceaselessly makes a new meaning blossom forth and ceaselessly actualises
in the present the esoterism of a tradition which does not “belong to the past.” The question
for us is then this: Shall we be capable of doing what Suhrawardi did? Shall we be able to give
to physics and to human sciences of today their as yet unformulated metaphysical meaning? Or
are we going to leave the field free for babbling improvisations? I have just quoted a memorable
discourse of the Fifth Imam. I feel it is echoed in a distich of Hafiz, which I would gladly take
as my personal motto, for it answers the very questions I have been putting;

“Let the inspiration of the Holy Spirit but breathe once more—Others in their turn
will do what Christ has done.”
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Jonah
by
D. M. Deed

WE know very little from the Scriptures about Jonah apart from the one great and dramatic
incident in his life which is described in the Book which bears his name. We are told that he
was the son of Amittai, and, from the second Book of Kings we find that Amittai was a prophet,
though Jonah himself is not given that title anywhere in the Old Testament. He lived at the
time of Jeroboam II, king of Israel, and this would have been about 800 B.C. It was the time of
the great Assyrian empire, when Israel and other small nations paid tribute to Assyria. Jewish
legend identifies Jonah with the son of the widow of Sarepta who was raised to life by Elijah,
but there is no mention of this in the Bible, nor do we know from whence this legend springs.

The Book of Jonah starts abruptly by saying “that the word of the Lord came to Jonah”
calling him to a task which he did not want to carry out. This is described as the conversion of
Nineveh, “that great city,” which lay in the land of Assyria, far away beyond the great rivers of
the Euphrates and the Tigris. Scripture is specific in naming the “great city” but I think that the
point of the story lies in the fact that it was a difficult, arduous and dangerous task which lay
before Jonah. It involved a long and comfortless journey, leaving behind him all that he knew
and loved, all the security, the ways of worship, the land which God had given and the people
who were God’s chosen people, all the personal associations, friends and supports which had
hitherto been his life and with which he had been brought up. It meant going out into a strange
country, to a strange people, a nation which he had been led to see as the enemy of Israel.
It meant accepting all the dangers and difficulties of a long journey and at the end of it the
possibility, not only that these foreigners would not welcome and listen to him, but that they
might ill treat him or even put him to death. It is no wonder that Jonah did not want to obey.

We are not told how the word came to him. We only know that an inner voice haunted
him and gave him no peace. We do not know at all how he first heard this voice, how he first
conceived the idea that there was something he had to do for God. We only know that he came
to a certain point of choice, a choice that had to be faced. Whenever we are faced with a choice,
even a relatively unimportant one, and we cannot resolve it, we remain in a state of turmoil and
ambivalence until we come to a decision which we can accept. To make a decision, however
rational and sensible, which some part of us rejects, even if the other part accepts it, invariably
means conflict, struggle, unhappiness and division. One can imagine Jonah turning this “call”
round in his mind, saying to himself that it was madness to go to Nineveh; why should he go?
Why should he be chosen? He was no prophet, he would not know how to preach, what were
these people to him? They were not God’s people as were the children of Israel; there was
plenty he could do for God in his own land. One can imagine all kinds of tumultuous thoughts
churning round in his mind; but somewhere deep in his heart was an inner gnawing thought or
feeling that he had to go and it would not leave him alone. He could not forget it; it tormented
him, tore him apart, tossed him up and down so that he had no rest. He tried to escape from
it. Whether or not he actually went to Joppa and “took ship for Tarshish” is immaterial. What
stands out very clearly is that the winds and waves within himself still tossed him to and fro
and would not let him be. He could not escape; the torment continued; indeed, it increased
in intensity the more he tried to escape from it. Within him was a mighty tempest which he
had created and he was powerless to allay it. Then comes a breaking point; “the ship was like
to be broken.” However much it seemed that it was outside from which the pressures came
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Jonah knew in his heart that it was his own refusal to face the call which was the cause of the
breaking. Even when, for a brief moment, he could lull his tormenting thoughts to sleep the
nightmare continued and he was rudely awakened by that inner commanding voice “what
meanest thou, O sleeper? Arise.” Perhaps in his attempted escape he had thought to leave the
Lord behind; perhaps he doubted the existence of God; maybe it was all imagination; no-one
had called him; it was but a strange thought in his own mind. He would try to forget it; but he
could not. God was still present, however much he denied it; Jonah knew in his heart that the
Word had been spoken within him.

But Jonah still did not want to listen. He was tormented beyond endurance, he was in
anguish, and he cried out saying” take me up and throw me to the waves and the wind”; let this
tempest within me take me and break me; a point must come when it will end, perhaps in death,
perhaps in some solution, perhaps in oblivion; but let it come quickly, suddenly, drowning all
this misery and torment in one wild moment. Let there be an end, because I cannot endure any
more. But Jonah was wrong; it was not an end. God had prepared a different way for him. He
was swallowed up in a great darkness beyond anything he could have imagined. He felt himself
cast out of the sight of God. He knew hell.

When he first began to resist and resent the word of the Lord, Jonah built up a great barrier
between himself and God; he had shut God out of his life, but he knew that God was still there;
somewhere behind the mountain he had erected, somewhere hidden from him, was God. But
now he was out of God’s sight. God’s absence could be felt and it was unbearable. Even here
God was real, concretely real in His very absence. “The floods compassed me about even to the
very soul,” “the earth with her bars was about me for ever.” And here the conviction comes to
him that, although it is he who has brought himself to this place, he cannot retrace his steps, he
cannot find the way of return; there is no way back. His anger, his resentment, his disobedience,
all fall away and he remembers only that he is at the last extremity of his soul and he turns to
God to save him; he remembers there is mercy, “salvation is of the Lord”; he knows also that it
was his own “lying vanities,” his own fears and doubts, resentments and denials, which had cut
this mercy off from him. He makes also a promise; not a very great promise, only that he will
offer “a sacrifice of thanksgiving” and “will pay that I have vowed” if only he is saved. But he
has given in, he has acknowledged his weakness and turned towards God and God hears him.
Relief comes. Quite suddenly (the image of being vomited up is very vivid) he finds himself
“on dry land,” no longer encompassed by the floods, no longer in the darkness of hell, no longer
lost beyond sight. The Old Testament narrative tells us that Jonah was three days and three
nights “in the belly of the great fish.” Days and nights are often figurative expressions in the
Bible referring to long periods of time. In the beginning God was six days in creating the world
and we now think of these days as vast eons of time. In the same sense we are, I believe, meant
to understand Jonah’s three days and nights of darkness and despair in the depths of “the great
fish” as a long period of time when Jonah seemed to himself to be without God, lost from the
sight of the Almighty. We have no means of knowing how many weeks or days they stand
for but to Jonah they seemed an eternity, for where hope is lost time surely seems endless, an
unceasing procession of endless hours and days.

But this is not the end. God called Jonah a second time to the same task as before. We do
not know what was Jonah’s state of mind when he came to himself “on dry land.” We can
assume that he must have been exhausted physically and mentally after such a prolonged and
agonising struggle with his own inner conflicts. No doubt everything had become exaggerated
and distorted in the hell into which he had been cast; perhaps he had forgotten the original call,

23



Studies in Comparative Religion — Vol. 2, #1 (Winter 1968)

perhaps it had faded into an insignificant spot, like the light at the far distant opening of a long,
dark tunnel so that by comparison with the darkness it seemed no longer real; perhaps there
was no room in his mind for anything but the anguish of his own suffering. Perhaps he hoped
God had forgotten or had changed His mind. Perhaps he thought “now I have gone through all
that He cannot ask any more of me.” forgetting that God had never indeed asked this of him.
Perhaps he thought that salvation meant an immediate entry into God’s Kingdom, a kingdom
which would be the exact opposite of that hell from which he had just been released. But it was
not like that. Everything began all over again and once more he was faced with the same choice,
the same dilemma, the same hard road. This time Jonah decides to follow the call and to go to
Nineveh. But it seems that he went in a somewhat grudging spirit, not in the spirit of love but
of wrath. His anger was still with him. He hated the Ninevites; they were the cause of all his
suffering; they were enemies, conquerors and tax gatherers, men of a victorious and oppressive
nation; such men would never be converted; God would destroy them; they did not deserve to
be saved. He, Jonah, would stick to the letter of the law and the command, he would do as he
was ordered, he would go and he would preach but he could not feel compassion and love for
these wicked people.

So we get the picture of Jonah arriving at the great city, carrying out God’s command, but
in his own way. He who had found mercy, could find none in his heart for the rebellious people
to whom he had been sent. He had not yet discovered that the gifts of God cannot be possessed
for oneself alone, that a condition of acceptance is that of sharing, of giving again to others, and
not only to a chosen few, but to all. No doubt he had given thanks for his own deliverance as
he had promised but this was not enough; more was required of him.

Then we have the next picture of Jonah sitting in solitary anger above the city waiting for
God to destroy it. He had carried out the word of the Lord on his own terms. He had preached
the wrath of God, and God had turned it to good account; God had shown himself as a merciful
God and Jonah was full of indignation. Once more there is the same temptation to resent God’s
ways and to wish to substitute his own. He had not, in fact, made the will of God his own.
He had behaved as a hired servant and not as one of God’s own people, as one who knew and
understood the will of the Almighty Father for His children, and so, when he had completed
his task he was disappointed because the result was not as he expected it. So he withdrew
and found a nice, cool and shady place where he could enjoy his grievance and settled down
to contemplate it; but this state didn’t last long. The Lord prepared a worm which gnawed
away the root of the gourd which shaded Jonah, and a vehement east wind got up, blowing the
dust round him, and the sun shone down with devastating force on his head and he was most
uncomfortable. Once again we see an inner state rather than an external happening. Jonah is at
the mercy of his own passionate anger and resentment; they scorch him; something gnaws at
his heart, something like a little worm, and like the cruel east wind his thoughts swirl round
and round and torment him. God says for the second time “doest thou well to be angry?” and
suddenly Jonah says “Yes I DO.” But this time he is not angry for himself, he is disturbed for
the worm, he cared that the plant had been withered up through his own anger and resentment;
now there is hope because there is compassion, because Jonah thinks not of his own misery but
of the suffering which, through his attitude, he has brought upon another living thing. True,
it is only a little thing, a worm, a plant, a gourd. Nevertheless it is enough. Now at last God
can speak to him of love, of compassion, of a love which forgives, which can extend to one’s
enemies and even to “the cattle within the city.” Jonah listens and hears the word of God, no
longer as a scourge and a torment, but in a new way, a way which has depth, which penetrates
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into his heart and makes him no longer the unwilling servant but a true child of the almighty
yet merciful God.

Did Jonah live? Did he write the Book himself? Who else could have written it in the
intimate detail in which his state of mind is described, except one who had passed through it?
If he indeed wrote it, then he had reached to a state of humility which could bare itself, strip
itself, with all its faults, all its weakness and then stop short and say no more because the rest
does not offer the same lesson which could save others. Just because he writes no more, because
he makes no attempt to tell us about the rest of his life, because he shows us his whole human
frailty, he is very endearing to us, and it is his privilege to stand as a prototype of Christ Himself
so that those three days and nights of hell, the hell of God’s absence, have been transfigured into
a foreshowing of the three days and nights when the Lord Christ descended into hell before the
glory of His Resurrection.
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Forgiveness in Religious Thought

by
Donald H. Bishop

A STRIKING emphasis in Jesus’s ethical thought is his insistence upon multiple or unlimited
forgiveness. The most conspicuous example of it is his reply to Peter’s question, “Lord, how oft
shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? Till seven times? Jesus said unto him, I say
not unto thee, until seven times: but until seventy times seven.” (Matthew 18: 21-22). Thus
in terms of the question how often should one forgive, Jesus tells us to forgive an offender not
once but many times.

What of the question whom shall one forgive? Jesus’s answer is found in a passage in the
Sermon on the Mount:

Ye have heard that it hath been said, Thou shalt love thy neighbor and hate
thine enemy. But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse
you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully
use you, and persecute you (Matthew 5 : 43-44).

If the word forgive is substituted for love, the answer is obvious. We should forgive not just
our friends but enemies as well. Why? For two reasons at least.

For if ye love them which love you, what reward have ye? Do not even the
publicans the same? And if ye salute your brethren only, what do ye more
than others? Do not even the publicans so? Be ye therefore perfect, even as
your Father which is in heaven is perfect (Matthew 5: 46-48).

Again if the word love is replaced by forgive, the answer is self evident. It is not difficult to
forgive those who forgive us, or whom we know will forgive us. Mutual forgiveness requires
little of one. It is much more difficult and demanding to forgive those who do not reciprocate,
however. But only by doing the latter does one attain a state of perfection or Godliness.

To summarize, Jesus taught that one should forgive unconditionally. This has at least three
aspects—forgiving not once but many times, attaching no prerequisites to one’s forgiving by
saying I will forgive you if you will forgive me, and forgiving because it is intrinsically the only
right or God-like thing to do.!

What of the role of forgiveness in other religions? When evaluating Confucius’s view one
may be tempted to conclude it is like Jesus’s. Confucius advocated forgiveness and associated
virtues—Ilove, brotherly feeling, benevolence towards all, non-resentment. Some statements
attributed to Confucius suggesting this are:

Po-i and Suh-Ch’h were never mindful of wrong done them, hence they
had few enemies.

! It should be pointed out that this article deals with the problem of forgiveness on the human level, that is, in man’s relations
with his fellowmen whether individually or collectively. It does not deal with forgiveness on the divine level, in relation to
Christian eschatology for example. I would like to thank Dr. Warren Steinkraus of the State University of New York at Oswego
for his helpful suggestions.
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No blame should be made for errors that have been committed.
His possession looked like non-possession; his fullness resembled
emptiness; mistreatment he did not return.?

Further investigation, however, shows that Confucius’s view was quite different from Jesus’s.
He emphasized brotherly feeling but with limitations, benevolence yes, but of a more passive
than active sort, good will surely, but only as a response to the same already proferred. One
does not find Confucius advocating, as Jesus did, the plus factor, that is going the second mile,
giving the cloak also, or turning the other cheek. Confucius’s view is illustrated best by his reply
to a follower—"If you recompense injury with kindness, with what then will you recompense
kindness? Recompense injury with justice and kindness with kindness™* and by his statement,
“Is there one word...? Reciprocity! What you do not wish yourself, do not unto others.”
Reciprocity, or returning like for like, is then the central principle of Confucius’s ethics. Forgive
others if others forgive you. If they don’t, you need not forgive them.”> Among the Chinese
traditions it is Mo Tzu and the Mohists on the one hand and Lao Tzu and the Taoists on the
other whose teachings most resemble Christ’s. The difference between Confucius and Mo Tzu
is seen in the former’s “graded love” and the latter’s “universal love™ and the dissimilarity
between Confucius’s and Lao Tzu’s views is apparent in two statements of Lao Tzu’s, “He who
fights with love will win the battle ; he who defends with love will be secure” and “requite
injury with kindness.”” The Mohists and Taoists’ emphasis upon love and forgiveness is much
like that of Christ’s; however, Confucius’s view has been the dominant one.

In regard to Islam, the conclusion seems inescapable that Jesus’s concept of multiple
forgiveness is absent in both Mohammed’s and his followers’ teachings. It is true that
Mohammed’s practises were more advanced than many of his contemporaries. He did not allow
unlimited revenge on enemies; he insisted on kinder treatment of prisoners of war and their
release at the war’s end. He did not annihilate whole tribes or cities. He curtailed polygamy
and elevated the status of women. Yet his ethics, unlike Jesus’s, never went beyond the level
of equal retribution—"the recompense of evil is punishment like it.” We do not find a chapter
in the New Testament the equivalent of Surah VIII, the chapter on Spoils in the Koran, where
Allah is pictured as a God supporting his followers in their bloody battles with the enemy.
Nor do we find in the New Testament a parallel to Chapter XLII where Allah is pictured as a

2 James R. Ware, The Sayings of Confucius, (New York, 1959) pp. 42, 32, 57.
3 Charles S. Braden, Jesus Compared, (New Jersey, 1957) p. 127.
4 Ware, Op. cit. p. 101.

5 The rule of reciprocity can be taken as a basic principle of Confucius’s ethics. It should be pointed out that in practise he
leaned away from a strict legalism while on the other hand Hsun Tzu and the Legalist School upheld such. Professor Creel has
a very good discussion of this in his book, Confucius and the Chinese Way, pp. 140-1, 162-172.

¢ Fung Yu-Lan characterizes Mo Tzu’s view as “all-embracing love,” the doctrine that “everyone in the world should love
everyone else equally and without discrimination.” (p. 53, A Short History of Chinese Philosophy). Mo Tzu’s views on universal
love are found in three chapters of The Ethical and Political Works of Mo Tzu, translated by Mai Yi-pao. They contrast with the
graded love taught by Confucius that naturally one loves his own family more than others, members of his own village more
than others etc. (p. 71 op. cit.).

7 Lionel Giles, The Sayings of Lao Tzu, (London, 1904) p. 51. In his book, Chinese Thought and Institutions, Professor Fairbanks
points out that Lao Tzu is much more like Christ in his teaching that one should “recompense injury with kindness.” (p.

293).

27



Studies in Comparative Religion — Vol. 2, #1 (Winter 1968)

bargaining God who offers paradise if one believes and imposes torment if one does not.®

In regard to Judaism as found in the Old Testament, its views on forgiveness are like those
of Islam. In the early portions of the Old Testament, Yahweh is a tribal God who fights with
the Israelites insuring the enemy’s defeat. Forgiveness is to be shown fellow Israelites but not
to outsiders, and unlimited revenge is not uncommon.’ Later, a higher level is reached when
equal retribution is enjoined, an eye for an eye and no more. One finds in the Old Testament
God continually forgiving the Israelites for their sins; thus there is a definite repentancell
forgiveness-reconciliation schemata as far as man and God are concerned. We do not find this
multiple forgiveness carried over into human relationships, however, which is the realm we
are concerned with here. If one were to claim that the prophets implied it in such statements
as Micah’s “What doth the Lord require of thee but to love mercy, do justly, and walk humbly
with thy God”, this is granted.!® However, as Mo Tzu’s and Lao Tzu’s were a minority voice in
the Chinese tradition and the Sufis in Islam, so are the middle prophets in Judaism. A legalistic
view based on retributive justice became the dominant one.

When one turns to Buddhism and Hinduism, one finds an outlook much different from
Confucianism, Judaism and Islam. Buddha’s ethical teachings are much like those of Jesus. In
the Sermon on Abuse is the statement about overcoming evil with good—"Buddha said, If
a man foolishly does me wrong, I will return to him the protection of my ungrudging love;
the more evil comes from him the more good shall go with me.”!! The equivalent of Jesus’
injunction to love one’s enemies is found in the story of Prince Daghavu and the King of Kasi:

He abused me, he struck me, he defeated me, he robbed me:
If any cherish this thought, their hatred never ceases.

He abused me, he struck me, he defeated me, he robbed me:
If any cherish not this thought, their hatred ceases.

For never in this world do hatreds cease through hatred;
Through love alone do hatreds cease: This is an eternal law.!?

8 Examples are :
“When your Lord inspired the angels—verily I am with you ; make ye firm then those who believe; I will cast dread
into the hearts of those who misbelieve—strike off their necks then, and strike off from them every finger tip.
That is, because they went into opposition against God and His Apostle ; for he who goes into opposition against
God and His Apostle—verily, God is keen to punish.” Chapter 8, verses 13-14, Vol. VI Sacred Books of the East
edited by F. Max Muller.

“Heit is who accepts repentance from His servants and pardons their offences and knows that which ye do. And, He
answers the prayer of those who believe and do right, and gives them increase of His grace ; but the misbelievers—
for them is keen torment.” Chapter 42, verses 24-25. Vol. IX Sacred Books of the East, edited by F. Max Muller.

I Islam it is the Sufis who, more than other groups, stress love and forgiveness. See D. M. Donaldson, Studies in Muslim
Ethics.

 An example is in Joshua 8: 7-8, “Then ye shall rise up from the ambush, and seize upon the city; for the Lord your God
will deliver it into your hand. And it shall be, when ye have taken the city, that ye shall set the city on fire, according to the
commandment of the Lord shall ye do.”

10 E, B. Redlich points out that the prophets were “protectors of the oppressed and advocates of forgiveness (The Forgiveness of
Sins, p. 21) and that “Hosea’s great discovery was that the highest attribute of God was not justice but love.” p. 33.

" Paul Carus, The Gospel of Buddha, (Chicago, 1894), p. 145.
12 One account is in Eugene Burlingame, Buddhist Parables, (New Haven, 1922) pp. 20-29.
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The Buddha’s statement of the Golden Rule is: “Hurt not others with that which pains
thyself.” The oneness of man and non-killing are enjoined in the passage:

All men tremble at punishment, all men fear death;

remember that you are like unto them, and do not kill, nor cause slaughter.
All men tremble at punishment, all men love life;

remember that thou art like them, and do not kill, nor cause slaughter."?

His teaching on compassion is seen in the verse:

When thou seest that thine own self is at ease and thy fellow in distress, that
thou art in high estate and he is brought low, that thou art at rest and he is
in labour, then make thine own self lose its pleasure and bear the sorrow of
thy fellows.'

The right means to use are indicated in the statement:

Let a man overcome anger by love; let him overcome evil by good.
Let him overcome the greedy by liberality, the liar by truth."”

He characterized the truly religious person as follows:

Him I call a Brahmana from whom anger and hatred, pride and hypocrisy,
have dropped like a mustard seed from the point of a needle.'®

When these teachings are viewed as a whole, their similarity to Christ’s is striking. Also,
Buddha, like Christ, was consistent in his teachings. One finds an occasional statement contrary
to the themes mentioned above, but the overwhelming emphasis in Buddha’s gospel is as the
above quotes indicate. Actually the situation seems much as it is with Christ. One could make
a case for one point of view by quoting isolated instances such as Christ driving the money
changers out of the temple or the “render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s” statement,
but in so doing one overlooks a vast amount of evidence pointing in the opposite direction.
The same is true with Buddha. A further point is that there is little variation from the original
Buddha by the Buddhist disciples of later centuries, a situation much different in Christianity,
the reasons for which I shall suggest later.

Forgiveness and associated virtues are strongly emphasized in Hinduism also. Dasgupta points
out that the virtues stressed in the Bhagavadgita are Ksanti—a forgiving spirit; Odroha—not to
think ill of others; Dhrti—patience under stress; Sattva-Samsuddhi—purity of heart; Akrodha—
control of anger; and Apaisuma—not to backbite. Pride, egoism, arrogance, selfishness, vanity,

13 Lewis Browne, The World’s Great Scriptures (New York: 1946) p. 178.

4 Santideva’s Bodhicharyavatara.

15 Lewis Browne, Op. cit. p. 182.

16 E. A. Burtt, The Teachings of the Compassionate Buddha (New York: 1955), p. 71.
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and greed are denounced as enslaving the individual while the opposite liberate.!” He indicates
that the Bhagavadgita emphasizes repeatedly what he calls the virtue of sameness; subjective
sameness or equanimity of mind (the sameness in joys and sorrows for example); objective
sameness (regarding all people, good, bad, friend, foe, with equal eyes and in the same impartial
spirit); transcendent sameness or equanimity (when one rises above and is unperturbed by
worldly things).'

The emphasis upon love, compassion and forgiveness is seen in Krishna’s statement:

A man should not hate any living creature. Let him be friendly and
compassionate to all. He must free himself from the delusion of I and
mine. He must accept pleasure and pain with an equal tranquility. He
must be forgiving, ever contented, self-controlled, united with me in his
meditation.'

Not harming and other practises are enjoined in the Puranas:

..Kindnesstowardall creatures, patience, humility, truth, purity, contentment,
decorum of manners, gentleness of speech, friendliness, freedom from envy
or avarice and the habit of vilifying, these constitute the common duty of
all castes.?

Two very forceful statements on genuine goodness are found in the Panchatantra:

Praise not the goodness of the grateful man who acts with kindness to his
benefactors. He who does to those who do him wrong alone deserves the
epithet of good. Hear then a summary of righteousness, and ponder well
the meaning; never do to the other persons what would pain thyself. The
little minded ask, belongs this man to our family? The noble hearted regard
the human race as all akin. The noble minded dedicate themselves to the
promotion of the happiness of others, even those who can injure them.”!

As in Buddhism, the right means is also alluded to:

Conqueramanwhonevergivesbygifts; subdue untruthfulmenbytruthfulness;
vanquish an angry man by gentleness; and overcome the evilman by goodness.??
God accepts the services of those who, instead of employing all the various
means of subduing a crooked enemy, adopt only the means of friendliness

1T Surendranath Dasgupta, History of Indian Philosophy, IIl (Cambridge, 1932) p. 29.

8 Dasgupta, Ibid., 11, p. 512.

Lewis Browne, Op. cit. p. 117.

20 Lewis Browne, Ibid., p. 122.

2I'S. Champion and D. Short, Readings From World Religions, (Greenwich, 1959 p. 22.)
22 Champion and Short, Ibid., p. 42.
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to them?
The Mahabharata also has a statement of the Golden Rule:

This is the sum of duty; do naught to others which if done to thee, would
cause thee pain.**

Manu, the early Hindu law giver, taught the same principles as Jesus:

Let him (the Ascetic) patiently bear hard words, let him not insult anybody,
and let him not become anybody’s enemy for the sake of this perishable
body. Against an angry man let him not in return show anger ; let him bless
when he is cursed, and let him not utter speech, devoid of truth, scattered
at the seven gates.”

What Vishnu upheld as virtuous is reflected in the following from the Puranas:

He who does not vilify another either in his presence, or in his absence,
who does not speak untruth, does not injure others, pleases Vishnu the
best. Vishnu is pleased with him who neither beats nor slays any animate or
inanimate thing.?®

Hindu ethics, then, bear a striking resemblance to Christ’s and Buddha’s. Hinduism is like
Buddhism also in that first, the original teachings form a consistent whole and second, the
teachings of the later Hindu seers do not compromise with the original.

Three assertions have been made thus far about the concept of multiple forgiveness. It is
an original and continuing precept of Buddhism and Hinduism. It was taught by Christ but
subsequently abandoned or minimized by the Church. It was not the view of either the founders
or later apologists of Confucianism, Judaism, and Islam. Let us assume the principle of multiple
forgiveness taught by Christ, Buddha, and the Hindu seers is the most sound view. We can then
ask why in three of the religions it was rejected from the beginning, in one it was ultimately,
and in only two was it accepted both initially and afterwards.

Two answers shall be considered. One shows how external factors influence a value system.
The other indicates how an ethical system is determined by its initial postulates. Let us look
at the latter first. Two presuppositions moral systems may be based on are justice and love.
In a system based on retributive justice the moral problem is set within the context of a
wrong-punishment structure. A wrong has been committed; the offender must be punished in
proportion to the crime. After he has undergone punishment, the wrong has been repayed and
the demands of justice have been met. Justice, then, is viewed as the dispensing or receiving
of punishment and reward depending on the nature of the deed. Within such a framework

2 Dasgupta, Op. cit., Vol. 111, p. 70.
2% Champion and Short, Op. cit., p. 41.
25 F. Max Muller, editor, Sacred Books of the East, XXV (Oxford 1886) p. 207.

26 Browne, Op. cit., p. 120.
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unconditional forgiveness would be a denial of equity or justice. The initial assumption being
that each man shall receive his due, then forgiving rather than punishing the offender would be
unfair or inequitable to those who are virtuous.

Regarding a system based on love and forgiveness, two characteristics are to be noted
immediately. First, punishment and rewards are separated. Right and wrong are not treated in
relation to each other but as separate instances. What is done to an offender is not deter-mined
by what happens to the virtuous. This is what Jesus had in mind when he said “Verily, they have
their own reward.” Secondly the moral problem is viewed in a quite different perspective. It is
not centred on the dispensing of justice but the achieving of reconciliation and the restoration
of the harmony which was broken when the offence was committed. If forgiveness is the best
way of restoring harmony, then one should forgive as many times as is necessary.

The ethics of Confucius, Mohammed and the founders of Judaism are grounded on the
presupposition of justice. Thus, with them the law of retribution was central. They began
with the principle that like deserves like or, do unto others as they do unto you. Kindness
merits kindness; to return the opposite would be unfair or inequitable. For them forgiveness
was conditional—You are under obligation to forgive only if you have been or know you will
be forgiven too. You are under no obligation to forgive those who not forgive you. Such a
juridical ethics is based upon philosophical naturalism and dualism. Implied by dualism is the
view that a man is innocent or guilty and the blame for a wrong is the offender’s alone. Every
cause must have an equivalent effect; every crime must have an equivalent punishment. Like
begets like; wrong invariably begets punishment and virtue reward. Man is motivated by fear
of punishment or hope of rewards. It is only reasonable and natural that virtue be rewarded
and wrong be punished. Social custom has accepted and nurtured such justice through the ages.
Law and a system of punishment are necessary for the continuation of the social order.

The ethics of Jesus, Buddha, and the Hindu seers are based on the presupposition of love
and forgiveness. Such love is self giving, patient (long-suffering), and suffering. Its goal is to
accomplish what a legalistic ethics cannot, namely bring about a change within the offender.
From such a perspective punishment is not an answer and morality cannot be equated with
justice. A genuine moral solution involves getting the offender to recognize and admit his wrong
and to determine not to do it again. That is, there must be self understanding and a self-initiated
change of the will. Long suffering by the offender is required because it may take time for the
offender to come to his senses. Self giving is essential in order to help the offender awaken
to the nature of his offense. The under-going of further suffering may be necessary before
the offender’s self understanding and change of will finally occurs. That Jesus recognized this
ethical-psychological truth is seen in such statements as:

But I say unto you, That ye resist not evil but whosoever shall smite thee
on thy right cheek, turn to him the other also.

And if any man will sue thee at the law, and take away thy coat, let him
have thy cloak also.

And whosoever shall compel thee to go a mile, go with him twain. Give

to him that asketh thee, and from him that would borrow of thee turn not

thou away (Matthew 5: 39-42).

Buddha was especially attracted by the psychological sanction for love and forgiveness.
He began by considering the effects of forgiveness and non-forgiveness on both the offender
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and the offended. Forgiveness frees the offended from harbouring thoughts of anger, ill will
and malice. It frees the offender from harbouring thoughts of resentment and retaliation and
enables reflection on the self and the wrong committed followed by regret and a determination
to change to occur. The result for both is self purification and reconciliation.

On the other hand he who does not forgive but instead desires punishment and demands
retribution becomes a victim of his own insistence or cravings. To desire punishment is to
give vent to passions and emotions harmful to both him in whom they originate and him on
whom they are expended. The demand for retribution is an evil one for it is born out of self
assertiveness, a false sense of the self and self pride, and the failure to recognize the finiteness of
all things. Both enslave one. They become as chains or fetters, and they must be given up if one
is to achieve the purity, repose and desirelessness of Nirvana. The craving for punishment is to
be renounced since the inner remorse and suffering felt by the awakened offender is sufficient
punishment. Buddha laid great stress on mercy, compassion and good will. His compassion
consisted of sorrow and regret that man commits such wrongs and of pity toward those who
do. His mercy took the form of forgiveness without regard to merit or demerit. His love was
one which willed to all men good rather than equity or retribution. These themes are recorded
in such sayings of Buddha’s as:

The evil doer mourns in this world, and he mourns in the next; he mourns in
both. He mourns and suffers when he sees the evil results of his own work.
Victory breeds hatred, for the conquered is unhappy. He who has given up
both victory and defeat, he, the contented, is happy...*’

Not hate but love makes hate to end and reconcileth friend to friend.”
Cleanse your heart of malice and cherish no hatred, not even against your
enemies; but embrace all living beings with kindness.

The robe of the Tathagata is sublime forebearance and patience. The abode
of the Tathagata is charity and love of all beings.?’

Through hate, by hate overwhelmed, fettered in mind, one leads an evil
life in bodily deeds, words or thoughts, and understands neither one’s own
welfare, nor the welfare of others, nor the welfare of both sides, according
to reality. If, however, hatred is overcome, neither in bodily deeds, words or
thought, does one lead an evil life, and according to reality one knows one’s
own welfare, the welfare of others and the welfare of both sides®

Forgiveness may be sanctioned psychologically as with Buddha. It may be verified
metaphysically and theologically as well. To sanction forgiveness metaphysically is to assume
that man can be motivated in other ways than physically grounded emotions. His acts are
not determined by sensual pleasure and pain only. Material rewards are not the sole possible

¥ Lewis Browne, Ibid., pp. 173, 181.

2 E. W. Hopkins, Ethics of India, (New Haven 1924), p. 160.
29 Paul Carus, Op. cit., pp. 126, 127.

39 Phra Khantipalo, Tolerance (London, 1964) p. 49.
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stimulus for acting. Man can find satisfactions on a level other than the physical. He can act in
terms of principle. He can be virtuous for its own sake. There need be no external resaon. In a
metaphysically ground ethics forgiveness is accepted a priori as good. One will practise it not
because he has reflected and concluded beforehand that it will work, but because he believes
it is in itself the virtuous thing to do. A metaphysical sanction rejects a natural law basis for
ethics. The ought is not determined by the is. It is contrary to philosophical dualism in the sense
that it rejects an absolute dichotomy between the sinner and the sinless, the offender and the
offended, the one and the many. The sin of the offender is not his alone; it is shared by all to one
degree or another. Individuals are parts of a whole and there is no sharp dichotomy between
the two.

Both Christ and the Hindu seers propounded a metaphysical basis for forgiveness. In Christ’s
case any of the beatitudes illustrate this. The two parts of Jesus’s statement “Blessed are the
merciful, for they shall obtain mercy,” are not interchangeable, and it is not a conditional
statement. It would be invalid to restate it, “If you want to obtain mercy, be merciful.” Jesus
simply said, “be merciful.”” That you may be shown mercy is a by product of and not a motive
for being merciful. “Blessed are the merciful” or “be merciful” is a command assumed a priori as
true. It is to be done as a duty. Or one may use Jesus’s reply to Peter again. Jesus did not say to
Peter, “If you want to be forgiven seventy times seven, then you forgive likewise also.” Instead
he simply said, “Forgive, not seven times but seventy times seven.”

A number of statements may be found in the Hindu scriptures exemplifying a metaphysical
basis for ethics. Doing good works in terms of principle rather than rewards is one example.

Wherefore apply thyself to work that ought to be done, but always without
attachment for the man who applies himself to work without attachment
attains to the Supreme.”!

True piety seeks no fruit; that is only trading in virtue.*

Professor Carpenter in his book points out that forgiveness is one of the nine duties of
universal obligation®® The practise of Ahimsa (non-injury) is central in the Hindu tradition,
and a metaphysical basis for forgiveness is seen in Prince Yudhishthira’s reply to his wife as
described in Carpenter’s book:

Anger, replies the prince, leads to all sorts of crimes, brings weak men to
ruin, and true energy is shown in renouncing it. The man who, when reviled,
reviles again; who repays injuries by injuries, spoils the world’s peace, for the
birth of new generations depends upon forgiveness. Does not Kacyapa say
in his hymn that forgiveness was virtue, sacrifice, the Vedas, Brahman (i.e.
holiness), truth, the power that upholds the world? Whoever forgives all,
attains to Brahman.**

31 John Davies, The Bhagavad Gita, (Boston, 1882) p. 50.
32 J. Estlin Carpenter, Theism in Medieval India (London, 1921) p. 158.
33 Carpenter, Ibid., p. 162

3% Carpenter, Ibid., p. 157. This is not to deny that forgiveness is sanctioned psychologically and theologically by Hinduism as
well. As Hopkins points out the Vedic Gods were characterized by, forgiving (p. 39ff), and Carpenter says that the forest sages
in the pre-Buddha period advocated the granting of forgiveness for its own sake “in fulfillment of sacred ordinance.” (p. 176).
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For Christ, however, the highest sanction for forgiveness was the theological. He pointed
out, as indicated at the beginning, that there is nothing meritorious about reciprocal forgiveness,
(If ye love [forgive] those who love [forgive] you, what do ye more than others? Do not the
publicans the same?). He noted that for wrong committed out of ignorance, retaliation or
insistence on exact retribution is an unsatisfactory countermeasure, (“Father, forgive them,
for they know not what they do”). He recognized that love and forgiveness have a redeeming,
reconciling power while estrangement and alienation is the result of the opposite. Like Buddha,
he realized that forgiving liberates the person offended from the passion of revenge and malice
and the offender from resentment, guilt and hostility. He believed that forgiveness is necessary
because all share or participate to one degree or another in the sin of the offender. Beyond these
considerations, however, Jesus enjoined forgiveness because it is grounded in God’s example,
nature, and will. As God has forgiven us, so must we forgive others. In fact we cannot expect
God to forgive us, if we do not first forgive others.*® God’s forgiveness is an example for us to
follow. But forgiveness is a valid inference even more because of God’s nature. Jesus conceived
of God not in terms of justice, sovereignty, wrath and punishment but as mercy, compassion,
love, good will, and forgiveness. God by his very nature seeks to redeem and reconcile men
to himself through love and forgiveness. Likewise only through the same means can man be
reconciled to man. The reluctance to forgive, the insistence on retribution, requital, and exact
justice is based on what might be called a juridical, Calvinistic view of God. When stressed
excessively, justice may be misused by man, since justice “is safe only in God’s hands, for in
him. It is held in the eternity of holy love.”*® It is important to note that one’s view of the nature
of God will determine whether he emphasizes multiple forgiveness or juristic retribution.

Two more points might be added in regard to the Christian view. First, the law of forgiveness
is a law given to man by divine revelation. It is the divine will in the case of Christianity, and
for the Christian this would be its first justification. A second sanction would be that this
divine law is a true law promulgated by a benevolent deity and so expresses ultimate goodness
and wisdom. Thus, even though men practise unlimited forgiveness in specific situations with
reluctance or hesitancy, because they only foresee the negative consequences of such, they can
in the end practise unlimited forgiveness because they have faith in the divine nature and divine
providence. Secondly, as Professor Gardner says regarding love, “It is not sufficient simply to
forgive those who ask to be forgiven, but the imitation of God’s Agape means that the believer
will take the first step and bear the “cost” involved in leading the unbeliever toward a goal
which he has not yet seen and accepted. It means taking the initiative in effective reconciliation
and brotherhood when one has been wronged.”?’

Regarding the question why the six religions differ regarding the question of forgiveness,
the first answer has been that it is due to the variance in the initial presuppositions. We have
seen that there are two types of value systems, one grounded in the concept of justice, the
other in love. Confucianism, Judaism and Islam exemplify the first; Buddhism, Hinduism and
Christianity typify the second. A further distinction has been made regarding the second group.
While the three are based on the principle of love, the justification varies. For Buddha love and

35 “Therefore if thou bring thy gift to the altar, and there rememberest that thy brother hath ought against thee; Leave there thy
gift before the altar and go thy way; first be reconciled to thy brother, and then come and offer thy gift.” (Matthew 5: 23-24).

3¢ Interpreter’s Bible, VII (Nashville, 1955) p. 302.
37 E. C. Gardner, Biblical Faith and Social Ethics, (New York, 1960) pp. 172-3.

35


http:others.35

Studies in Comparative Religion — Vol. 2, #1 (Winter 1968)

forgiveness was sanctioned psychologically. In the Hindu tradition there is a strong emphasis
upon the metaphysical. For Christ and the Christian its verification is theological. There is
another, quite different, answer to the question of forgiveness, however. It involves analyzing
beliefs in relation to the environment in which they emerge and drawing conclusions on the
grounds that a person’s or group’s beliefs are coloured to a larger extent than is often realized
by the external or environmental factors or millieu.

For instance, Confucius did not preach multiple forgiveness because he supported a specific
type of political-socio-economic system (a feudalistic, paternalistic, semi-aristocratic juridic
one) and his philosophy was aimed in part at rationalizing that system.* Also Confucius, like the
Sophists who were his Greek contemporaries, was immediately dependent for his livelihood,
his very means of subsistence on those he sought to persuade, a situation which is always a
rather delicate one. Further, Confucianism, as it developed, became rather early in its history
a state religion—the official religion of the empire. This occurred in 140 B.C. in the reign of
the emperor Wu Ti, who thus might be characterized as the Constantine of Confucianism. On
the other hand neither Mo Tzu nor Lao Tzu were in a position of having to bend their views
because they had a status quo to uphold or an accepted system to defend.

In the case of Islam, Mohammed was not a religious teacher only. Soon after receiving
his revelations, he began gathering his disciples around him and shortly became involved in
the practical task of setting up a theocratic nation state. He was faced with the necessity of
amalgamating hostile tribes, warding off a common enemy, and reconstructing the existing
social and economic systems, practical concerns which in the end influenced his ethical precepts
quite extensively. As for Judaism, it was from the beginning identified with a particular group
who in the end became a particular nation or national unit. The religion of Judaism became the
religion of the state of Israel and as such could not free itself from a national self-consciousness.
At the same time, as with Confucianism, Judaism as it developed in Israelite history, became
institutionalized and thus ritualistic, legalistic, rigid, inflexible, a religion of law bereft of
spontaneity and immediacy.

It is true that within Hinduism there are time variations and differences. Generally,
however, in its long history basic Hindu ethical thought remained unchanged for two reasons.
First, Hindu religion did not become highly institutionalized as in Judaism because of recurring
reform movements which prohibited it. Secondly, it did not become tied to a nation state or
a strong nationalistic consciousness as in Confucianism and Islam. The same is even more true
of Buddhism. It did not become highly institutionalized or the tool of the state in as much as
it originated in India and subsequently spread to other areas—China, Japan, Burma, the whole
Malayan Peninsula, and in fact in the end became almost extinct in the land of its birth. It is
true that Buddhism had its Constantine, namely Asoka, emperor of India from approximately
269 to 232 B.C., but he became a genuine convert of Buddhism and did not use it for his own
imperial ends.

In regard to Christianity, Jesus preached multiple forgiveness, non-resentment, universal
love, and the brotherhood of man because he had no political system or nation state he felt
bound to, limited by or obligated to rationalize. For three centuries after his death Christians
were in similar circumstances and promulgated his teachings. Beginning in the fourth century
the tide turned for several reasons. One was that Constantine out of pragmatic motives made

38 See Creel, Confucius and the Chinese Way, chapter X on this. Fung Yu-Ian also discusses this on pp. 50, 70 of A Short History
of Chinese Philosophy.
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Christianity the official religion of the empire and, once having been elevated to the status of the
religion of the empire, Christianity became in the end the slave or tool of the empire. Secondly,
in order to adjust her thought to the fact of the huge Roman Empire, which had now become
the Holy Roman Empire, and which was held together by a legal system based on natural law,
the Church disowned neo-Platonism and turned to Aristotle and his concept of retributive
justice. Thirdly, the Church itself in the Medieval Period became wealthy, institutionalized,
and a defender of the status quo.

The major religions of the world, we may conclude, can be divided into two groups with
regard to forgiveness and their other ethical teachings. The differences may be accounted for
in two ways. The first is, in terms of internal factors, the initial premises each begins with. The
second is in terms of external factors. Whenever a religion becomes highly institutionalized or
whenever a religion becomes affiliated with a nation state, in either or both cases the religion
loses its original purity; its ethical precepts suffer; it fails in its divine mission of leading men in
the ways of God and truth.
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Who is Man?

The Perennial Answer of Islam!’
by
Seyyed Hossein Nasr

IN a World Exhibition whose theme is “Man and his World,” “La terre des hommes,” and
which is devoted to a display of the different aspects of man’s life and activities, it is perhaps
not futile to pause for a moment and pose the question who is this man to whom the world
is said to belong, the world or the “earth” which he has conquered yet is on the verge of
destroying at the very moment when his conquest seems most complete. Modern man feels at
home on earth, or rather would like to feel at home completely in this world, in contrast to the
traditional Christian man or men of other civilizations who nearly always felt as a traveller in this
world and a stranger upon the earth which they considered as but a temporary abode. Yet, even
modern man cannot totally evade or forget his inner yearning for the abode beyond, his urge for
the transcendent or remain oblivious to the fact that the more he tries to become a completely
terrestrial being, a creature of this earth, the more does the earth seem to crumble from under
his feet and the more does he seem to fall out of harmony with the earthly environment. It is
a paradox that the more man has tried to become “natural” during the post-medieval period,
the more has he lost harmony and contact with nature to the extent of endangering his own
existence within it.

Let us not forget that today the predominant axis of man’s knowledge of things, his science,
is earthly and terrestrial. Modern man learned the laws of the physics of the earth from celestial
physics and astronomy. The laws of motion of Newton were based on the laws of planetary
motion established by a Pythagorian Kepler who significantly enough spoke of these laws,
specially the third law, in a work entitled Harmonice mundi. And once these heavenly laws
were relegated to the level of terrestrial physics, this physics itself became the model of other
forms of knowledge. Today it is this “earthly” physics that seeks to understand the constitution
of the “heavens” and therefore to obliterate the meaning of heaven, at least physically. Today all
of modern man’s science is “terrestrial,” yet he cannot obliterate the metaphysical and symbolic
significance of “heaven,” of the “celestial” whose imprint he bears deep within himself. And so
when man no longer makes spiritual flights or ascensions into the heavens in the manner of a
Dante, he has the mystique to fly with a capsule into planetary space—in the same way that when
he no longer climbs spiritual mountains he tries to desecrate and debase physical mountains by
“conquering” them. Or when the majority of men no longer practice those authentic spiritual
disciplines which make the veritable vision of the transcendent world possible, they use
Mescalin and LSD with the hope of gaining such a vision without undertaking the necessary
travail, self-negation and discipline. Although outwardly now a complete creature of the earth
and its master, and no longer the “half angel” “half man” of traditional Christianity, this urge
is deeply engraved in the very texture of man’s existence and manifests itself in one way or
another, sometimes even violently when the natural and normal means are not open to it.

Man feels himself as the possessor of all things, as the unquestionable conqueror and master
of all of nature as if he had created it himself. But this sense of possession and power is only

' A Noranda Lecture delivered at the Universal Exhibition in Montreal on September 4, 1967.
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too often combined with a remarkable lack of responsibility and realization of the right to
life of other creatures. Man’s domination is too often a prostitution of nature rather than its
legitimate use. The voice of conservationists is raised here and there but is usually drowned in
the much louder voice which in the name of human welfare wants to make man’s mastery over
the earth total and complete, irrespective of what this may mean for the earth itself and its
creatures. It is here that one is faced with the tragic situation in which the very assertion of the
unlimited rights and power of man over the earth make man’s life on earth ever more difficult
and dangerous leading in a direction which if pursued further might mean the very termination
of both this domination and man’s very life. One is reminded of the Quranic verses: “But the
Devil whispered to him, saying: O Adam! Shall I show thee the tree of immortality and power
that wasteth not away?” (XX; 120; Pickthall translation), referring to a Faustian power that
only appears not to waste away but is always posing the danger of destroying him who would
wield that power. Being no longer the custodian of the earth, and yet wielding power, man is in
the danger of losing his mastery over it as well. It seems that man cannot really live peacefully
on earth and be just an earthly creature. The loss of the transcendent dimension has made
terrestrial life itself precarious.

Could one but conclude that a secular humanism of the type first cultivated during the
Renaissance is basically contradictory and fallacious? That is, one cannot speak of man and
defend his dignity and right independent of the “divine image” which has made him man and
bestowed upon him both dignity and freedom. Otherwise, humanism is only a half way house
from the theomorphic conception of man to the infra-human into which man is being dragged
today through many of his own inventions and creations. He who wishes to speak about man
better concern himself about the whole of man or not speak at all. And he who wishes to speak
about man and his world must of necessity first consider who is man and in reality whose world
it is about which one is speaking. Without penetrating into these questions and discovering the
appropriate answers the hope for a harmonious relation between man and his world is dim
indeed, and so many pictures of the further and more complete conquest of nature in the future
become nothing but a chimera and dream, for within man lie forces that no “earthly” science,
even if it is extended to the Pleiades, can ever understand or unravel, or control.

Modern science may enable man to know how he is constituted chemically or biologically,
or where he is in galactic space. But this form of science cannot tell man who he is, where he
was before his earthly existence and where he will be after it. It cannot reveal to man where
he stands in what has been called “existential space,” in the hierarchy of universal existence. It
therefore cannot pro-vide for man “orientation,” for to orient man’s life means to know where
he comes from, where he is to go and most of all who he is.

In this situation in which the knowledge of man is urgently needed and is yet well nigh
impossible to discover through normal channels of learning available today, where even the
traditional Christian theological teachings concerning man have in certain cases succumbed to
the lure of the microscope and the telescope, giving rise to a pseudo-wisdom which strikes at
the very root of the Judeo-Christian concept of man and his dignity, it is not perhaps unwise to
turn to the teachings of Islam on this question. For in Islam, as in other revealed religions, the
truth of the nature of things and especially of man is to be found, and Islam reaffirms explicitly
and fully the truths expressed in another fashion in Christianity and other revealed traditions.
Moreover, Islam, belonging to the same spiritual tree as Judaism and Christianity, presents a
doctrine of man not so far removed from the Occidental world view as to be considered by
over-sophisticated and so-called “realists” as merely “exotic” but irrelevant, and is yet original
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and distinct enough to be of interest for the Westerner who seeks to answer the question “who
is man?” One could in fact say that in the teachings of different religions man can discover
different elements of his own universal nature, aspects of the “Universal Man” himself of
which every man is an image.

If some religions are based on the incarnation of God in human history or the God-man,
Islam is based on the encounter between God considered in his Absoluteness and man in his
full nature as the theophany of God’s Names and Qualities. All creatures reflect some aspect of
the Divine, as an image is reflected in a mirror. Only man reflects all of the Divine Names and
Qualities and this moreover in a central and conscious manner. By virtue of this relation which
he possesses vis-a-vis God he is a “central being” in this world, always located in an “existential
space” in which the vertical, transcendent dimension is present. Whether he is aware of it or
not, man’s situation in this “space” is not just horizontal and material. The vertical, spiritual axis
stands always before him. Reality for man is always three dimensional, whether man chooses to
live in a two dimensional, material world devoid of the dimension of depth or height (al-tul), or
whether he realizes fully the infinite third dimension beyond the limited horizontal surface of
existence with which he usually associates himself, and today more than ever before, whether
he flies to the galaxies or swims to the depths of the sea. This centrality is intrinsic to the human
situation and man cannot evade it any more than he can evade being born in a particular time
and space. That is why he is called the vice-gerent of God on earth (khalifar Allah).

Man was taught the name of all things as the Quran states: “And He taught Adam all the
names,” (II; 31), meaning that he was given power and dominion over all things by virtue of
being God’s vicegerent (khalifah) on earth. But with this function of khalifah was combined
the quality of ‘abd, that is, the quality of being in perfect submission to God. Man has the
right to dominate over the earth as khalifah only on the condition that he remains in perfect
submission to Him who is the real master of nature. The mastery and power of man over nature
is only a borrowed power given to man because he reflects the Divine Names and Qualities.

Islam does not accept the idea of incarnation or filial relationship between God and man.
But it does stress the theomorphic nature of man, the fact that God breathed into man of
His Spirit and created a being in which His Names and Qualities are fully reflected, for as the
Prophet said: “God created man upon His image.” Nor does Islam accept the idea of original
sin. It appeals, not to the will of man which has been warped since that event or act which
Christianity so profoundly describes as original sin, but to his intelligence which lies within the
primordial nature of man (alitrah), the inner nature which man possessed before his fall on
earth (hubft) and which man still carries deep within himself.

In his primordial nature man is always the perfect khalifah of God. But man is forgetful of
this nature and therefore always in need of Divine revelation and grace as also confirmed by
Christianity. Being forgetful, man is prone to seek to take advantage of the power and privilege
afforded to him as the khalifah of God while neglecting to remain His ‘abd. From the Islamic
point of view the plight and tragedy of modern man consists in that he wishes to make use of
his intelligence and power as a theomorphic being to dominate the earth and even the heavens,
without accepting the fact that he is a theomorphic being or realizing the responsibilities that
issue from the occupation of such a central and seignorial position on earth. Man wants to play
the role of God, to create and destroy, to dominate and rule, without realizing that he is not
God but an image and reflection of His Names and Qualities. It is as if a shadow would want
to play the role of the object of which it is the shadow, or as if noise would be sufficient to
conquer the heavens. The great disequilibrium existing between man and nature as well as
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man and himself today, could be summarized in Islamic terms by saying that man wishes to
remain the khalifah he was created without being the ‘abd which he was also created, given
that mysterious freedom to rebel against even that which he really is. In fact indirectly the most
evident proof of man’s theomorphic nature is that he can rebel against himself, against his own
nature and stop being, at least for a time, what he really is.

Yet, man cannot fully forget his inner being, his theomorphic nature, for however hard he
tries to float on the surface of his being and run away from the Centre, he carries the Centre
within him and sooner or later the Centre manifests itself in one way or another in the periphery
and the surface. For to be made in the image of God in the sense of being the theophany of His
Names and Qualities is a reality that lies in the human state itself. Islam affirms the primordial
character of man’s theomorphic nature and his special situation in the cosmos and vis-a-vis God
by referring to a covenant made between God and man even before the creation of the world.
For as the Quran states: “And (remember) when thy Lord brought forth from the Children of
Adam, from their reins, their seed, and made them testify of themselves, (saying): Am I not your
Lord? They said: Yea, verily.” (VII; 172). In this yea is to be found the secret of human destiny
because by iterating it man accepted the burden of trust (amanah) which none in creation but
he dared accept. “Lo! We offered the trust unto the heavens and the earth and the hills, but
they shrank from hearing it and were afraid of it. And man assumed it.” (XXXIII; 72).

This trust from whose acceptance all of creation shied away, is precisely the burden of
vicegerency of God on earth, of faith itself in its profoundest sense. To have accepted this trust
means to have accepted freedom and also responsibility toward both God and all creatures.
It means the freedom to transcend all degrees of existence and reach the Divine Presence
even above the state of the angels, as Islamic texts assert. But it also means the possibility of
rebellion, of the negation of the very reality upon whose image man is made. The grandeur of
the human state is precisely in the sublimeness of the goal that can be achieved and the abysmal
terror of the risk that is inherent in the situation. Whatever path he chooses man cannot evade
the grandeur of his state, the fact that he is placed at the intersection of the “horizontal” and
“vertical” dimensions of reality. Even when he tries to forget this nature and consider himself
only as an animal that somehow happens to think, he cannot evade the cosmic dimension
of his being, except that in such a case he risks bringing destruction to the whole terrestrial
environment and even to the cosmic environment about him.

Man then cannot evade the consequences of that original covenant by virtue of which he
accepted the trust (amanah) from God, receiving certain rights as well as being charged with
certain responsibilities. Tradition or religion in its universal sense (al-din) is then inherent to
the human state. The spiritual anthropology of Islam considers din as a necessary condition
of full manhood. For man to live without din is to be only accidentally human for it is to be
deprived of that very essential condition, the acceptance of the burden of amanah, which
defines the human state. One could thus again re-confirm the point already mentioned that
humanism without the realization of the theomorphic nature of man is, from the Islamic point
of view, no less than a contradiction and absurdity. And perhaps the experience of the past two
centuries in the West has, to put it mildly, at least not contradicted the Islamic view. Cut from
his transcendent and spiritual archetype man has the greatest difficulty in remaining just human
and not being dragged into an infra-human world created by secularized man himself.
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The Islamic conception of man is summarized in the doctrine of al-insan al-kamil, the
universal or perfect man, a doctrine whose essence and full manifestation is to be found in
the Prophet of Islam and whose doctrinal exposition and formulation was left to later sages
and saints such as Ibn “Arabi and Jalal al-Din Rami. In fact Islamic gnosis (al-‘irfan) revolves
nearly always around the two axes of unity (al-tawhid), dealing with God and His Names and
Qualities, and al-insan al-kamil dealing with man and the cosmos. The first is concerned with
the Origin and Source of creation and the second with manifestation and the return of things
to the Source. Or one could say that the first corresponds to the first “witness” or Shahadah
of Islam, La ilaha ill’-Allah, there is no divinity but the Divine, and the second to the second
“witness,” Muhammadan rasul Allah, Muhammad is the Messenger of God. Muhammad is
the Universal Man par excellence and also the quintessence of all creation, of all that is positive
in cosmic manifestation. The Universal Man contains all degrees of existence within himself
and is the archetype of both the cosmos and man. Therefore, metaphysically and of course
not physically and quantitatively, there is a profound correspondence between man and the
cosmos. Although outwardly a small part of the cosmos, man contains inwardly and within
himself a reality that is the source of the cosmos itself—and that is why even fallen man, he
who has forgotten his own true nature, has the power to dominate nature.

From the pure star-bright souls replenishment is ever coming to the stars
of heaven.

Outwardly we are ruled by these stars, but our inward nature has become
the ruler of the skies.

Therefore, while in form thou art the microcosm, in reality thou art the
macrocosm.

Externally, the branch is the origin of the fruit; intrinsically the branch
came into existence for the sake of the fruit.

(Rimi)?

The spiritual man, although outwardly dominated by nature, inwardly rules over things
most of all because he has conquered his own inner nature. Might one not add that today when
man boasts most about conquering nature, the reverse process has taken place, namely an
apparent and outward conquest of nature combined with complete lack of asceticism, spiritual
discipline and self-negation which therefore makes man more than ever a prisoner of his own
passions and natural inclinations. But the spiritual man who has overcome his passions and who
is the reflection of Universal Man and its realization and embodiment is the pole toward which
the Universe itself is attracted, to the extent that Jalal al-Din RGmi, that supreme poet of the
spirit, could say:

Wine in ferment is a beggar suing for our ferment;

Heaven in revolution is a beggar suing for our consciousness;
Wine was intoxicated with us, not we with it;

The body came into being from us, not we from it}

2 R. A. Nicholson, Rumi, Poet and Mystic, London, Allen and Unwin, 1950. p. 124.
3 Ibid. p. 141.
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The Universal Man, whose full metaphysical doctrine cannot unfortunately be expounded
here, is then the sum of all degrees of existence, a total mirror before the Divine Presence and
at the same time the supreme archetype of creation. It is the prototype of man, the reality that
man carries potentially within himself and can always realize if there is aspiration, persistence
and of course divine succour. It is enough for man to realize the total possibility of his own
existence, to become fully conscious of himself, to gain that treasure of true felicity and peace
which he seeks outwardly here and there but never seems to find.

You who wander in deserts away from your own consciousness,
Come back to yourself to find all existence summed up in you.
You are the way and reality of perfection.

One in whom the great consciousness of God dwells.

(Abu’ 1-Mawahib al-Shadhili)*

One is here reminded of the advice of medieval sages in the West, “Above all to thy own self
be true.”

The cosmic dimension of man may bring certain protests from theologians that this would
obliterate the distinction between grace and nature and reduce man to simply “natural man.”
Christianity, having expanded in a world which suffered from too much emphasis upon
rationalism and naturalism, had to draw a sharp distinction between nature and grace, at least
in its official theology. But Islam was not faced with the same situation. For this and for other
reasons its doctrines are such that it considers nature itself as a handiwork of God in whose
arteries flows the grace issuing from the Creator Himself. Man also is from a certain point
of view a “natural being,” yet without being deprived of grace. He is natural without being
reduced to the natural man of the Renaissance or of Rousseau and the French encyclopaedists.
The whole question of natural law, original sin, the role of nature in spiritual realization and the
like is approached in a different light in Islam and these questions have of course their bearing
on the understanding of man and his function in the world. By considering man in his primordial
nature (al-fitrah) and bestowing upon each Muslim the priestly and sacerdotal function, Islam
removed the sharp distinction between the religious and secular, or sacred and profane, making
of man a natural being who yet is the most direct symbol of the spiritual world in nature and in
direct contact with that world.

Furthermore, by virtue of being the khalifah of God on earth and occupying the central
position he does hold, man is the channel of grace for nature. The spiritual man is the means
whereby nature breathes of the spiritual life and is prevented from suffocation and destruction
as also confirmed by Western Hermetical and alchemical writers like Flamel and Jacob B6hme.
Were man to cease completely to follow the spiritual life and lose his contact with the spiritual
world, he would also cease to be a source of light for nature and in fact would turn toward
the destruction and vilification of nature. The relation between modern industrial societies and
virgin nature should provide an occasion to pause and meditate on this relationship.

The constitution of man and his relation with God and nature cannot be fully understood
without analyzing the meaning and role of intelligence and reason, by means of which man

4 M. Smith, The Sufi Path of Love, London, Luzac and Co., 1954, p. 72.
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seeks to master the world. First of all a clear distinction, often forgotten today, must be made
between the intellect, the faculty which knows immediately and totally, and reason whose
Latin root (ratio) reveals its function of analysis and division. Islam appeals to the intellect in
man, whose function it is to know the principles of things and which will arrive at the basic
Islamic doctrine of Unity (al-tawhid) if it functions normally and is wholesome (salim). In
fact the role of revelation is to remove those obstacles which prevent the intelligence from
functioning in a whole-some manner. Otherwise the intellect within man confirms the revealed
truths of religion and Islam bases itself on a truth which is evident and in the nature of things.

As for reason, it is like the shadow and reflection of the intellect. If it remains subservient
to the intellect and also to revelation which likewise issues forth from the Supreme Intellect or
Logos, then it is a positive instrument which can aid man to journey from multiplicity to Unity.
But if it rebels against its own source, against both the intellect and revelation, then it becomes
the source of disharmony and dissolution. Other creatures have intelligence in the sense that
they reflect certain aspects of the divine and also cosmic intelligences. But only man possesses
this subjective polarization of true intelligence which we call reason. And that is why only he
can destroy the natural harmony of nature.

If modern man has been able to dominate but at the same time destroy nature and himself
more than men of all other civilizations, it is precisely because with him more than ever before
reason has been made independent of its principle. In such a condition reason becomes like an
acid burning through the tissues of the cosmos and at the same time is powerless before the
infra-human and irrational forces that revolt against it from below, in the same way that it has
rebelled against the intellect above it. The relation between rationalism and the spiritual and
intellectual heritage against which it rebelled on the one hand, and the irrationalism of modern
times on the other, is very similar and in fact nearly the same thing as the humanism which
rebelled against the theomorphic concept of man only to end in being threatened by infral]
human forces it has itself liberated. Islam, while considering man as essentially an intelligence
that has also will power and performs actions, and emphasizing knowledge as a means of
salvation and deliverance, yet rejects the position of rationalism and its limiting of the intellect
to its reflection, which is reason as ordinarily understood. For Islam the world of the mind is
much more vast than we usually envisage. It is in fact the locus of the Presence of the Divine
Spirit, but man must penetrate beneath the surface of the mind with which he usually identifies
himself in order to become aware of this Presence.

Again to quote RGmt:

What worlds mysterious roll within the vast,
The all-encircling ocean of the Mind!

Cup-like thereon our forms are floating fast,
Only to fill and sink and leave behind

No spray of bubbles from the Sea upcast.

The Spirit thou canst not view, it comes so nigh.
Drink of this Presence! Be not thou a jar

Laden with water, and its lip stone-dry;

Or as a horseman blindly borne afar,
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Who never sees the horse beneath his thigh.’

It is the very centrality and totality of the human state which makes any “linear” and
“horizontal” evolution of man impossible. One cannot reach a more central point in a circle
than the centre itself. Once at the centre one can always move either upward or downward
but no further in the horizontal direction. The evolutionary view of man as an animal, which
even from the biological point of view is open to question, can tell us little as to the real nature
of man; no more than can the theories of many anthropologists who discuss anthropology
without even knowing who man, the anthropos, is and without realizing the complete states of
universal existence which man carries with him here and now.

Once it was asked of "Ali, the cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet: what existed before
Adam? He answered Adam, and to the question what existed before that Adam he again
answered Adam adding that were he to be asked this question to the end of time he would
repeat Adam. This saying means that irrespective of when he appeared in the time—space
matrix of this world, the metaphysical reality of man, of the Universal Man, has always been.
It could not become but is because it transcends time and becoming. It is, furthermore, this
eternal archetype that determines the meaning of the human state and which man always
reflects and bears potentially within himself in all time and space. Those who speak of the
future evolution of man perhaps do not realize that higher possibilities of existence do not lie
in some future time ahead of man but here and now above him, yet within his reach. Frankly, it
must be said that the way man is “evolving” today makes it ever more difficult for him to attain
these higher states of consciousness and being, whose very existence he has begun to doubt in
general, while a certain number of people in this very climate of doubt seek to reach these states
through the short-cut of drugs and pills rather than through spiritual discipline. One might say
that the total and central nature of the human state, deriving from man’s theomorphic nature,
make his relation with other states of being not a temporal one but a spatial one. Man stands
at the crossing of the vertical and horizontal dimensions containing the amplitude and breadth
of universal existence within himself here and now. It is for him to delve into himself in order
to realize who he is, to realize these states which comprise his full nature. No development in
time, especially in a process during which man lives increasingly on the surface of his being,
fleeing from himself and the needs of his inner nature, will ever automatically bring an evolution
to higher planes for the human species.

Rather, the urgent problem today is to prevent man from falling into an infra-human world,
which he faces because he has rejected his own transcendent origin and prototype. Modern man
wants to kill the gods, without destroying himself. He wants to reject the Divine and yet remain
fully human. Islam has considered this question fully and has provided an answer with which
we shall conclude this discussion. In several places in the Quran mention is made of the term
“Face or Countenance of God” (wajh Allah), for example the verses: “There remaineth but the
Countenance of thy Lord of Might and Glory.” (LV; 27) and “Everything will perish save his
Countenance.” (XX VIII; 88).

Nearly all Muslim sages have agreed that “the Face or Countenance of God,” which alone
endures and persists, is the spiritual aspect of man’s nature. Ultimately the body dies and even
the inferior psychic elements perish or at least are integrated into a higher degree of being,

5 R. A. Nicholson, op. cit., p. 106.
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namely that of the spirit. It is only the spiritual element which is eternal. It is the face that
man has turned toward God. But it is also the face that God has turned toward man. The
“Face or Countenance of God” embraces a total reality one aspect of which is man’s spiritual
countenance and the other God’s countenance toward his creation and especially his vice-gerent
on earth, man. And it is this same reality which in Shi’ite Islam comprises the inner nature of
the Imam. The Imam is the link between God and man, a spiritual being in whom the divine
and the human orders meet.

To meditate on the theme of the “Face of God” is to realize that man cannot destroy the
divine image without destroying himself. The poetical cry of Nietzsche in the 19th century
that “God is dead,” a cry which has now been turned into a theological proposition in certain
quarters and is advertised far beyond its purport and significance by those who seek after the
sensational and who seem to have little reverence for the belief of those living and dead for
whom God is eternally present and alive, cannot but have its echo in the assertion that man
is dead, man as a spiritual and free being. Man cannot destroy the face that God has turned
towards him without destroying the face that man has turned towards God, and therefore also
all that is eternal and imperishable in man and is the source of human dignity, the only reality
that gives meaning to human life. The inexhaustible richness of the symbol of the “Face or
Countenance of God” should possess much meaning for modern man who seeks desperately
for meaning in human life and the preservation of human dignity, but is too rarely concerned
with the other half of this reality, namely the “Countenance of God,” that aspect of the Divine
that has turned toward us as human beings.

To know himself, man must come to know the “Face of God,” the reality, that determines
him from on high. Neither flights into outer space nor plunges beneath the seas, nor changes of
fashions and modes of outward living alter the nature of man and his situation vis-a-vis the Real.
Nor can biological or conventional psychological studies which deal only with the outward
aspects of human nature reveal to man who he is and how he should “orient” himself in that
journey whose end is the meeting with the Real. Man can know himself only by realizing his
theomorphic nature. It is only in remaining conscious of the divine imprint upon his soul that
man can hope to remain human. Only the attraction of the celestial can prevent man from
being dragged by gravity to the abysses of sub-human existence. And it is a remarkable feature
of the human state, that no matter where and in what condition he may be, man always finds
above him the sky and the attraction which pulls him toward the Infinite and the Eternal.
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Book Review

THE GRAVE OF GOD
By Robert Adolfs, O.S.A. (Trans. N. D. Smith)
(Burns and Oates. Compass Books. 13s. 6d.)

Review by L. Lang-Sims

The title of this book (like that extraordinary slogan “the Death of God” on which the
“new theology” seems positively to pride itself) is significant. In reading these “progressive”
theologians, whether Catholic or Protestant, one has difficulty in discovering whether they
themselves have retained any sort of faith or whether they are so lost in subjectivism that
they really suppose God to be dead because He no longer receives a majority vote. Fr. Adolfs,
Prior of an Augustinian Community in his native Holland, has some critical comments on the
“Death of God” school of theology but remains essentially in sympathy with it and convinced
of its positive importance. His book should be read as a mild, and therefore fair, example of the
travesties of Catholic teaching at present invading the Church. Fr. Adolf has sought and obtained
the Imprimatur for his book. A few years ago the possibility of granting this “declaration that a
book or pamphlet is considered to be free from doctrinal or moral error” to a work such as this
would have been regarded as preposterous.

Has the Church a Future? is the sub-title chosen by Fr. Adolf, who declares on page 94 that
“In its deepest essence Christianity is the choice of a future for man and the world” (echoes of
Teilhard scarcely need to be pointed out). It is his opinion that “the Church’s teaching is out
of tune with the modern age” (we agree) and should be so re-formed as to achieve what he
calls “relevance” to all the typical phenomena of modern life. Any suggestion that the proper
“relevance” of the Catholic Church to “the really dynamic spheres of central importance in
modern society” (which are “science, politics, economics, business life, trade, technology
and the social services”) might consist in holding up the mirror of truth and judgement and
where necessary uttering condemnations of the most uncompromising sort, would be foreign
to the spirit of this book—which is an explicit plea to the Church to accept the secularization
of mankind and assist in the development of a world government “in the service of human
progress.” Fr. Adolfs only complaint against secularization is that having “liberated us from
the mythical, metaphysical and religious explanation of the world” it is now imposing on us
a new ideology which “aims to deaden our deepest restlessness” by directing our attention to
“questions of superficial and day-to-day interest” while preventing us from asking “the most
profound question of all—the question about the very meaning of it all.” So concludes this
author, the Church must set herself up as a kind of “zone of truth” and leaven of brotherly love
(if this metaphor seems a trifle mixed this may be an effect of reading the book) to counteract
the more displeasing tendencies of our brave new world. And how shall the Church thus re[]
establish herself? Fr. Adolfs proclaims the necessity of a new Way of the Cross and the Church’s
vocation as the Suffering Servant. Unfortunately, however, he sees this vocation as involving a
false humility stripped of all those claims which are proper to the Church as the Representative
on earth of the holiness and the power of Christ. In fact the Church which exists in the dreams
of this Catholic priest is a thousand times more protestant than the protestants. Sans symbols,
sans doctrine, sans rites, sans “myths”—sans everything and anything that might enable us to
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recognise it, this Church would concentrate exclusively on “service to the world” and on the
historical person of Jesus during the brief span of his earthly life. Perhaps if Fr. Adolfs attached
more importance to contemplative prayer (he advocates the active involvement in worldly
affairs of those in Religious Orders, allowing for a certain withdrawal to enable them “to reflect
about the deeper movement of life in our world”) he might begin to comprehend the magnitude
of his own mistakes. It is scarcely necessary to add that the word “existential,” occurring on
almost every page, is used throughout as if it denoted the presence of some modern substitute
for supernatural grace. It is all exceedingly strange: but stranger and more horrifying by far than
anything else from beginning to end of this by no means exceptional book are those three words
which stand at its commencement: Imprimatur. Nihil Obstat.
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Book Review

THE NORTH AMERICAN INDIANS: A Sourcebook
Edited by Roger C. Owen, James J. F. Deetz, Anthony D. Fisher
(The Macmillan Company, New York ; Collier-Macmillan Limited, London).

Review by Whitall N. Perry

The subtitle is somewhat misleading,® for the book is actually a compilation of articles from
scientific studies that cover specialized aspects of Indian culture. Although there are more than
fifty contributors, the approach is largely by way of phenomenology, speculation, and statistical
relevancy, the whole forming a well documented work directed less to lovers of Indians than to
lovers of anthropology. Thus, the reader is invited by Ruth Underhill, “widely recognized as an
authority on American Indians, especially on their religious life,” to believe that:

(For) the American Indian of pre-Columbian days ... with little knowledge
of natural science or medicine, with small acquaintance with other
peoples...a large section of his world was unknown, mysterious, and,
possibly, threatening. His techniques for dealing with this unknown, which
he conceived as supernatural, I shall speak of as religion. Few groups had any
consistent theology. Their interest was in action. ... Nor had the spirit world
much connection with ethics.

She tells us that the first paleolithic immigrants may have brought in the concepts of mana
and taboo, which subsequently became identified with the Siouan wakan,” Iroquoian orenda, and
Algonquian manitou. Again, one can learn from Bruno Nettl, a “practicing ethnomusicologist,”
a great deal about the ethnic repartition of musical forms among the tribes, such as the modified
isorhythmic patterns of the Menomini, or the use of tetratonic scales in the strophic song forms
of the southern Athabascan music area, but the uninitiated reader will hardly come away more
advanced in his appreciation or understanding of what constitutes the basic sound, whereas
one really got into the cry and the beat in a fine series of articles by William Powers recently
appearing in the late review, American Indian Tradition. For those interested, there is an article
on balanophagy, or acorn eating, as practiced by Californian Indians,—an essay on the problem
of the aged among the Eskimos—and a treatise on Mohave homosexuality, an object lesson
from the editors’ stand-point because “(their) society provides a status for them.”

Some of the articles have valuable documentation for the non-specialized reader. Those
who think of the Indians as fundamentally combative, for instance, will be interested to learn
of an almost Buddhist ethic of non-violence that permeated the Plateau Sanpoil culture,
representative for the rest of that Edenic life eulogized by Shakespeare :

All things in common nature should produce

¢ Frederick Webb Hodge’s two-volume Handbook of American Indians North of Mexico, New York, 1959, comes far closer to
the definition of Sourcebook.

7 Wakan refers to all which is holy or sacred ; mahopa is actually the Siouan term which serves for the context.
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Without sweat or endeavour: treason, felony,
Sword, pike, knife, gun, or need of any engine,
Would I not have; but nature should bring forth,
of its own kind, all foison, all abundance,

To feed my innocent people.

Also meriting especial attention are such contributions as the one by Clyde Kluckhorn and
Dorthea Leighton on the Navaho language, and George B. Grinnell’s study on Coup and Scalp.

But the pitfalls of pedantry are salient also, as when the editors inform us that “most
American Indians held (religious) beliefs that were highly individualistic,” or that “no group of
North American Indians was (sic) more atypical than the hawk-nosed, feather-wearing, buffalo-
hunting Sioux, Cheyenne, or Crow ... Glorified through “wild-west’ shows... the Plains Indian
depicted by Hollywood was a product of acculturation.” Is this why the endpaper map showing
the distribution of tribes on the North American continent fails to indicate the existence of
the Sioux? In any case, the prototype for the editors is rather to be found in the “despised
Digger” of California, or the “nonromantic Pima” of the Southwest, or the “haughty Kwakiutl”
of the Northwest Coast. Elsewhere, in speaking of the Plains Indian “horse complex,” they
observe that “if the short-term effect of the horse and gun was cultural grandeur, the long-term
result was cultural disintegration,” and they say there is a warning in this for the innovation-
minded man of the mid-twentieth century. The reader will do well to be on his guard against
other excesses of erudition, as where an anthropologist writing on the Kiowa Sun Dance says:
“Incidentally, ‘sun dance’ is a misnomer, since the dance is by no means connected solely with
the sun. On the contrary, it probably is concerned with it to no greater degree than is Plains
Religion as a whole...”

By way of compensation, there is an article on Indian-White relations by D’ Arcy McNickle,
who is not only an anthropologist, but a Montana Flathead into the bargain who knows how to
aim his arrows and make them penetrate: the carnage he leaves behind has Custer Battlefield
looking more like a minor skirmish. Thus he cites from a recent writer, R. H. Pearce, on the
American attitude determining policy towards the Indians:

The Indian was the remnant of a savage past away from which civilized
men had struggled to grow. To study him was to study the past. To civilize
him was to triumph over the past. To kill him was to kill the past.

And he presents verbatim the arguments of Senator Pendleton of Ohio in behalf of what
was to become the infamous Dawes Act (General Allotment Act) of 1887, by which “the
Indians were relieved of some ninety million acres, or almost two-thirds of their land base,
between the years 1887 and 1930

They must either change their mode of life or they must die. We may
regret it, we may wish it were otherwise, our sentiments of humanity
may be shocked by the alternative, but we cannot shut our eyes to the
fact that that is the alternative, and that these Indians must either change
their modes of life or they will be exterminated... In order that they
may change their modes of life, we must change our policy ... We must
stimulate within them to the very largest degree, the idea of home, of
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family, and of property. These are the very anchorages of civilization;
the commencement of the dawning of these ideas in the mind is the
commencement of the civilization of any race, and these Indians are no
exception.

“In the heat of such a discussion,” concludes D’ Arcy McNickle, “it would not have occurred
to any of the debaters to inquire of the Indians what ideas they had of home, of family, and of
property. It would have been assumed, in any case, that the ideas, whatever they were, were
without merit since they were Indian.”

There is also an article (which originally appeared in Tomorrow) on the use of peyote, by
James S. Slotkin, himself a member of the Native American Church, which gives an enlightening
account of the ritual therapy of this herb from the view-point of its devotees, and likewise a
caution to white people on its use: “They tend to be psychologically traumatic.” Lastly, we are
pleased to see John Collier given the final say, in his tireless championing of the Indian.

The book suffers badly from a total lack of photographs, or pictures of any sort other than
map designs that introduce the regional sections.

One unique feature is a comprehensive list of educational films on the Indian. There is also
an extensive bibliography, but somewhat compromised by an inevitable preference for writings
in the vein of the book itself.
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Book Review

MYSTICISM IN WORLD RELIGION
By Sidney Spencer. (Allen and Unwin, 35s.)

Review by J. C. Cooper

The Rev. Sidney Spencer is well known as one of the leading ministers and writers in the
Unitarian Church. This latest work of his on Mysticism is not only eminently readable for
the layman, but is written in a scholarly manner; is well documented, and has an excellent
bibliography. The book shows a total lack of bias, with a sympathetic understanding of the
traditions of the East and every aspect of mysticism in the West.

For the Author “it is evident from the study of primitive religion that in the very nature of
the religious consciousness there is an inherent tendency to mysticism.” He sees the fundamental
function of religion as “intuitive apprehension” of a God who, in varied aspects, is at one and
the same time transcendent and identified with the world in which He dwells. “Beneath the
forms of religious ceremony and observance... there lies the awareness of the Transcendent,
which moves men’s hearts with awe,” and “it is when men pass from dim awareness to the
certainty which comes from immediate contact that mysticism arises.”

The history of mysticism is traced from its earliest manifestations in the Eastern religions,
where it holds a central place, in Hinduism, Mahayana Buddhism, and Taoism, through the
Greek mysteries and the Hermetic movement, to Plotinus and to Philo, who synthesised
Hellenistic and Jewish mysticism, on to Christianity, with its off-shoot in Gnosticism, the
heretical movements and Protestantism. Islamic mysticism is concerned largely with Sufism and
at the conclusion of this section the author, in the final chapters, deals with a survey of general
tendencies and with mysticism and the moral life.

Discussing the oft-debated question as to whether the Old Testament shows understanding
of the mystic experience, Mr. Spencer maintains that although it does not hold the central
position, as in Hinduism, Buddhism and Taoism, the ecstasy of the prophets, “their receptivity,
their passivity in face of the divine.. engulfed by the divine” is tantamount to mystical
illumination. He quotes Hocking as saying that the prophet is “the mystic in action.” For the
rest, Jewish mysticism is to be found in Merkabah mysticism, the Books of Enoch and the Sefer
Yetsirah.

In Christianity, the history of the mystic movement is traced through the New Testament in
its Pauline and Johannine interpretations, to that of the Eastern Church and the Neo-Platonist
Dionysos, who teaches the fundamental truth of all mysticism, be it Indian, Chinese, Hellenistic,
Christian or Islamic, that God is beyond mere mind-knowledge, that there can be no adequate
expression of His infinite mystery, that He is the Nameless, the Ineffable.

The life of prayer is greatly stressed in the Eastern Church. “In prayer, Dionysos says, we
draw near to “the primal goodness” which in its “all-embracing infinitude is never absent from
us.” The monks of Mount Athos devoted themselves entirely to a life of prayer in the method
known as “Hesychasm”; a waiting on the Presence in the inner stillness and a constant repetition
of the “Jesus prayer.”

A strong influence in both Eastern and Western Catholic mysticism has been that of the
Neo-Platonists, with a direct transmission of this influence through St. Augustine who came to
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Christianity via Platonism, attaining to the mystic vision before his conversion to Christianity.
Indeed, his account of the mystic experience is an example of the essential universality of that
experience. His arriving, in a flash, “at That which Is” could be the language of any Far Eastern,
Eastern or Western mystic tradition.

More peculiar to Christian mysticism is the Spiritual Marriage, in which the soul is in a
“theopathic” state, or wholly God-possessed, a state which is not the same as identification
with God, or the Divine, in ecstasy. The soul here retains its self-awareness; it is transformed.
“All her movements become divine, and though they are God’s, they are just as much the
soul’s.”

The author also treats of heretical and Protestant mysticism and passes on to Islamic mystics
in Sufism with their great stress on the necessity for active endeavour and the essential experience
of life in God and the “illumination of the heart with the pure radiance of knowledge” which
breaks down and transcends the barrier between subject and object, man and God.

In the concluding chapters there is a survey of the main tendencies in mysticism and its
relationship to Pantheism, nature and reality, the nature of evil, the moral life and orthodoxy.

Perhaps the best summing up of the meaning of mysticism is that of Plotinus: “the negative
theology of positive transcendence.”
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Book Review

MAGIC AND MYSTERY IN TIBET
By Alexandra David-Neel (Souvenir Press. 30s.)

Review by Michael Anis

This is a new edition of Mme. David-Neel’s With Mystics and Magicians in Tibet which
first came out more than thirty years ago. It was the outcome of ten years private investigation
into and experience of those strange concomitants of advanced states of spiritual realization
which so many early travellers in Tibet reported on, but only at second-hand. The value of
this book, therefore, lies in the fact that Mme. David-Neel describes only that which she
personally witnessed, experienced or heard of first-hand, and her own scepticism lends
considerable authority to her accounts of telepathy, levitation and many different kinds of
psychic phenomena. What is certainly even more important is that she related all these to the
Buddhist framework of which they form a part. In this way the psychic phenomena are seen
as by-products of the spiritual path—not the path itself. For this reason in Tibet they were not
subjected to that morbid curiosity which is so easily aroused in Europe when such matters are
discussed. The cultivation of apparently miraculous powers was never undertaken for their
own sake, but rather as a means to obtaining a high spiritual goal. It is only outside the Buddhist
tradition, in the last remnants of Bon po shamanism, that “magic” was practised as an end in
itself.

It is good that this book should have been reprinted in Mme. David-Neel’s hundredth
year but it is deplorable that it should have been accompanied by an introduction which is
both pretentious and inaccurate by a man who, on his own showing, has completely missed
the point of this extraordinary work. The author of this introduction takes the practices and
achievements of the Tibetan mystics as described by Mine. David-Neel as an opportunity to
sensationalize what he calls “this elusive dream-world” of Tibet. The title is changed, according
to his wish, to Magic and Mystery in Tibet and, according to the slip-shod way in which this
edition has been brought out, the old title is nevertheless printed on every alternate page of the
book. One feels that the publishers ought to have done better in Mme. David-Neel’s hundredth
year, for she is really the grand old lady of European travellers and she has perhaps penetrated
further than anyone else into the esoteric practices of Tibetan Buddhism. For all that, her books
on Tibet retain a certain superiority and a capacity for intolerance which has persisted through
all her writings. She never developed a sense of tradition, in the wider sense of that term, nor
did she really define to herself carefully enough her “place” in Tibet, as an outsider trying to
become an insider. However, what can one do today but express one’s sincerest admiration for
her wonderful achievement in bringing to light so much that is valuable and hope that she will
live at least up to the sacred Tibetan number of one hundred and eight?
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Book Review

THE INDIAN MUSLIMS
By M. Mujeeb (Allen and Unwin, 75s.)

Review by D.M.M.

Muslims now living in the Republic of India have a special need to consider what they are,
what are their loyalties and what their future and in The Indian Muslims M. Mujeeb sets out,
not so much to answer these and similar questions, but rather to set out the data on the basis of
which each must find his or her own answers. It is a scholarly and remarkably objective study
and ranges wide from the 8th to the 20th centuries, from Baluchistan to Bengal, from Kashmir
to Travancore and from politics and social customs to Sufism and the role of the Shari’ah. It
may be deduced that the author is a Sunni Muslim of Northern India, but he treats also of the
role of the Shi’ahs, of the Ismailis and of the many sects who consider themselves as Indian
Muslims although their beliefs and practices have been more or less strongly modified by Hindu
or aboriginal influences.

It cannot be said to make easy reading for a Western reader unless he has made some study
of Islam and of India; it assumes familiarity with Indian topography and history; names are often
given an unfamiliar spelling; Arabic and Urdu terms are not always explained nor is it invariably
indicated whether a date is A.H. or A.D. None the less it is of great interest both as a study of
the interaction at various levels between Islam and Hinduism and for its account of the thought
and work of influential figures among Indian Muslims of modern times, both those well known
in the West like Sir Muhammad Igbal and Maulana Muhammad *Ali and others hardly known
at all in the West.
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Correspondence

Sir,

I am hoping that you will print this letter, despite its length, on account of the importance
and urgency of its subject. I feel that your readers ought to be informed, from the pen of a
Roman Catholic, of what is at present going on within the Roman Catholic Church. It is, of
course, important to distinguish between the new legislation which has been introduced by the
hierarchy and the general climate of opinion and behaviour—all-pervading as the latter may
have become. One cannot, however, draw an exact line—because these general tendencies are
being given strong official encouragement.

The following are the changes which have lately come about:

1. The introduction of the vernacular Mass. This change is, of course, known to everyone;
and its purpose is apparent. I shall confine myself to the remark that the translation which
has now been approved is so unbelievably shoddy that one cannot avoid the conviction that
deeper meanings have been lost.

2. The substitution of new translations of the Bible for the old Douai version which was
almost identical with the incomparable Anglican Authorised version (now likewise superseded).
Not many Sundays ago my astounded ears were regaled with the following: “Take a look at the
lilies. They don’t do any work.”

3. The total transformation of the movements and atmosphere of the Mass. In the past the
congregation were at liberty to kneel almost all the time—there was an atmosphere of deep
quiet, contemplation and awe. Now the whole congregation is ordered to repeat—I almost
wrote “gabble” because that is what it sounds like—uvirtually the whole of the Mass aloud—
standing most of the time—getting up and down perpetually. The possibility of prayer in the
contemplative sense has been removed.

4. The Traditional idea, so profound in its implications, of prayer “with intention” has been
replaced by the Protestant idea of praying firmly, slowly and “thoughtfully” —as if one were
conducting a personal conversation with God.

5. The sacred words of Consecration which in the Roman rite used to be whispered by the
priest with head bowed over the altar—are now uttered not only loudly but expressively into
two microphones which stand permanently on either side of the tabernacle in all churches.
Moreover since the Mass is frequently broadcast, these words resound in places where they
mean nothing, where they will be disregarded or switched off.

6. We must no longer kneel in the Creed at the words “and was made man.” Why? The
answer is clear if one considers why this custom was introduced. It was of course an act of
humility and awe at the unutterable condescension of God in relation to the (now idolised)
human race.

7. The reading from the opening chapter of St. John at the end of the Mass has been abolished.
Here too we used to kneel at “The Word was made flesh.” This new ruling is to be associated
with 6. Incidentally, this and other changes mean that many communicants have to leave the
church (or get themselves walked over) immediately after returning from the altar.

8. The introduction of the Mass facing the people. This is part of an exaggerated emphasis
on the “Priesthood of the laity” just at the moment when the lay person is more obviously
incapable than ever before of assuming the functions and dignity of a priest.

9. The rites of baptism and the last rites are to be altered—so far as one can gather so as
to remove all traces of “unpleasantness”—that is to say any distasteful reminders of sin and
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punishment.

10. The movement towards a relaxation of the marriage laws is so strong that great changes
seem inevitable. The danger here is, perhaps, less in the probable changes in themselves (since
traditions differ in this respect) as in the assumption that sex must be regulated by man’s
“ideals” and convenience—that is to say by more or less sentimental and unreal notions of
“personal relationship” (about which one hears these days until one is weary, as if there could
be any true relationship save in obedience to the will of God within a Traditional context).

11. There is a tremendous “climate of opinion” against devotion to the Blessed Sacrament
outside the context of a “sacred meal.” Here again one sees the emphasis shifting from God for
His own sake to God-for-man’s-sake.

12. Adoration of Our Lady—one of the greatest mystical Activities of the Church—is not
only on the wane but is openly disapproved of by “progressive” Catholics. The great Mysteries
concerning Her, although not yet officially denied, are all but unmentionable.

13. Other virtually unmentionable subjects are: miracles, unless interpreted in some vaguely
“psychological” sense; Original sin; and Everlasting Punishment. The names of all those saints,
such as Therese of Liseux, whose attraction is wholly supernatural rather than human, as also
that of the saintly Pope Pius XII, seem to have been expunged from the vocabulary of the New
Catholic. To enter a large Catholic bookshop such as Burns and Oates opposite Westminster
Cathedral, one would suppose that none of the above mentioned subjects had ever been heard
of. Portraits and book displays of Teilhard de Chardin dominate the scene.

14. There is an all-pervasive “climate of opinion” against (1) Religious Obedience. (2)
Voluntary poverty except as a means of identification with the “underprivileged,” no longer
of course known as the poor—who must never be insulted by “Charity” although they must
be assisted to “progress” and “develop.” (3) Vows of virginity —a state no longer regarded as
being of any positive significance. (4) Contemplation either as an end in itself or as an activity
incidentally profitable to the world.

15. The emphasis is all on humanism, “progress,” “development” and adaptation to the
world. This last is called “dialogue.” The proliferation of “gimmick” words is something at
which to marvel. At a recent important Catholic conference theologians emphasised that the
work of the Church at the present time was to foster something called “development” all over
the world.

16. The idea that the Church is of its nature opposed to the World is regarded with horror.
Equally shocking to the “new Catholic” is the suggestion that the Church has Authority to
teach and admonish the World. The Church of today, instead of repenting its sins, grovels in
sentimental “humility” before the World, asking explicitly to be taught by it. There is total
confusion between the sins (word not used however) of individuals in the past and the rightful
Authority and dignity of the Church in relation to society.

17. Admiration and interest are fixed above all upon:

(1) Teilhard de Chardin.
(2) “Christian Existentialism”—which provides most of the “gimmick”
words in common use.

The latter seems to have a twofold effect: (1) Those theologians who presumably understand
what they are talking about purvey a doctrine of “personal relationship” and “involvement”
which strikes at least one Catholic as being heresy at its most shameless. (2) The vast number of
“intelligent Catholics” who don’t under-stand what they are talking about are led into endless
byways of woolgathering and self-deception. In fact the situation in the Church at the moment
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can be summarised as follows: On the higher levels—Heresy. On all other levels—Wool.

18. In view of all this, it is scarcely surprising that the Church is now avid for “dialogue”
with Marxism instead of recognising, with Pius XII, that certain systems of thought are evil-in[]
themselves and discrimination should label them as such. Marxists, more faithful to their own

convictions, are noticeably unenthusiastic in face of this courtship.
LOIS LANG-SIMS

Medbourne, Leics. 6:11:6
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Usurpations of Religious Feeling

by
Frithjof Schuon

ONE of the abuses indirectly bequeathed to us by the Renaissance is the confusion, in one
and the same sentimental cult or in one and the same “humanism,” of religion and fatherland:
this amalgam is all the more deplorable in that it occurs in men who profess to represent
traditional values and who thus compromise what by rights they should defend. Doubtless a
believer does not always have the direct duty to preach about the truth that gives meaning to
life, but he certainly never has the right to adulterate it for entirely human reasons which cease
to be valid a few miles away; by seeking to justify passions of this sort in the name of religion,
one merely succeeds in rendering the latter unintelligible if not odious, a result which proves
that the cause behind this attitude is anything but harmless, and far from meriting—instead of
blame—simply an unconcerned and compliant indulgence.

It is quite obvious that in order to be able to determine the rights of earthly things (and
we can but regret that this is no longer a truism) it is necessary to start from the axiomatic
truth that the value of man and of things lies in their adequation to integral Reality and in their
capacity to participate directly or indirectly in this end; the role of the contemplative man is
constantly to look towards this Reality and ipso facto to communicate to society the perfume
of this vision; a perfume both of life and death, and indispensable for any relative well-being to
which the world here below may be entitled. It is necessary, therefore, to start from the idea
that spirituality alone, including the religion which of necessity provides its vehicle, constitutes
an absolute good; it is the spiritual, not the temporal, which culturally, socially and politically
is the criterion of all other values.

As regards the de facto and de jure limits of the feeling of patriotism, it is proper to recall
first of all that there is fatherland and fatherland: there is that of earth and that of Heaven; the
latter is the prototype and measure of the former, giving it its sense and legitimacy. Thus in the
Gospel teaching the love of God has priority over, and consequently may contradict, the love of
near relatives, without there being here the least offence against charity; the creature, moreover,
must be loved “in God,” that is to say, love never belongs to the creature exclusively. Christ
cared only for the heavenly Fatherland which “is not of this world”; this is sufficient to make
one not deny the natural fact of an earthly fatherland, but abstain from any abusive—and above
all illogical—worship of one’s country of origin. If Christ repudiated temporal attachments,
he none the less admitted the rights of nature, in the realm where they apply, rights which
are eminently relative and which must never be erected into idols; this is a theme that St.
Augustine has dealt with in a most masterly way, at least from one point of view, in his Civitas
Dei. Normal patriotism is both determined and limited by eternal values; “it is not puffed up”
and does not pervert the spirit; unlike chauvinism, it is not an official disregard for humility and
charity or a paralysis of a whole sector of the intelligence; remaining within its own limits, it is
capable of giving rise to the most splendid virtues without becoming a parasite on religion.

One has to be on guard against abusive interpretations of the historic past; the work of
Joan of Arc had nothing to do with modern national-ism, especially as the saint followed the
impulsion, not of a natural patriotism—though this would have been legitimate—but of a
will of Heaven, which was farsighted. For centuries France had been the pivot of Catholicism;
an English France in the long run would have meant a Protestant Europe and the end of the
Catholic Church; this is what Joan’s “voices” wished to prevent. The absence in Joan of all
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passion, her serene words with regard to the English, corroborate fully what has just been said
and more than suffice to defend the saint from any retrospective imposture.!

If it be permitted to interpolate here a more general consideration related to the abusive
annexation of historical examples, it may be said that a very common and particularly annoying
error is to believe that in our own age one is able to do everything that was done in the Middle
Ages and Antiquity; but before speaking of this, it is convenient first to mention the opposite
error, according to which our “time” gives us the right to despise as “out of date” what in the
Middle Ages was timeless, and which consequently has not ceased to be so in essentials; this
is a question of things or attitudes which concern, not the man of such and such a time, but
man as such. Indeed, the attitude of modern men towards the past only too often comprises
a double error: on the one hand, they consider that certain forms with a timeless content are
irreconcilable with the mental conditions of what they call “our time”; on the other hand,
in order to introduce some reform or simplification, they readily refer to what was done in
Antiquity or the Middle Ages, as if cyclic conditions have always remained the same and as
if there were not, from the point of view of spiritual fluidity and inspiration, a progressive
impoverishment or lowering of possibilities. Religion (for it is religion that is mostly in question)
is like a growing tree which has a root, a trunk, branches and leaves and in which there is no
element of chance—an oak never produces anything other than acorns—and whose manner
of growing cannot blindly be turned upside-down; such a growth is not an “evolution” in the
progressistic sense of the word, although, in parallel with the descent towards exteriorization
and hardening, there is obviously a deployment on the level both of mental formulation and art.
The so-called return to a primitive simplicity is really at the antipodes of this very simplicity
precisely because we are no longer at the origin and also because modern man is affected by
a singular lack of sense of proportion; our ancestors would never have conceived that it was
enough to see in an error “our time” in order to concede to it rights not only over things, but
even over intelligence.

Butlet us return to the notion of fatherland: in concrete terms, the fatherland is not necessarily
a State, but the country or countryside in which one was born and the people or ethnic or
cultural group to which one belongs; it is only natural for man to love his place of origin, just
as it is natural, in normal conditions, that a man should love his parents or that spouses should
love one another and their children; and it is no less natural that every man should contribute,
according to his function and his means, to the defence of his country or of his people when
they are attacked; it cannot assuredly be maintained that it is always illegitimate for one nation
to attack another, but in this case it is illegitimate (let this be observed in passing) to force all
citizens without distinction to participate in such an attack, since traditionally, or let us say
according to natural justice, a mass call-up is only legitimate in case of dire national danger.?

! Likewise Joan’s standard was a completely different thing from a revolutionary flag which unites in the same profane cult
both believers and unbelievers.

2 Thus the real fatherland of an Algerian Moslem may be not so much the Algerian State as the Islamic Maghreb, irrespective of
what its accidental subdivisions may be; and this Maghreb is an ancient and vital part of the Moslem world. In this connection it
could be added that one would have to be truly miserable or of a crass ignorance to regard as of no account the country which
was the home-land of such men as Sidi ‘Abd ar-Rahman Al-Azhari Sidi Ahmad At-Tijani, Muir ‘Abd al-Qadir and Shaikh Al1C]
*Alawi.

3 Even people as warlike as the Indians of North America knew nothing of “general mobilization,” each individual having the
right not to participate in a warlike expedition; this was often the case with medicine-men and recognized hunters. Likewise
in the case of the Israelites: “And it shall be, when ye are come nigh unto battle, that the priest shall approach and speak unto
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But nationalistic patriotism, precisely, is not content with natural positions: according to it,
the fatherland becomes in practice an integral part of religion, even if it oppresses the latter. This
is not to say that the fatherland is not more than an earthly accident without a spiritual meaning,
far from that: it is evident that the fatherland may assume a religious value to the extent that it
is the concrete and traditional vehicle of religion; this is beyond doubt in the case of the Vedic
Lands, ancient Israel, the Middle Empire of China, Shintoist Japan, Dar al-Islam and other
analogous instances; and this obviously applied likewise to the ancient “Christendom,” then to
the Holy Roman Empire and to a certain extent to the Kingdom of France, “elder daughter of
the Church”;* it is noteworthy that the king of France considered that he derived his authority
from David by sacramental analogy, while the Emperor of Germany derived his from Caesar,
by historical continuity.’

The sacred character of a nation depends, not on the sanctity of its citizens, this is obvious,
but on the traditional integrity of its regime; what makes it impossible to equate a secular State
with a “Holy Land” is precisely the confessionally “neutral” and therefore hetero-geneous and
profane character of modem civilization. There are two idolatries which are incompatible with
the sacred character of a nation: one is “civilizationism,” the other is “nationalism”; the former,
which is “pagan” and worldly in essence, dates from the promethean upsurge that was the
Renaissance, and the latter, which is secular, racialist and democratic in essence, dates from
the French Revolution, which itself was a kind of Renaissance but in vulgar, not aristocratic,
mode. Now it is precisely to these two key-notions, “civilization” and “fatherland,” that many
people firmly cling in the name of tradition, without realizing that this involves more than
one contradiction: firstly, and this is essential, religion is something sacred and cannot fit in
with entirely profane ideologies and institutions; secondly, “civilization” would have itself
essentially objective, since it is rationalistic and scientistic, whereas the nationalist and racialist
“fatherland” on the contrary is subjective by definition, whence an absurd and hypocritical
mixture of scientism and romanticism.

Profane patriotism improperly mixed with religion is a luxury which is all the more useless
in that it substitutes itself for a normal patriotism, and all the more pernicious in that it fatally
compromises the prestige of religion itself. Here it is a case of two religions being confused, one
of them true and the other false, and this doubtless to some extent explains the lack of haste
shown by Heaven in coming to the aid of a tradition which has already been betrayed in various
ways by its own adherents. According to nationalistic and “Jacobin” patriotism, the fatherland
never commits a crime, or nothing is a crime if it is done in the name of the fatherland; or

the people... and the officers shall speak unto the people, saying, What man is there that hath built a new house, and bath not
dedicated it? let him go and return to his house, lest he die in battle, and another man dedicate it. And what man is he that hath
planted a vineyard ... let him also go and return unto his house... And what man is there that hath betrothed a wife... let him go
and return unto his house... What man is there that is fearful and fainthearted ? let him go and return unto his house, lest his
brethren’s heart faint as well as his heart.” (Deuteronomy, XX, 2-8).

* Likewise mention should be made of “Holy Russia,” which could be looked upon as heir to Byzantium, the “New Rome and
New Jerusalem,” and as the predestined protector of the whole Eastern Church. Analogous remarks apply to Abyssinia, since
she is the only sovereign Empire of monophysite confession.

5 Following the manner of the kings of Judah, who were anointed by the high priest, the King of France received his consecration
by unction administered by the primate bishop of France with holy oil kept at Rheims; according to legend this oil had come
down from heaven, in a vessel which a dove had brought for the consecration of Clovis. In the eyes of the Medievals, this
heavenly unction conferred on the kings of France a privileged role and a certain independence with regard to the Emperor,
who himself was crowned and anointed by the Church; for his part, the Emperor was linked to the continuity of the function
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of Caesar, of whom Christ said: “Render unto Caesar, the things that are Caesar’s.
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again if it does act badly, it is a crime to reproach it for this.® The fatherland-nation is erected
into a transcendent principle, but if it suits one’s own book the patriotic sentiment of others
is trampled under foot, even while an unsullied “loyalty” is still expected of them should the
circumstances demand it; one despises foreign peoples, but one would still like to be liked
by them. What we reproach chauvinistic patriots for is certainly not their consciousness of
the real values of their country, but their blindness towards those of certain other countries
(it is a question here of political and sentimental interest); this blindness extends to the most
elementary rights of other peoples, even though the said patriots erect these same rights into a
universal law and make of them a principal of life; this brings to mind those so-called “peace
treaties,” conceived in the name of “self-determination,” which replaced ancient oppressions
by new oppressions while at the same time maintaining such of the ancient oppressions as do
not inconvenience any of the signatories.

It is perhaps not inappropriate to mention here, on the margin of what has just been said,
that the average European in the Colonies knew surprisingly little about the colonized people,
either in general or as regards their culture: we have observed this not only in the Old World
but also in America where the majority of the Whites living alongside Indians know next to
nothing about them; this phenomenon, which would seem to be the opposite of what one
might expect, is explained by a collective complex of superiority and by a reflex of self-defence
against a foreign psychological presence which it is more convenient to ignore than understand,
for one who wishes to be taken for superior, his mental security demands that he remain
insensible to the values of whoever is supposed to be inferior.

It is a fact that in our day anti-colonialism only too often takes on a stupid and hypocritical
character—the most intolerable colonialism apparently being that of countries which now
no longer have any colonial possessions—but people fail to notice that the protagonists of
these excesses are never men of a traditional and un-Westernized spirit; like “civilizationist”
colonialism, the corresponding anti-colonialism bears the stamp of the West (or of “Christian
civilization,” since some people insist on this term) but it is illogical to reproach entire peoples
for this inconsistency, after having undermined or destroyed their sense of the sacred and
with it the very foundation of their intelligence and their virtues. The European presence has
everywhere produced a spiritual vacuum, and it is obviously not St. Thomas Aquinas who
is going to fill it; “civilization,” whether labelled “Christian” or not, has other things to fill it
with!

While rejecting racialism, we do not intend to subscribe to the foolish opinion according
to which the only racial difference is in the “colour of the skin”; nor to a barbarous anti-
racialism that aims purely and simply at the suppression of the races, which would be an
entirely monstrous attack on the nature of mankind. Moreover, an anti-racialism may easily
serve as a mask for racialism, as is proved by the organized and grinning genocide of which the
American Indians have been the victims, from the fact that their ethnic personality and the
elementary rights which derive from this has been denied adequate recognition.

¢ But it is never wrong to proclaim aloud, or to carve in marble, the tale of other peoples’ misdeeds, after taking them out of
their own context of circumstances and without laying any heed to the laws of collective psychology lying behind them, in
any given case.
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The extreme detachment of Christ with regard to his fatherland, which he neither saved
from Roman domination nor even from destruction by the Romans, ought to arouse reflection in
the partisans of unconditional patriotism; of course it cannot be maintained that every country
is necessarily in the same position as ancient Judaea, but nevertheless it can be said that, like
Judaea, no fatherland has an overriding value unless it is thanks to its remaining the vehicle of
an unbetrayed spiritual patrimony. There is doubtless no tradition that has not been betrayed
in part, but in this respect there are eminent differences of degree—a circle not being a sphere
and a square not being a cube, in spite of the analogy; and in any case, after a certain degree of
denial, a fatherland ceases to be sacred in any sense.

The “amalgam™ of fatherland and religion prevents some protagonists of traditional
integrity from seeing, firstly, that the non-Christian religions are necessarily the natural allies
of Christianity in the face of anti-religion—for all religions teach the reality of a transcendent
Absolute and of an eternal life®—and secondly, that it is completely unjust to confuse non-
Europeans shaped by a Europe to which they are then hostile, with the religion of their fathers,
to which they them-selves are opposed in the name of the “civilization” which has been
instilled into them, even if by political calculation, or even by a certain sentimental attachment,
they still keep up a few appearances of their ancestral religion.’ If “neo-colonialism” has any
real existence, it amounts to this, namely that traditional peoples are being colonized, not
any longer by Europeans, but by a handful of European-educated, and so mentally colonized,
native technocrats now become colonizers in their turn.!® Be this as it may, an alliance between
the religions has meaning only if it is truly a question of religions, and not just of some vague
“Gandhiism” or some flat Bahaism; with this one proviso in mind, it may be asserted that the
solidarity of the great world religions is no mere matter of rhetoric, but results from the very
nature of things and that on this basis certain mutual approaches are a concrete possibility.'!

Those who see in “civilization”—heir of the Renaissance and later of the French Revolution—
a glory of the Christian religion and of the fatherland, reproach the other religions with this
or that, but seem to forget that modern Western civilization gave rise to the negation of all
religion, without mentioning phenomena such as the totalitarian dictatorships, the means of
mass destruction, a devouring and levelling machinism, a science which devastates Nature
and promotes a terrible imbalance, and so on. It is, to say the least, absurd to deplore, a little

7 This word has become a technical term for the French modernists and means the mixture of religion and money ( Translator’s
note).

8 Pius XII once remarked that it is consoling to recall that there are on earth so many millions of men who prostrate themselves
five times a day before God, namely the Moslems.

® It was a very grave fault on the part of the colonial powers, by wasting too much time, to allow native opposition to become
extremist, following the style of the age; what should have been done was to reach an understanding in good time with the
traditional elements and thus confer on them the prestige of liberation. In a certain kind of conflict one always ends up by
having to face the kind of negotiators one deserves.

19 The anti-Westernism of modernistic Orientals and Africans has something singularly contradictory about it, since modernism
is a purely Western creation and since consequently every people that accepts it is automatically Westernized and thinks in
European categories from then on, thus removing every reason for being proud of its Asiatic or African character. In a partially
analogous manner, the “civilizationist-nationalists” among the Europeans readily forget that Christianity itself is of Eastern
origin.

" Because a pseudo-spiritual and Vivekanandian universalism is lacking in intelligence, some conclude—or affect to conclude—
that every kind of spiritual universalism is necessarily stupid; this would be the same as saying that Catholic-ism is absurd
because Mormonism is so. It makes no difference that arguments of this type are only too transparent, they are much too
comfortable to be jettisoned.
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late and with an anti-Oriental and racialist intention, that the “international” modern world
wishes to destroy “Christian civilization” and, at the same time, to claim this same modern
world for Christianity; the de-christianization of the West comes neither from Mohammed
nor Confucius, as far as we are aware, and the least that can be said is that Asiatic bombs have
nothing particularly Buddhist about them.

No doubt the Catholic Church cannot be reproached for having positively allied itself with
post-Napoleonic bourgeois nationalism, despite all the concessions it made and despite the
political role played by the missions (it is in any case impossible for an international organization
to be nationalist), but one cannot avoid noting the Church’s solidarity with what may be called
“civilizationism”; St. Peter’s Basilica, by Michelangelo and Bramante, is like a symbol of this,
with its cold and promethean giantism, as remote as can be from Christian contemplation
to which the medieval cathedrals liturgically bear witness.!> The profound discomfort which
has afflicted the Church since John XXIII opened the floodgates stems from the fact that the
Church has never had a consistent attitude with regard to the modern world it is thus only
logical, if there can be said to be any logic in inconsistency, that she should have been caught
off her guard by the novel forms of an ancient and insufficiently discerned evil and that by this
very fact she lacks an intellectual and moral resistance adequate to the inhuman humanism that
characterizes our century. “All that is civilized is ours,” she seems to say, as if afraid to lose any
possible claim to glory, however brutally incompatible it may be with the spiritual Message
of which she is the trustee; here lies the reason for the Church’s strange weakness with regard
to the pantheistic evolutionism now in vogue,'® and also for the demagogic motives apparent
in pastoral teaching and the liturgy. Everyone wants to be “adult” and the Church must not
remain backward; no one seems to notice that in this very desire to be “adult” there is already
a very suspicious sign, for: “Unless you become as little children, ye shall in no wise enter the
Kingdom of Heaven”!

Man at last “grown up” or “adult”—after millenia of somnolence and heedlessness—is in
fact man become embittered and rebellious; the spirit of rebelliousness is like a cancer, it is
incompatible with serenity of heart, with submission to Heaven, to the hierarchy of things, to
destiny, and it is also the opposite of spiritual incorruptibility, which is an inward crystallinity
and not an outward hardening.!* To be contaminated by the spirit of bitterness, by a defiant
coldness, is to withdraw oneself from everything that comes from on high, even if, in this
mental climate, one still tries to juggle with theological notions.

Admittedly all this is no longer directly concerned with the patriotic amalgam spoken
of above, except in so far as all usurpations of the religious feeling, or of religion itself, are
fundamentally connected by the fact of the profane mentality or “worldliness” they imply.

12 A comparison of the “Last Judgement” by Fra Angelico—even though already of the Quattrocento—and the “Last Judgement”
by Michelangelo shows the complete incompatibility between two worlds, the one Christian and the other titanesque. The
Renaissance was not a “time” following another “time”, it was an act of murder; the Renaissance killed Medieval “space” and
invented “time.”

13 Luther was a Christian who left the Church; Teilhard was a pagan who remained in it.

14 “I am meek and humble of heart,” said Christ; likewise the Law of Manu: “When a man discovers in the intelligent soul
an affectionate disposition, wholly calm, and as pure as the day, let him recognize that this is the upward quality” (sattva,
conformity to Sat, pure Being).
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Civilizationism is properly speaking the real, sincere and unanimous religion of modern
man; for progressist “believers” the true faith the one which enjoys their wholehearted loyalty,
is the civilizationist conviction; the postulates of progressism are undiscussed and undiscussed
taboos and whoever dares to touch them is written off as either abnormal or dishonest. It is in
civilizationism that progressists and an all too large number of integrists'® meet, in a greater or
lesser degree; they consequently not only share a common religious belief, but also a common
error; moreover in the case of the integrists who are affected by it, it is precisely this error which
dulls and compromises their arguments and prevents them from being completely consistent,
especially when certain questions are raised': religion is all that it is, or else it is nothing.

A thesis tirelessly repeated (and how gratuitous and fallacious it is!) is the following:
the non-Christian religions are like Platonism, they ignore “time” and lead to “escapism,”
metaphysical dreaming, to a lifeless absolute, and also to “Buddhist nothingness”; on the other
hand Christianity has given their full meaning to “time” and the “human person,” discovered
by Judaism, or so it is said; as a result individualism, progress, scientism, technology and the
rest, are accounted to be fruits of Christianity.

Nevertheless things remain what they are and it is sufficient to open one’s eyes in order to
see them such as they are; but the question which people always carefully omit to ask, as if
there were on this subject a conspiracy of silence, is precisely that of knowing “why” a given
phenomenon is what it is, “why’” certain artists do what they do and “why” our time comprises
certain tendencies and not others.!” The fact that behind all these manifestations there is one
and the same irreligious mentality seems to worry no one nor does it lead to anyone’s drawing
a clear conclusion from that fact; people are concerned about certain particular effects but
close their eyes to the general causes, while accepting eagerly, as expressions of “our time,” a
thousand manifestations of these causes. That a collectivity should be impermeable to spiritual
values, or that it should be vulgar and blunted means nothing to these people; they think it
good simply because it embodies contemporary trends—it becomes good form to flatter the
collective vanity on every possible occasion; on this basis “charity” demands that one should see
only good everywhere, except in “fanatics,” that is to say, in those who think in terms of religion;
the saints are basically wrong because they “belong to another age,” just as religion is wrong
because it does not arouse the enthusiasm of the masses. So-called “lucidity””® demands that
everything should be suspected of psychological deception, or that everything should be accused
of relativity except this accusation alone, a classical and significantly revealing contradiction
common to all the grave-diggers of intelligence; the law of causality no longer operates, words
no longer have any meaning; if Aristotle were to return to earth, people would want to feel his

5 This expression, better known in French than in English, refers to those Catholics who, in contradistinction from the
“progressives,” stand for “Christian integrity” and who in English, are often referred to as “conservatives.” (Translator’s note).

16 If we put the question as to whether the Holy Family were “civilized” or not, basing ourselves, not on the general notion of
civilization but on the entirely special notion of “civilizationism” or “modern civilization,” it is obvious that the Holy Family
do not answer to this description, and it is precisely this which shows, or which proves, the wholly diabolic character of the
civilizationist idea. If the Prophets and Apostles were “civilized,” the Moslems are equally so; if the latter are not so, then
neither were the former.

17 The linking up of machines and other trivialities to Christ evinces a monstrous insensitivity with regard to the nature of
things and to the obvious language of forms, signs and symbols which proclaims that nature. This is a real perversion of the
imagination and sensibility, due to a refusal to recognize that even in “the age we live in” things continue to mean what they
mean.

8 This word has become in French the synonym of modernistically thinking intelligence. ( Translator’ s note).
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pulse. It is certainly no gain to turn away from a strangely blind patriotism, abusively mixed
with religion, simply in order to fall into an evolutionist and inhuman mythology, a barbarous
messianism of the uprooted which is at the antipodes of the faith which some still claim; one
must first have forgotten the meaning of faith, in order to wish to mix it with such a substitute.
To say the least, it is surprising that men who are so quick to wax indignant at some “gnosis”
or “suspect mysticism” about which they do not understand the first thing, experience no
repugnance in adopting ideologies opposed to all spirituality.

If profane nationalism (sentimentally confused with religion by virtue of an association of
ideas between varying notions of the sublime) constitutes a usurpation of religious feeling, then
in its own fashion, so-called Christian progressism is at least equally a usurpation since, for it,
religion includes a completely different faith, one which in fact is more truly felt and more
sincere, namely, the materialist and evolutionist creed. It is true that the intimate predominance
of a profane faith over genuine religious belief is likewise to be found in those patriots who
claim also to be believers, but who only too often are, not so much believers, as patriots. It
is obvious that the two parties have more than one point in common, so much so that many
of the criticisms levelled at one camp rebound equally on the other: speaking symbolically,
progressists and conservatives both accept the forbidden tree with apparently unmixed joy,
but the conservatives at least reject the spiritual poison that flows from it; their inconsistency is
that, because of their civilizationist taboo, they refuse to judge the tree by its fruits.

A remark which is perhaps called for here is the following: it is most unjust to eliminate
religion (starting with the realms of education and “public order”) and then to declare that
religion “has failed”; a purely “private” religion is already a dying religion, unless it is maintained
by virtue of its coincidence with a very characteristic ethnic minority which thrives on pressure
from outside, as was the case with the Judaism of the diaspora. The masses are passive and the
destiny of a religion cannot be abandoned to them; it is not for nothing that every totalitarian
political regime imposes itself in the manner of a “State religion,” without thinking of submitting
the doctrine in question to a popular vote, a fact which obviously does not prevent these regimes
from passionately condemning the same attitude in others. Everybody insists on the necessity of
educating the masses in order to make them accept what is contrary to nature; but religion is
deprived of all its influence and then required to reign by means of a smile, which moreover it
tries to do, at the same time persuading itself that this is a virtue. The first rule to be observed,
when one wishes to undermine a civilization, is to neutralize its leaders and compromise its
authorities; the people will never maintain any transcendent element by its own strength and
this is all the more true when it is exposed to the influence of an ideology and a morality which
flatter and exploit its natural tendencies and its propensity towards an irreversible downward
glide; the biblical story of the Golden Calf is completely significant in this respect.

If unbelievers reproach religion for its inability to solve the problems of “our time,” they
must not be blamed too much for this, since the religious authorities only too often assume
responsibility for modern civilization and thereby for the sins of Prometheus and Icarus; whoever
wishes to be responsible for certain causes must also be so for their effects. In reality, and most
fortunately, the Church is quite unable to lay claim to the glories of scientism and technocracy,
given that this modern world is a latter-day phenomenon situated outside the radiation of the
Church’s traditional “mythology,” if one may so express oneself; if some religious authorities—
not religion itself—implicitly claim for Christianity the world wars, the totalitarian dictatorships
and the atom bomb, they clearly exceed their rights. It already happens that pastoral letters
contain, not flagrant heresies regarding essentials, admittedly, but what may be called indirect
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or virtual heresies,' something that would not happen if there still were in the West a sapiential
tradition in the full sense of the word;?® in reality, whether one likes it or not, gnosis coincides
with a “dimension of the Holy Spirit,” if one may so express it, and no one can go on despising
it with impunity; even if previously we had hesitated to believe this, we would in any case
believe it today.

The enormous disproportion, in our age, between physical knowledge and pure intelligence
is full of the mystery of the absurd, especially in the case of “believers” on whom the most
“exact” and elaborate science has conferred not the slightest perspicacity with regard to the
qualitative aspect of phenomena or their spiritual and eschatological meaning; indeed quite the
contrary, since this science of their allows them to believe in progress in spite of the universal
neglect of God; one cannot help thinking here of this passage from Scripture: “Ye hypocrites,
ye can discern the face of the sky and of the earth; but how is it that ye do not discern this time
?”” (Luke, XII, 56). Some have argued that in order to convert a world, one must first love it; if
this means that one must love the immortal souls that one is taking the trouble to save, this is a
truism; but if it means that one must love the unbelieving world for its own sake, then this is a
non-sense. It is obvious that the Apostles loved the souls of the Romans; it is no less obvious that
they did not love Roman morals and that they had no indulgence for the games of the circuses,
for example, nor for the Saturnalia. What must be done in the first place in order to convert
a world is to understand it; now “to understand” does not mean “to agree with,” as a now
common misuse of language would have it; it means “to know its true nature,” be this good or
bad. The scientist civilization creates a mental climate and a formal structure incompatible, not
necessarily in principle but certainly in fact, with the development of a religious mentality; if
the individual is deaf to the appeals of religion, this is firstly because his whole ambience, which
invades his soul and from which he cannot separate himself, makes religious things a priori seem
extravagant and preposterous; an intelligent and effective pastoral teaching would thus begin
by sizing up this ambience on the basis of immutable criteria, but this would demand, not
the customary euphemisms, but a clear statement of certain truths—those, precisely, which a
“categorical imperative” of intellectual blindness render unmentionable.?!

Religion (when not neutralized by an adulteration which diminishes it or by concessions
which debase it, and provided that, on the contrary, it be founded on what constitutes its true
nature and its raison d’étre, namely, our eternal destiny whose evidence we carry in the very

Y Moreover, what is the value of the encyclicals of a given pope, since it is permissible to mock the encyclicals of some other
pope?

20 It is necessary to distinguish between an active or positive infallibility and one which is passive or negative: the first is the
normal infallibility embodied in the pope and the totality of the Church, and the second is the minimal intervention of the
Holy Spirit when the majority are contaminated by an extra-religious or “worldly” mentality; in this case, the Church remains
infallible with regard to the strict minimum of orthodoxy and efficacy, but is fallible as regards everything else, which is
enormous and which includes the liturgy in particular. The Holy Spirit allows human freedom its responsibility as far as this
is possible: it limits itself to applying the brake in extremis, in cases of obscuration of the human support; thus its action here
is “negative,” while human participation is purely “passive” in this sector. The intervention of Heaven is absolute only for
dogma and the sacraments; it is relative or conditional for liturgy and art, where it is exercised only by virtue of the positive
disposition of man. Since it is now accepted, rightly or wrongly, that the Church was fallible in the case of the Crusades, the
Inquisition and the sale of indulgences, by what right can its infallibility be invoked in the case of the new liturgy and the new
pastoral teaching, which are just as much situated outside pure dogma as the abuses of the Middle Ages? In other words since
the Church is supposed to have walked in darkness from Constantine to John XXIII, what is there to prevent it in principle
from doing as much in our own day or from doing it especially in our day?

2l There is an almost classical pseudo-argument which must be paraphrased here: fire is good, so it is good to set fire to a barn,
providing, of course, that it behaves well and does not burn! This is the usual logic of Christianized machinism.
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substance of our spirit) comprises in its heart the answer to every possible human question and
the solution to every genuine problem. A problem is real if it touches our integral nature and
our final interests; an impasse due to our own refusal to accept the truth and together with the
truth the calamities of earthly existence is not a true problem. All our miseries are the effect
of our separation from the Divine Principle, or from the Self as the Vedantists would say; now
religion is concerned with this cause rather than with its effects, or to be more accurate, it is
concerned with the effects in function of their cause; it strives to end this separation—the
saints succeed in this and show the way—but its aim cannot be to cure those effects in isolation
and from “worldly” motives, nor does religion try to cause the world to cease from being the
world. One cannot eliminate the consequences of sin without eliminating sin itself; and even if
one could do so for a moment, nothing would be solved and everything would merely begin all
over again, since sin itself would remain;** the great betrayal of the progressists is to ignore this
deliberately and to shut their eyes to what constitutes the quintessence of the human condition.
Religion is reproached for being unable to solve the “problems of our time,” but people will
not understand, firstly, that religion only has in view the problems of all times, and, secondly,
that no one will solve new problems, if only because each solution, on this plane or level, gives
rise to still newer problems;? finally, people fail to see that religion is qualified, alone and in
principle, not to do impossible things, but to do what could and ought to be done, whether this
be in conformity with the prejudices now in fashion or otherwise. The key to the world and
its destiny lies within ourselves, and this is the point of view of religion and of every enterprise
proportioned to our total nature; whoever can do the greater can in principle do the lesser, and
the latter has no meaning except in function of the former. “The Kingdom of Heaven is within
you* says the Gospel; no one can put it better.

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:)

Meister Eckhart says, I have been asked what God is doing in heaven? I answer, He has been
giving his Son birth eternally, is giving him birth now and will go on giving him birth for ever, the
Father being in childbed in every virtuous soul. Blessed, thrice blessed is the man within whose
soul the Heavenly Father is thus brought to bed. All she surrenders to him here she shall enjoy from
him in life eternal. God made the soul on purpose for her to bear his one-begotten Son. His birth in
Mary ghostly was to God better pleasing than his nativity of her in flesh. When this birth happens
nowadays in the good loving soul it gives God greater pleasure than his creation of the heavens
and earth.

22 By “sin” must be understood our separation from the Divine Centre in so far as this shows itself in attitudes or acts; the
essence of sin is a forgetting of the Absolute, which is likewise the Infinite and the Perfect, and this forgetting coincides with
centrifugal passion and at the same time with egoistic hardening.

2 In the Nineteenth Century, the machine-the kind which combined “iron” and “fire”—was supposed to solve once and for
all the problem of work; serums were to abolish illness, and so on. Now the results already before us prompt the remark that
a rainmaker must neither be ineffective, nor provoke a flood. It is moreover contradictory to want to abolish work and then to
glorify work to the point of making a religion of it.

2% This means, not that Heaven is something subjective—quod absit—but that access to Heaven passes through the human
subject.
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Discovering the Interior Life
by
Marco Pallis

This title was originally chosen by the Lama Trungpa for a talk he was to have given at a conference
of Catholic religious headmistresses just after New Year 1968 at “Spode House” near Rugeley,
Staffs. Being unexpectedly prevented from keeping this date, the Lama asked me to act in his stead;
this new version of the talk was afterwards published in the monthly “Spode House Review” and
is reproduced here with the kind concurrence of its editor. Given the nature of the audience, no
attempt was made to stick to a Buddhist terminology; Pali and Sanskrit words have been replaced
by expressions more familiar to Christians. Both sources have been freely drawn on in the shape of
quotations and other illustrative material. Emphasis all along has been less on anti-thesis than on

intelligible dialogue.

Marco Pallis
REVEREND MOTHERS AND SISTERS,

When the Venerable Lama Trungpa asked me to stand in for him at this conference I
confess to having felt some dismay at the prospect of replacing one whose whole training,
from early childhood, was conditioned by the aim of developing the Interior Life to the fullest
possible extent. Schooled in the tradition of Tibetan Buddhism under its most contemplative
form with saints for his instructors, the Lama Trungpa is unusually qualified to discourse on the
means whereby a human soul may be opened to its own latent possibilities of illumination—to
the “Kingdom of Heaven that is within you,” to quote the phrase used by Christ Himself. It
is a real pity that a conjunction of unforeseen causes prevented the Lama from attending your
meeting, but this could not be helped; he wishes me to say how sorry he is to have disappointed
you. He had, however, told me something about the line he intended to take when addressing
you and this evidently has been some guidance to me. I can only express the hope that what
[ am going to say ties up sufficiently with the specific question raised in your Conference
prospectus, namely how to help the young people placed under your care to form themselves
in the love and knowledge of the Lord in a manner that will be, not merely conceptual, but
also effective.

This in fact is a question that concerns us one and all, be we young or old, clever or simple,
European or Asian, religious or lay; quite simply, the supplying of an answer to this question
is the purpose of religion under all its forms. Buddhism expresses this truth by saying that, for
any human enterprise to be brought to proper fulfilment, Wisdom and Method must operate
together, as one conjoint principle; they must keep in step with one another, otherwise the
enterprise will be frustrated as a result of its own inherent unbalance. The Tibetans convey this
lesson by the following parable: two men were both trying to get to the City of Nirvana, but
neither of them could make much headway because the one was blind while the other was
lame, so they decided to join forces; the lame man climbed on the blind man’s back and pointed
out the way (this is Wisdom) while the man who had sound legs (this is Method) carried his
companion along the road. This sets the pattern of every spiritual life; all the rest is but a matter
of variable circumstance and detail.

The same idea is expressed traditionally by saying that Method and Wisdom are husband
and wife, who may never be divorced. In the Buddhist iconographical symbolism Method is
always depicted as a male figure, Wisdom by a female; when the two appear together on the
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same ikon they are usually shown in conjugal embrace, a fact which in the past has often been
misinterpreted in an obscene sense by uninformed European observers; had they but known it,
it was their own minds that were thus affected, since these particular ikons illustrating what
might be called the “mystical marriage of Wisdom and Method” are regarded by Buddhists as
conveying a message of austerest purity; to suspect anything different would, for them, savour
of blasphemy.

It is noteworthy that though Method is represented as playing the male part in the Divine
Alchemy, that is to say in the process of trans-muting the lead of our creatural ignorance into
the gold of the saving Enlightenment, it is Wisdom, female counterpart of Method, who will
first be encountered by the human aspirant and the reason for this is evident; there must be
some kind of initial vision of the Truth, a first glimpse of Wisdom, before any man will feel
impelled to alter the direction of his life by turning his back on the world and its manifold
allurements in order to seek God. This change of direction, which the word “conversion” by
its etymology expresses, itself implies an initial grace thanks to which one suddenly becomes
aware of the futility of one’s present state and, by the same token, becomes aware of the
possibility of reaching a better and happier state. This grace, the gift of faith, marks the first
awakening of Wisdom in the soul; automatically it will give rise to the question “what must
I do (or avoid) in order to reach a goal I now discern in the dim distance? What road am I to
follow?” This very word “what?” implies a prayer for Method: all the prescriptions, positive
or negative, of Religion can in fact be grouped under one or other of our two main headings:
its doctrinal formulations indicating what is to be realized and why, correspond to wisdom
under various aspects; while the ritual, moral and artistic equipment provided by religion may
properly be grouped under the heading of “methodic supports” at various levels. The supreme
instrument of Method is the Life of Prayer, taken in the widest sense; Buddhists would rather
say “the practice of Meditation,” a matter of terminology that indicates a certain difference of
viewpoint but certainly not any essential incompatibility.

In this same connection it should be pointed out that, from a Buddhist standpoint, a too
preponderantly abstract presentation of theological truth is dangerous inasmuch as this can easily
degenerate into mere philosophising, into a mental art for art’s sake. A theology offered without
its concurrent means of active verification in the soul, that is to say as an isolated wisdom,
will at best lead the mind into an intellectual dead end; at worst, it will engender its own
opposite, since typically the world’s heresies have all arisen from an unbalanced presentation of
some truth or other; error—a failure in respect of wisdom—always will imply a parallel failure
in respect of method and vice versa: one cannot afford to forget for a minute the essential
interdependence of the two great spiritual factors. The great value of tradition is that it serves
to maintain the polar balance between theory and practice, between wisdom and its effective
realization, through calling into play the appropriate spiritual means. If wisdom is by definition
concerned with knowing, method for its part is concerned with being. In fact, one can only
really claim to know some-thing by being that thing; to mistake a merely mental appreciation
for knowledge is the classical trap of the philosophers. Realization can be said to take place at
the moment when being and knowing coincide.

If one were called upon to describe the process of spiritual regeneration or enlightenment
as a whole, one could perhaps best qualify it in terms of a circuit, with wisdom calling forth its
appropriate method at each stage of the way with the result that this same wisdom will become
integrated in the soul as a henceforth inalienable element of one’s being. The Way starts from
wisdom and ends in wisdom: Buddhism by its own showing offers itself as a series of methods
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calculated to lead suffering beings more or less directly to Enlightenment; this is Buddhism’s
specific “note.”

To give the parallel version: Christ offers Himself to men both as “Light”—another name
for Wisdom—and as “the Way”; “I am the Way”—He could equally well have said “I am the
Means™: the prayer “light up our way, O Lord !”” sums up man’s most essential needs. What we
call the “Interior Life” is but an answer to that prayer.

Before entering on a discussion of Method under its more technical aspects, it were well to
give our attention briefly to two important conditions attaching to any form of contemplative
discipline if it is to be fruitful; the first of these conditions relates to the attitude a man should
take up versus Nature and the things of nature, whereof he himself is one thing among others;
while the second relates to what may be called “the mythological mantle of Truth,” this being
one among several means whereby divine wisdom has chosen to reveal its secrets in intelligible
form, either in certain parts of Holy Scripture or else through the medium of a traditional
folklore, for both these ways of conveying certain truths have been in evidence throughout the
world. If our own rationalistic education has rendered us largely impervious to this mode of
communication, then it is important for us to re-animate the missing faculty, since a mind that
has become closed in this respect will certainly be gravely hampered in its discovery of the Life
Within.

To take the question of man’s place in Nature first of all: quite obviously mankind, in order
to exist, are compelled to draw on the things around them for their sustenance and in various
other ways; as far as that goes man does not differ greatly from the cow or the tiger or any other
living thing, except that his ingenuity in procuring what he wants exceeds theirs and so do his
appetites, a fact which, religiously speaking, is hardly a cause for self-satisfaction; rather should
it be deemed a cause for self-questioning.

To suggest, as has been far too commonly the case, that the right to use the fruits of
this world’s garden, as recorded in Genesis, can be equated with permission to indulge an
irresponsible and limitless cupidity, destructiveness and even cruelty towards our non-human
fellow-creatures is an insult to the Creator, firstly because it makes nonsense of the statement
that “God hateth nothing of what He has made” and secondly, because it restricts the idea of
the usefulness of things to their material possibilities alone, and even to only a part of these:
their illuminative uses, as signs or reminders of God’s merciful presence are ignored. The beauty
of animals and plants, for instance, and the intrinsic qualities which make of each created thing a
unique and irreplaceable witness to one or other Divine aspect—all this is food for the Intellect,
chosen instrument of intuitive contemplation where-with man is enabled to behold mysteries
far beyond the reach of his discursive reason. It is this transcendent faculty, which since Adam’s
fall has been as if asleep, that needs reawakening in such a way as to allow all our other faculties
of perception and action to group them-selves harmoniously around it: the word “Buddha,”
which means “the Wake,” testifies to this crowning need. For Buddhists, goodness is first of all
intelligent, since it leads to God; sin, on the other hand, is stupid, it proceeds from ignorance and
leads back to ignorance and its mere “badness” pales beside its principal disadvantage, which
is to thicken the veil between ourselves and the Divine. Buddhism always tends to see in sin a
greater or lesser degree of incompetence and in virtue a proof of skill; a Buddhist would readily
agree with the statement that Christian “love,” that which makes a man yearn to know God
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and experience His constant presence already here in this world, is firstly and lastly an activity
of awareness. As for the love of neighbour, in which Buddhism includes all that shares in man’s
capacity to suffer—itself a consequence of separation from the Divine Centre—this is both a
logical and indispensable condition of deliverance from suffering through a clear discerning of
its root-cause: Christ’s words “inasmuch as ye have done so to the least of these, ye have done
it unto Me” will always find a ready echo in any Buddhist heart.

A compassionate attitude both in thought and practice towards all that lives is one of
the keys of a true contemplation: it is preceded, in a Buddhist religious training, by intense
meditation on the theme of the impermanence, including suffering and death, which man and
all other creatures have to share. This thought is inculcated early in the Buddhist child; such
a remark as “look at that horrid moth, let’s kill it” would be quite unthinkable in a Buddhist
home. In Tibet, to swear at a horse or mule was a thing unknown let alone to beat it. Wild
animals and birds were mostly half-tame because they had so little cause to fear their human
neighbours and their peaceful proximity was in fact a particularly powerful factor in moulding
the spiritual outlook of the people at large—an object-lesson in what Eden must have felt like
for Adam.

Let me quote you one passage from the writings of a great saint which perfectly sums up
the attitude I have just been describing: “What is a charitable heart? It is a heart aflame with
charity for the whole of Creation, for men, for birds, for beasts, for devils, for all creatures.
He who has this heart will be unable to remember or see a creature without his eyes filling
with tears because of the compassion that grips his heart; and that heart is softened and cannot
endure to see even a slight pain inflicted on a creature or to hear of it through others; this is why
such a man does not cease praying also for animals, for the enemies of the Truth, for those who
do evil to him, so that they may be protected and purified; he even prays for reptiles, moved by
an infinite pity which is awakened in the heart of those who assimilate themselves to God.”

Surely a world so schooled would be a world far less contentious and destructive than the
one we know: but now, I must make a confession, since I have been playing something of a
spiritual practical joke on you all, if such an expression be not far-fetched! The quotation I
have just read out to you does indeed well express the Buddhist spirit; but it is in fact taken
from a Christian saint, St. Isaac the Syrian. The Desert Fathers, the Celtic hermits, St. Francis all
represent a similar trend. Contemplation of the divine mysteries and a fellowship with Nature
go hand in hand; this is the point I have been trying to make. And now for the second condition
alluded to above, the function of “mythological communication™: this need not occupy us long,
yet some mention of the subject is indispensable.

Latterly a widespread movement has made itself felt in the Christian West the aim of
which, as its supporters put it, is to “demythologise” the Church’s teachings: this is a most
sinister development, one fraught with peril both to faith and to the object of faith which is
none other than Truth. This anti-mythological bias proceeds from two evident causes, namely,
first a feeling of defeatism versus modern science, its discoveries and its gibes and secondly,
an inability to see that it is quite in the nature of things for Revelation to use various means
of communicating its message, traditions having a mythological form being one kind of means
among others and indispensable in their own place. Every religion contains this element to some
extent, while in certain religions—Hinduism for instance—this enters in very largely as I was
myself able to observe when living in the hills of North Bengal: my gardener, for instance, had
a strongly developed sense of the omnipresence of God of which the evidence, for him, was
for the most part vehicled by Scriptural narratives of a mythological character, therefore also
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timeless; historical considerations hardly entered in.

Like Christianity and Islam, Buddhism has a strongly affirmed historical framework; the life
of the Founder can be timed and featured and its episodes provide the prototype whereon a
man’s spiritual life is to be modelled. However, even in these traditions there are to be found
other concordant ways of conveying the saving message and the respective Scriptures all include
portions which are neither ascribable to the historical unfolding of the religion in question nor
yet to its purely doctrinal side; they narrate mythological happenings which, to be understood,
have to be read not physically but meta-physically. This does not mean, of course, that these
stories are of human invention and therefore lacking in truth—indeed quite the contrary; their
place in the corpus of revealed truth is guaranteed by the fact that certain lessons can best be
conveyed by this means and thanks to the very fact that they take one into a metaphysical
dimension that is as real today as yesterday and will remain equally so tomorrow.

The Old Testament, in particular, is rich in this kind of ever-actual narrative; a mind that can
respond aright to such a teaching has to be free of a certain self-imprisonment in time and space.
Many people are apt to confuse the miraculous with the mythological, which is wrong inasmuch
as miracle, whenever it occurs, belongs by definition to the order of historical happenings; a
miracle is an exceptional manifestation in this world of an influence of a transcendent order on
a particular occasion. Those who say they wish to remove the mythological element from the
Church’s inheritance may not admit, even to themselves, that after mythology miracles will
be their next target; a false mental association of these two elements will nevertheless make
this likely. Where possible, miraculous happenings will be explained away, as by saying of the
Virgin Birth that the mother of Jesus was so pure a soul that her purity was “tantamount to
virginity” or some such thing: I fully expect this to happen—if this warning proves to have been
needless, so much the better! Common prudence, however, requires us to be prepared for this
and other similar attempts, for pointers in this direction are now too many to be overlooked by
anyone who is not blind.

In the case of happenings that could properly be qualified as pertaining to a sacred mythology,
such as the story of the Ark or the Tower of Babel, those who wish to discredit them start off
from an assumption that such happenings are either historical or else mere fiction; they can
discern no other choice. What they fail to see is that even if these stories be accepted as literal
fact, as was the case with our ancestors, this in no wise deprives the stories of their power to
convey truth. Where a genuine myth is concerned its illuminative effectiveness operates outside
the alternative “belief or disbelief”; whosoever cannot receive it thus will fail to understand it.

Let the two afore-mentioned examples from the old Hebrew mythology tell us what they
can: firstly the Ark. From its description in Genesis XI, complete with measurements given in
cubits, it is obvious that a person in the Middle Ages, for instance, had he felt so minded, could
easily have found out that a vessel of that size could not possibly have accommodated all the
known kinds of animals, let alone the food needed to keep them and also Noah’s family alive
for forty days or more. Since there is not the slightest reason for supposing that people then
were stupider than nowadays and many reasons for believing the contrary, one has to explain
their apparent lack of interest in certain questions of probability or otherwise by the fact that,
for them, the dimension of sacred happenings was accepted as a whole, for what it plainly
told them; its intrinsic truth shone too brightly to require corroborating through a meticulous
canvassing of details. The medieval mind, for all the presence there of human defects as well as
virtues, was a whole mind and so was its view of the Cosmos; the Gospel references to receiving
the truth “as a little child” well describe this attitude. For such a mentality, the story of the
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Ark retains all its intrinsic validity quite apart from any possibility that at a certain moment in
time an extensive flood might in fact have overwhelmed part of the inhabited world and thus
given rise, in retrospect, to this marvellous story: its lesson is for all time, for the flood (or its
equivalent) is always on the point of overwhelming some section of humanity—today it might
well be humanity as a whole that is thus threatened—and escape from the disaster is always
by way of an ark of sorts to which only those who fear the Lord can gain admission because
this very fear spells intelligence: the fate of those who become oblivious of God (they may
appear to be quite kindly people) is always to be drowned in the consequences of their own
forgetfulness.

The Tower of Babel is another such universal myth, also peculiarly applicable to our own
time, as it happens. Here again, it is irrelevant whether some ruler in ancient Mesopotamia may
or may not have inaugurated an ambitious project of constructing an edifice bigger than ever
before and describable as “reaching to heaven”; the Empire State building at New York almost
answers to that description, especially on days when the top is swathed in cloud while the street
below is clear—in this respect it can emulate many a natural hill. All this remains beside the
point, however, because the spirit of Babel is some-thing that is repeating itself continually in
human history, in the form of megalomaniac plans wherein Man sees himself as the “conqueror
of Nature” and as the archplanner who can manipulate the future at his own sweet pleasure.
The day some Russian or American space-man first sets foot upon the Moon you can be sure
that the world will be treated to a babel of blasphemous boasting exceeding all that has been
heard hitherto; for the “confusion of tongues” one has but to substitute “confusion of minds”
and the Bible story will be lived over again with almost literal similarity.

It is moreover noticeable that those who have taken part in recent cosmonautical exploits
have been alike in one thing, namely that their comments relayed from the heights of space have
been of a uniformly abysmal triviality that contrasts disconcertingly with the supposed greatness
of their achievement, let alone with the courage these people undoubtedly have shown: this is
the story of Babel repeating itself with a vengeance! Who then shall say that this story has lost
its relevance for us moderns and should now be “demythologised” into oblivion?

As you doubtless are expecting, the latter part of this discussion will contain some reference
to the question of “method” in its positive sense of aids to concentration or, to give it also
its negative sense, of hindrances to distraction. Needless to say, this is where the Venerable
Trungpa himself will be most sadly missed by us today, for though still young he has already had
a wide and varied experience of handling this matter of practical training in the contemplative
art, both in relation to the ever-varying needs of individual disciples and, at a more external
level, when offering general guidance to groups. Though I cannot hope to emulate him in this
respect, I can at least suggest that consider-able profit may be derived through reading his book
Born in Tibet which was published not long ago by Allen and Unwin. Though this is presented
as a personal account of the Lama’s early life and training leading gradually to his adventurous
escape with a band of refugees in 1959, the book episodically contains much that throws light
on the power of a steady Contemplation to regulate Action even under the utmost stress of
danger and hardship—a lesson to our contemporary activists. Whoever will but read between
the lines will find in this book much that speaks to his condition.

Since we are on the subject of books, I take this opportunity of drawing your attention to
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another book by a contemporary Catholic author, Dom Aelred Graham, an English Benedictine
who spent many years in America as director of a large boys’ school. As a result of experience
in the practice of meditation in company with some Buddhist friends, Dom Aelred wrote a
book! to show how certain current Buddhist techniques might be adapted advantageously for
Christian use with the aim of deepening the contemplative awareness of Christians at this time
when the pull is mostly in the opposite direction: as you see, his motives and your own are
much the same in this respect.

With much sagacity, Dom Aelred Graham has arranged his material according to the plan
that is traditional in the Buddhist East; that is to say, he has presented it under the two-fold
heading of theory or wisdom and of practice or method whereby that same wisdom may be
experienced in one’s inmost being—the only way to know, as has been said already. Every
initiatic teaching, in Tibet or Japan, has always rested on the authority of a particular sitra or
group of siitras, that is to say on certain inspired treatises or selected portions of the Scriptures
related directly to the method in question and from which the method itself draws its technical
apparatus in appropriate form; normally these siitras would be memorized before embarking
on the corresponding course of meditation. In Dom Aelred’s book this wisdom-function is
filled by a quite remarkable series of quotations mostly drawn from St. Thomas Aquinas and
disposed in such a way that the subsequent comments about ways and means will at once be
recognisable as “enactments” (if one may so use the word) of the truths expressed specifically
by those quotations. I feel sure that this book will be of interest to many of you here and it may
well be that its author, when he eventually returns to this country, can usefully be consulted
in connection with this whole question of meditational practices suited to the present needs of
the Church.

Incidentally, in a talk on this same subject given by Dom Aelred Graham to the Anglican
Congregation of St. John the Divine in Boston he mentioned one fact which will surely interest
you greatly: in his school, quite unprompted by himself, a number of the boys came and asked
to be allowed to join in a session of what they called “Catholic Zen meditation” each Sunday
for half an hour of their free time—Dom Aelred said this had been one of the most moving
experiences of his life at the school. What this shows above all is that the young, given the
right example exerted through the presence of a revered teacher even more than through any
spoken exhortation, may well discover in themselves that very possibility of contemplation
which provides faith with its inward dimension and with an unshakable defence. This does not
mean, of course, that the spoken or written word has ceased to count, where these profound
matters are concerned; what it means is that wherever wisdom at any degree is content to shine
with its own light, by an “activity of presence,” its communication will be both more clear and
more far-reaching.

To return to Buddhists and their practices: certain methods of inducing a habit of attention
or “mindfulness,” as it is most commonly called, have been in current use since the beginning
whereof an example is the practice of watching the alternate in-coming and out-going breaths
over a longer or shorter period; this method remains classical where beginners are concerned
and it has many variants. Similarly in Hinduism exercises in breath-control are in common
use, as also a whole body of quasi-gymnastic movements and posturings whereby rhythm and
poise are promoted in body and mind together: a number of instructors in these methods have
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found their way to the West many of whom, however, offer them as a means of promoting
bodily and psychic health apart from any religious purpose; whatever benefits may accrue
from such a restricted application of these methods, the results will always suffer from a taint
of profanation, as indeed happens with many things familiar to us today—tobacco smoking,
for instance, started as the profanation of a sacramental rite of the Red Indians which the
white settlers in America prostituted to a mere luxury of the senses. Carried out under proper
direction, however, this kind of physical or psychological adjunct to meditation can have great
uses, provided the indispensable link with a traditional wisdom is maintained from start to
finish.

It is not, however, about this kind of method that I wish to speak today, not being expert
in this field. Nor is there much point in discoursing on some of the more elaborate meditative
schemes belonging to the Tantrik form of spirituality, as found in India and Tibet, for the simple
reason that these methods require conditions such as would not easily be realizable in a Western
framework, save by exception. The Venerable Trungpa is in fact qualified to initiate disciples
in several of these methods; but I do not think that these would transpose into a Christian
medium just as they stand, though theoretic-ally the possibility of adaptation in certain cases
need not be excluded altogether. What can be said, however, in a more general way is that in a
time of growing alienation and disbelief apparatus of a very complex kind hardly fits the need,
which calls for a discipline that is at once “central,” that is to say expressive of the most central
truths of the tradition, and at the same time extremely concise as to the instruments it sets in
motion, thus allowing of their methodic exercise under all kinds of circumstances, be it even
the most unfavourable.

Such an instrument is typically represented by the invocation of a Sacred Name (the Indian
japa) or else of a short formula in which a Sacred Name is found enshrined: all the great
traditions are agreed in saying that this way of concentrating attention and pervading a person’s
whole being with continual reminders of God is a spiritual means particularly suited to the
needs of the Dark Age, when religion is at a low ebb and the forces of godless subversion
seem to be a mounting tide. In Buddhist Japan, for instance, this method is associated with the
school known as Jodo or “Pure Land,” in which the name of the Buddha Amitabha (meaning
Infinite Light) is the invocatory means provided. In Tibetan Buddhism a similar means exists
in the form of the six-syllabled phrase OM MANI PADME HUM, of which the manifold and
complex mystical correspondences has caused it to be described as “the quintessence of the
wisdom of all the Buddhas”; but time does not allow of more than a bare mention of the sacred
formula in question. In the Islamic tradition the Name of God (in Arabic Allah) is recognised as
the spiritual means, par excellence: its invocation, in the Sufi confraternities which exist for the
sole purpose of fostering the Inward Life, is known as dhikr, remembrance; the Sufi initiations,
instituted for this purpose of bringing about the “divine encounter” in the heart, all trace back
their lineage to the Prophet himself.

Perhaps some inkling of how an invocatory method is intended to operate in the soul may
be afforded by recalling the words of a Lama whom I met near Shigatse in Tibet when I was
staying in the district in 1947; after describing some other methods of a more specialised kind
he offered the following advice: “If a man has been given a particular task to accomplish, this
should be carried out with diligence according to the needs of the moment. This having been
done, one’s remaining time should be filled up with the invocation, leaving no gaps.”

Thinking afterwards about that Lama’s advice, it came into my mind that here was a case
for applying the lesson of the Gospel story about the man whom an unclean spirit had just
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quitted. The text goes on to relate how this unclean spirit wandered away through dry places
vainly seeking rest until it began to feel homesick for its previous haunt within the man, so
it came back there to find the place empty and nicely tidied up—the text says “swept and
garnished”—as if awaiting a new occupant. Then that evil spirit proceeded to recruit seven
more wickeder than itself and they all came to dwell there so that the last state of that man was
worse than the first.

Here we have a perfect picture of the process of distraction in the mind. If one distracting
thought be expelled, a horde of other distracting thoughts will crowd in to fill the vacant place,
for will-power alone will not suffice to fight them off. What is needed is a wholesome presence
that will leave no room for anything else of a harmful kind: this presence is the Name and its
continual invocation. So long as the Name is there, no unclean spirit can gain access to that soul;
let but this state become an established habit of unbroken attention, and the distractions will
give up the struggle, leaving the man in peace.

After what has been said about the Oriental religions, it will be no cause of surprise to
find an analogous spiritual method in the Christian tradition itself; indeed it could scarcely be
otherwise, since such a way corresponds to a basic human need, outside all questions of religious
form. In fact a quintessential formula of the kind referred to above exists in the Churches of the
Eastern Rite under the name of the Jesus Prayer, being invoked there in much the same way as
in the traditions of the farther East and giving rise to a whole spiritual method that goes under
the name of “Hesychasm” from the Greek word hesychia, meaning “tranquillity,” that peace in
Christ which is the recompense of saints in this world and the next.

Probably a good many of those here present will have read a small book published under
its English title of The Way of a Pilgrim, its author being an unidentified Russian of the mid-
Nineteenth century at that time the Jesus Prayer and its invocation was the lamp lighting up
the way of salvation for many pious men and women both in Russia and the Balkan countries;
monastic centres or hermitages where eminent Masters of this spiritual art were known to
reside attracted a continuous stream of pilgrims drawn from all sections of the population. Such
a Master was called Geron in Greek and Staretz in Russian, both of which mean “old man.” The
“Elder” Zosima, in Dostoievsky’s Brothers Karamazov is a somewhat fanciful portrait of such
a Master. The most famous centre where the Hesychast methods were practised and taught
was the Holy Mountain of Athos, having been so since Byzantine times; but the roots of this
form of Christian yoga, as it may well be called, can be traced much further back, to the hermit
communities of the Desert Fathers in Egypt and other parts of the Christian East.

In the Eighteenth Century a specially selected collection of Greek texts from the Fathers
was compiled and first printed in Venice under the name of Philokalia, its purpose being
to provide the appropriate sapiential foundation for those following the Hesychast way; this
collection was soon translated into Russian, being also slightly modified in the process. Two
sizeable volumes of extracts from this book exist in English, translated by E. Kadloubovsky and
G. E. H. Palmer, the publisher being Faber and Faber. I recommend this book to your notice
with all my heart.

The Jesus Prayer itself consists of a single sentence which runs as follows: Lord Jesus Christ
Son of God have mercy on me (or “on us” or “on me a sinner,” since all three variants exist); quite
evidently, this formula sums up the essentials of the Christ-given wisdom in relation to human
need: as a Buddhist would say, this is an upaya or spiritual means of the greatest efficacy and
power. It is equally evident that, as far as the prayer itself goes, it is accessible and appropriate
to every baptised person as such; moreover its conciseness makes it suitable for all possible
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occasions—even in the presence of scoffers and persecutors it can be pronounced unobtrusively,
just as it also lends itself to being whispered by the dying with their last conscious breath.

Seeing that the Jesus Prayer belongs historically to Eastern Christianity, it may be asked by
some whether its transplantation to the West at this late hour would be entirely appropriate,
using it of course in its Latin translation of Domine Jesu Christe Fill Dei miserere nobis. Could
not the Rosary, as an existing Western form, fill the same purpose? This is a question I do not
feel prepared to answer outright; all one can say is that “Invocation,” in the methodic sense
given to its practice in the East, seems to require a maximum of concentration in the form so
used, so that a more extended formula, though not inferior per se since it relates to the same
wisdom, may not in practice lend itself quite so well to the purpose the invocation is intended
to foster. According to one Spiritual Master, the natural equivalent for a Western follower of
the method might well be either Christe eleison (which in effect is a compressed form of the
Jesus Prayer) or else simply the twofold name Jesu-Maria, whereof the concentration of both
light and power is too evident to require comment. Another point to note in this connection,
one that has an important “technical” bearing on this whole method, is that the less the formula
used lends itself to rational analysis, the better will it match that inward synthesis of which it
is destined to become the operative support: it is the Holy Name, sonorous presence of the
divine grace enshrined in the formula, which is both the source of its power to illuminate and
a sharp sword to cut off ignorance and distraction at the root. The Name when treasured in the
heart may be likened to a spark of that same Untreated Light which shone into the faces of the
three Apostles on Mount Tabor and out of which, as the Hesychast tradition itself teaches, the
crowns of God’s saints both here and hereafter are made.

In point of fact, a number of Catholics known to the writer have long been using the Jesus
Prayer and there is no reason why others should not follow their example, if so minded. In
Greece and Russia the Prayer can be invoked on a rosary or else aloud or silently according to
circumstances: with those in whom the invocation becomes fully operative, the formula begins
to repeat itself spontaneously in the heart, by night as well as day. Christian saints have testified
to this fact, and so have Hindu, Buddhist and Muslim saints who have followed corresponding
methods: in every case it is a Divine Name that is at the centre of the process, being first the
apparent object of invocation and then becoming its subject, until finally the subject-object
distinction disappears altogether. This, as Buddhists would say, is the consummation of the
marriage of Wisdom and Method in the heart—but here words fail entirely and only silence
remains to express this supreme experience.

One question relating to the Invocation is likely to be put by some: those who have written
from actual knowledge in this connection have been almost unanimous in emphasising the need
to practice this method under direction of a Spiritual Master who has himself proceeded far
along this way; as in the case of those following one of the Indian forms of yoga, an intending
Hesychast disciple is warned of dangers that might arise from an unguided use of a spiritual
instrument of such great inherent potency, for instance through the development of unusual
psychic powers whereby attention might be diverted from “the one thing needful” to the ego
of the person himself, as proud possessor of the powers in question: this is always a danger,
especially when a man is passing from the elementary to the more advanced stages of a spiritual
training, when the bodily faculties have been considerably disciplined but the far more elusive
psychic faculties are still half out of control. For this reason, it is far better to work under
direction of a qualified Master who thus becomes, for the disciple, the earthly representative
of Christ in relation to the method and should, as has been said again and again, be treated as
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if it was the Saviour Himself who was imparting the instruction. Given this need for qualified
direction, it may well be asked where today is such direction to be sought? For it is in no wise
to be supposed that qualification for this spiritual office somehow goes with the priestly office,
the latter being sacrificial and ritual but not per se connected with the initiatic function of a
“director of souls™ if the sacerdotal office represents the organised side of the tradition, the
office of Spiritual Master represents “the Spirit that bloweth where it listeth”; if the Spiritual
Master happens to be a priest and monk (as in fact has usually been the case in practice) this
must nevertheless be accounted an “accident” in respect of his special vocation.

When I saw the Lama Trungpa some time ago I put the question to him “what shall I
answer if I am asked where qualified guidance may be found?” His reply was that if those
who are now seeking will take up the practice of meditation in faith and hope or, to put it
still better, in an active spirit of “prayerful expectancy,” teachers will spring up when the
moment is ripe for their presence. This is a characteristically Tibetan attitude. But in fact,
the Hesychast Fathers had already foreseen this contingency long ago; after dwelling at length
on the imperative need to find a Master and put oneself under his direction they add that if
despite all efforts no Master is found, the aspirant is not to despair but is to practice the Jesus
Prayer with fear and love, instructing himself where possible through reading: as they say, he
must throw himself confidently upon the mercy of Christ the Lord, imploring him to be his
teacher and, if the aspiration be a genuine one, surely God’s grace will come to his aid. As you
see, this reply does not differ essentially from what the Lama Trungpa advised; one is never
justified, however discouraged one may feel, in behaving like the man in the parable who only
received one talent; one cannot compel the Grace of God, but one can always keep oneself in
the disposition of responding to it if and when it chooses to manifest itself.

Properly speaking, it is the Interior Life itself that chooses the man, not the contrary, let this
also be remembered. To wait upon the Lord by day and by night is already to be well on the
way: there is no time or place where man is left devoid of all spiritual opportunity, unless it be
that he himself refuses or ignores the divine mercy that surrounds him.

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:)

The truth is that there is really no such thing as a “profane realm” opposable in some way to a
“sacred realm”’; there is simply a “profane point of view,” which is really nothing but the point
of view of ignorance. It is for this reason that profane science, as understood by the moderns that
is to say, can fairly be described as “ignorant knowledge”...: it is knowledge of an inferior order,
remaining at the level of the lowest degree of reality and blind to everything that transcends it or to
any aims loftier than its own, as well as to any principle capable of assuring it a legitimate place,
however humble, among the various orders of knowledge as a whole; imprisoned irremediably
within the relative and narrow field in which it has striven to proclaim itself independent, thereby of
its own accord severing all connection with transcendent truth and supreme knowledge, it amounts
to no more than an aimless and illusory form of knowledge, issuing out of nothing and leading
nowhere.
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Dilowa Gegen Hutukhtu (1883-1965)

EIGHTEENTH INCARNATION OF TELOPA, INDIAN BUDDHIST SAINT (988-1069)
by
Wesley E. Needham

A SINGULAR and widely heralded event in American academic history occurred in March
1949 when the Dilowa Gegen Hutukhtu arrived at the John Hopkins University, Baltimore.
Its newest faculty member, aged sixty-six, distinguished by Central Asian features, a radiant
smile, closely cropped hair, and a brocaded robe, came to serve as research adviser in Mongolian
language, history, and culture. Greeting this erudite Mongolian in Washington D.C., on his
arrival from Nanking, was Professor Owen Lattimore, Director of the Walter Hines Page School
of International Relations. They had been friends since 1931 when they first met in Peking.

From the Mongol titles which followed his name Dilowa, we learned that he was an incarnate
lama of the highest rank in the Buddhist hierarchy of Mongolia. The title Hutukhtu, which
means “Incarnate Saint of the first rank,” was confirmed by the Manchu Imperial Court on his
successive incarnations beginning with the K’ang Hsi period (1662-1722). His last incarnation
was the fifth to appear in Mongolia. His other Mongol title Gegen means “enlightened, holy.”

The lama’s name Dilowa is the Mongol pronunciation of Telopa, the Indian name of a tenth
century Buddhist saint born in Bengal (A.D. 988-1069). But the venerable lama was not named
at birth after Telopa. The Dilowa Hutukhtu during his lifetime was recognized and revered
as the eighteenth incarnation of Telopa by the Buddhists of Mongolia, Tibet, Nepal, Sikkim,
Bhutan and Northern India.

The national publicity announcing the lama’s arrival also referred to him as a “Living
Buddha.” It mentioned his knowledge of the Tibetan language and Buddhist scriptures, also
that he spoke Chinese, but understood no English. To the average American, unfamiliar with
Buddhism or its Founder, the title “Living Buddha” could mean a modern reincarnation of
Gautama, the historical Buddha. According to the canonical texts, when the Buddha attained
Nirvana, the state of complete Enlightenment, he was no longer subject to rebirth. Because
a Buddha cannot be reincarnated, the epithet “Living Buddha” is therefore incorrect and
misleading. Having arrived here at the age of sixty-six years, the process of learning the English
(or American) language was indeed slow. Yet in spite of this handicap, the Incarnate Dilowa
was always willing to see visitors interested in Mongolia or Tibet, and others sincerely interested
in Buddhism. Those who could communicate with him in Chinese, or through an interpreter,
found him perceptive, wise, and sympathetic.

An opportunity to correspond with the first Mongol incarnate lama to live in America
was at least a possibility. I therefore composed a letter in Tibetan' to the Dilowa Hutukhtu,
which I wrapped in a white silk khata (fringed greeting scarf) before mailing it on 16th March
1949. The lama’s reply in Tibetan was the beginning of an extra-ordinary friendship with the
greatest Tibetan scholar ever to come to America. Although this may seem to be an extravagant
claim, there was an abundance of evidence to support it. In fact, I gradually ceased to be
amazed at his vast erudition and prodigious memory. He had either mastered or committed

! My study of the Tibetan literary language and writing began in 1941 under the tutelage of Reverend Roderick A. MacLeod,
a former missionary, who had lived in Eastern Tibet from 1917 to 1927. Since I was interested in the literary language, copying
Tibetan texts helped to keep my vocabulary active, and corresponding with Tibetans became a source of much pleasure.
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to memory innumerable Tibetan Buddhist texts, and could either recite them or write them
out in his flawless calligraphy. Titles of canonical, liturgical, and even medical texts, and the
names of Buddhist divinities and renowned lamas were always forthcoming. Only on the very
rarest occasions would he have to say, “I don’t know.” Whenever my studies approached the
fringe of the Esoteric Tradition, I had to be extremely careful not to ask any questions that his
initiatic vows would not permit him to answer. Once or twice, when I unintentionally asked a
forbidden question, his answer was, “Never mind.”

During the following years he was often a guest at my home, and a great favourite with
my family. He always brought his portable shrine in its specially-made leather carrying case.
Among its sacred objects were photographs of his former lama tutors, and his favourite Tibetan
Buddhist text,? in which he would read a chapter or section before retiring. I arranged a larger
and more permanent shrine for him on one wall of my library, using only Tibetan images,
paintings, books, and other sacred objects I had received as gifts. To my delight, he made the
necessary readjustments, and used the shrine during subsequent visits.

Almost from the beginning of our long association, I had exceptional opportunities to
acquire knowledge of the Hutukhtu’s early life in Mongolia, his religious studies and monastic
training. Later, published material in English, translated from his autobiographical notes dictated
in Mongol, supplemented oral information, and corrected errors in earlier newspaper and
magazine articles about him.

The child (or entity) later known as the Dilowa Hutukhtu was born in 1883 to a shepherd
family at Oigong Bag in Outer Mongolia. His father and mother, a sister aged fourteen and a
brother of ten lived in a round, felt-covered tent, and owned several sheep, a few cows and
horses. The administrative territory in which they lived was called the Aimak of Jassakhtu
Khan.

In the neighbouring Aimak of Sain Noyan Khan stood the local Buddhist monastery built
during the Chien Lung period (1736-1796) for an incarnate lama known as the Narobanchin
Hubilgan.> Some-time after it was completed, the Imperial Court of Peking conferred upon
the Narobanchin Lama the title of Hutukhtu and his monastery itself received the name of
Narobanchin.

A step back into the past would help to clarify future events. In a previous incarnation of
the Narobanchin Lama during the Kang Hsi period (1662-1722), the Lama was born near the
Monastery of Banchin Jo, Inner Mongolia. He was identified as the Narobanchin Incarnation
and then became the disciple of the Dilowa Hutukhtu, the presiding lama of Banchin Jo. The
Narobanchin Lama eventually returned to his former monastery.

The Dilowa Hutukhtu, in a later incarnation, appeared in one of the families of the
Narobanchin territory, Outer Mongolia. The Narobanchin Hutukhtu, upon discovering the
identity of his former tutor, decided to have the Dilowa Hutukhtu remain and share the religious
and civil administration of Narobanchin Monastery and territory.

During the significant year of 1883 the Dilowa Hutukhtu of Narobanchin Monastery
died while in his second incarnation as its joint presiding lama. Five years later the shepherd’s

2 “The perfection of wisdom in 8,000 lines.”

3 The Mongol word Hubilgan or Khubilgan means a recognized incarnation of a saint previously recorded in the Buddhist history
of Mongolia, Tibet or India. Its two highest ranks of Hutukhtu, and Nominhan “Lord of the Sacred Law,” were recognized by
the Manchu Court. Shaberon is the Mongol title of a minor Hubilgan not officially confirmed, or whose previous incarnations
were not known or recorded.
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son in the next Aimak, and almost forty other boys born in the latter months of 1883 were
considered as candidates by a delegation of monks from Narobanchin. The monks recognized
the shepherd’s son as the incarnation of the Dilowa Hutukhtu for two convincing reasons: (1)
Neither he nor his parents, nor any of their acquaintances had ever been near the Narobanchin
Monastery;* and yet he frequently spoke of places near it. (2) He recognized a bowl brought
from the monastery as his own—a bowl that had belonged to him in his previous incarnation.

He was escorted to the Narobanchin Monastery to live, and his family went with him
bringing their livestock and other possessions to the vicinity of the monastery. Although his
family could visit him occasionally, from the age of five the new incarnation was in the care of
the most learned tutors to be educated (or re-educated) in Tibetan language and writing and the
Five Basic Subjects: Logic, the Perfection of Wisdom, Monastic Discipline, the Middle Path and
Meta-physics. As he progressed, the monastic curriculum included the discipline of memory
training, also liturgy and the proper use of ritual objects. Since the monasteries of Mongolia
belong to the Gelugpa Order, founded by the famous Tibetan Lama Tsongkhapa (1357-1419),
the Dilowa Hutukhtu studied the voluminous “Collected Works” of this Lama and his Order,
in Tibetan.

The youthful Incarnation was also trained for his future administrative duties; when he
reached the age of eighteen the Dilowa Hutukhtu became the co-master of the Narobanchin
Monastery with its three hundred monks, and miles of pasture and farmland in its territory.
He was now one of the thirteen highest incarnate dignitaries of the Buddhist religion in Outer
Mongolia (possibly of “archbishop” rank). He also assumed control of two monasteries in Inner
Mongolia.

During the following twenty-eight years, 1901-1929, the Dilowa Hutukhtu lived a quiet
monastic life at Narobanchin. He continued with his advanced studies in the Tibetan Buddhist
scriptures besides receiving oral esoteric teachings from initiates. He presided over the daily
services in the great assembly hall of the temple, attended by the three hundred resident monks
and monk officials. In ceremonial seating, the Incarnate Dilowa had religious seniority over the
Narobanchin Lama’s residential seniority by virtue of being his former tutor.

This tranquil period was interrupted in 1911 when the Manchu dynasty fell and Outer
Mongolia (Khalkha) declared its independence from China. The most influential and widely
revered Hubilgan, the Jetsundamba Hutukhtu of Urga, was proclaimed sovereign ruler of
Outer Mongolia, with the title of Bogda Khaghan. Even before I met the Venerable Dilowa, I
had read about the “irregular” conduct of the Urga Hutukhtu: his excessive drinking, his wilful
practical jokes and cruelty to retainers, his concubines and eventually a “consort.” The saintly
Dilowa was well aware of the Urga’s depravity and willingly admitted it yet he carried in his
portable shrine an early photograph of the Urga Hutukhtu, then a young man, reverenced as a
former teacher.

The Jetsundamba Hutukhtu of Urga, born in 1870 at Lhasa, was the eighth incarnation and
the last of his line. Even before his death in 1924, his powers as sovereign Bogda Khaghan were
being undermined and finally limited by the newly formed Mongol People’s Revolutionary
Party. On 10th July 1921, the Party became the People’s Revolutionary Government “...in ever
firmer and stronger friendship with the Soviet nation.”” Thus, as the power of the “autonomous”

4 A distance of about 200 miles.

5 Owen Lattimore, Nationalism and Revolution in Mongolia, New York, 1955, p. 165.
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government increased, the organization of the Buddhist hierarchy disintegrated.

In the fateful year of 1930 Buddhism, the state religion, was banned, monastic property was
confiscated, and high-ranking lamas were arrested and put on trial by the People’s Court on the
charge of anti-revolutionary activity. When the Dilowa Hutukhtu was on trial, no witness could
be found to testify against this “living saint,” the embodiment of wisdom and compassion. While
others were executed and “some just disappeared,” the Dilowa Lama was put on probation.
He took a few personal belongings and left his homeland in 1931 for an unknown future at
the age of forty-eight. Now a refugee, he escaped to Inner Mongolia, then to Peking where he
lived in a Buddhist monastery for many years, He also served Chiang Kai-shek as his Adviser in
Mongolian Affairs in Peking, and later during the Japanese war in Chungking.

All Buddhists, with rare exceptions, hope eventually to visit India to see the places where
the Buddha and his disciples lived twenty-five centuries ago. In 1946, Outer Mongolia’s refugee
Buddhist prelate travelled to India on a pilgrimage to the places sacred to Buddhism, including
Rajgir, site of the ancient capital of Magadha, where the Buddha lived and taught the Dharma
for many years, and had his first monastery.

The Dilowa Lama then travelled north to Tibet and remained in Lhasa for fourteen months,
staying at Drepung Monastery which formally housed the largest enrolment of Mongolian monks.
After leaving Lhasa, he travelled west to the Tashilhunpo Monastery, the official residence of
his friend the Panchen Lama who died in 1937.

After a month’s visit, the Venerable Dilowa left Tibet to visit his friend the Maharaja of
Sikkim at the capital Gangtok for a few days. Then a few hours ride south on the old Indo-
Tibetan caravan road brought him to Kalimpong, a town in northern India where he stayed for
seven weeks visiting Mongolian and Tibetan friends as well as the local monasteries. From there
he went to Nepal, visited temples, and then returned to China. Two years later, at the invitation
of Owen Lattimore, the Asian travels of the Dilowa Gegen Hutukhtu ended when he became
America’s first resident Mongolian Incarnation.

In 1951, after he had been a guest at my home several times and we had been corresponding
regularly, he expressed in a letter his pleasure in learning that a large group of Kalmuk Mongol
refugees from Russia were coming to America to live. Although they were Mongolians,
representatives of the few remaining Oirats (the western branch of the Mongol race), they
could enter as European nationals. They were fortunate indeed because the immigration
quota for Asians was extremely limited; a special ruling by a sympathetic Attorney General at
Washington, D.C., paved the way for the Kalmuks to leave the Displaced Persons Camps near
Munich, Germany. They had lived there for six years after fleeing from Russia.

Before the Dilowa Lama’s next visit, I had read that the Kalmuks, like other Mongols, were
Buddhists of the Tibetan tradition. Moreover, several organizations® interested in solving the
problems of displaced persons were joining forces to assist the Kalmuks to enter and become
self-supporting in America.

While the Dilowa Gegen was visiting me late in 1951 he received a telephone call from a
delegation of Kalmuk Buddhist monks who had just arrived with the first group of refugees. It
was a rare occasion to see him in such a state of suppressed excitement. Since no ‘plane service
was available that memorable Sunday afternoon, he took the next express train.

I didn’t see him during the next few months, for he was busy with a multitude of duties

¢ The organizations included the Society of Friends, the Tolstoy Foundation and the Church World Service.
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as the First Primate Lama in America. His incarnate rank was more than sufficient to make
this position inevitable; his liturgical knowledge and extraordinary erudition confirmed it. His
Kalmuk lay followers, eventually to total more than seven hundred, could now feel secure
with the additional reassurance of the continuity of their ancient Mongol culture and Buddhist
religion. The Kalmuk monks could look forward to renewed learning in Tibetan Buddhist
Scriptures and re-training for intoning the daily services in Tibetan according to the high
standards of the past at Narobanchin.

The first Kalmuk Buddhist temple in America, formerly a truck garage, was the metamorphic
result of hopeful planning, strenuous effort and fervent Kalmuk devotion. The small masonry
structure in Freewood Acres, New Jersey,” was consecrated on 23rd November 1952. The
Primate Lama Dilowa, in a red robe and yellow silk mitre-like hat, signifying high rank, officiated
assisted by the Kalmuk abbot and eight monks. About two hundred and fifty members of
the Kalmuk community witnessed the historic ceremony and several Americans, interested in
Tibet or Buddhism, attended the impressive ninety minute service. Among the visitors were
the Countess Alexandra Tolstoy, Pearl Buck and Professor and Mrs. Owen Lattimore.

Before the service began I was seated with the congregation of Kalmuk men and women,
many of whom were reciting the sacred mantram of Tibet and Mongolia “Om mani padme
hum,” as they fingered their one hundred and eight prayer beads to count the repetitions. The
service began as the Venerable Dilowa intoned the rhythmic chant and performed graceful
hand gestures—his left hand occasionally rang a Tibetan bell, which symbolizes “Wisdom,”
while his right hand held the companion sceptre, which signifies “method” identified with
“Compassion.”

As I watched, fascinated by the ritual movements of the sceptre (dorje) and handbell (drilbu)
in his practiced hands, it was a rare pleasure indeed to see this old set, my own, used for the
first time in a Buddhist temple service. Two weeks earlier, the Venerable Dilowa had made a
trip to my home to borrow them for the occasion. Now that these sacred symbols were the
instruments for consecrating the first Buddhist temple in America, of which the Dalai Lama
is the supreme hierarch, an idea dawned on me. I could never take them back. I realized that
ever since I obtained them from a missionary family, I had only been their temporary custodian.
After the service was ended, I offered the set to the Primate Lama Dilowa. He smiled as he
accepted them for the Kalmuk temple. Perhaps he expected this to happen.

During the next few years, the Dilowa Gegen divided his time between the temple and
the related interests which took him away from New Jersey. As a scholar and teacher, he was
concerned about the inadequate collection of Tibetan Buddhist texts available to the monks for
study. Since the Kalmuk temple lacked most of the basic Buddhist scriptures, he decided to copy
some of the essential texts in the Kanjur® at the Yale University Library, a rare gift presented by
His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, which arrived in New Haven in February 1950.

Even though now over seventy he came to New Haven recurrently as the spirit moved
him. During the summer months he would escape the humidity of New Jersey and work in the

7 The Kalmuk Mongol refugees arrived in America in the winter of 1951 and the early months of 1952. Most of the Kalmuks
settled in Philadelphia and the Freewood Acres district of Farmingdale, New Jersey; only a few lived elsewhere.

8 The Kanjur, “The Word translated,” in a hundred volumes, consists of Theravada, Mahayana, and Tantrayana texts translated
from Indian Buddhist manuscripts into Tibetan during the latter part of the seventh century A.D. and between the ninth and
thirteenth centuries. Indian pandits and Tibetan translators worked together interpreting the source material. The Lhasa edition
contains 96,368 pages printed from wood blocks carved by order of the Thirteenth Dalai Lama (1876-1933), between 1920
to 1927.
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Rare Book Room of the Yale Library. Another attraction in New Haven was his godson, David
Lattimore, enrolled at the Yale Graduate School in Asian Studies. He would stay with David
and his wife, or at my home; but at times he seemed to prefer living independently next to the
Library, in the Graduate School dormitory, where a room was provided for him.

The Dilowa Lama was a conspicuous but ever popular visitor on the Yale campus and at the
Library. His colourful robes of bright yellow, brocaded rust, or dark red, with a mandarin collar
open at the neck, made an “East and West” contrast with his American rubber-soled loafers. He
always wore one of his many Buddhist rosaries of one hundred and eight beads wound around
his left wrist; on the other, a water-proof, shock-proof watch with expansion band. His ever-
cheerful manner made many friends at Yale, among whom were several who spoke Chinese; he
keenly appreciated opportunities for direct communication.

He had also made numerous friends in New York who were interested in Buddhism, or
Tibet, or both, and he liked to help students and others engaged in academic or professional
work, such as curators of museum Tibetan collections; Mrs. Antoinette K. Gordon, American
Museum, New York; Miss Eleanor Olson, Newark Museum, New Jersey; Miss Helen Watkins,
Marchais Tibetan Art Centre, Staten Island, New York; the late Mrs. Edna Bryner Schwab,
Tibetan art collector and author; all of these received the benefit of his extensive knowledge in
their field.

Another friend with whom he had first corresponded in Tibet and later in India returned to
New York in 1955 after several years in Japan. He was the Dalai Lama’s elder brother, Taktser
Rimpoche, an incarnate abbot of Kumbum Monastery, near Kokonor Lake, in Western China.
He came to America as a guest of the U.S. State Department in 1951, then left a year later for
Tokyo where he lived in a Buddhist Monastery. He and the Dilowa Hutukhtu had much more
in common than most friends—both were refugees, both were incarnate lamas, and both were
former heads of monasteries.

Also in 1955, a Kalmuk monk with the Tibetan doctorate of Geshe arrived in New York.
Geshe Wangyal, a former professor at Drepung Monastery, Lhasa, had come to live at Freewood
Acres, rejoining Kalmuks for the first time in thirty-four years. His arrival, and that of the other
Kalmuk monks who joined the community later, created an opportunity for the Venerable
Dilowa to leave the crowded quarters of the temple clergy. He usually spent so much time
away from Free-wood Acres that this eventual departure for New York created little comment.
Living there, he could be near his New York friends and also conveniently midway between
Freewood Acres and New Haven.

New York’s only Hutukhtu lived very simply in a plainly furnished East Side flat. Several
Kalmuk and American friends contributed to his ordinary needs; always unpretentious, because
he did not have an “archbishop” complex. The Kalmuks made his Mongol robes, and he was
never neglected in any way.

As the years passed and the Venerable One approached the age of eighty, he seemed to be
in good health and as cheerful as ever. But in both cases, we were deceived by appearances, for
he was experiencing considerable pain. When he consented to a medical examination, early
cancer was discovered. Fortunately, his illness could be treated with radiation therapy, and
in August 1963 he entered the Yale-New Haven Hospital for treatment. There he became a
favourite patient with the nurses and the staff doctors. He was the first Mongolian patient in
local medical history. While at the hospital, and later while convalescing at our home, he had
many Kalmuk visitors from Freewood Acres and Philadelphia. Their profound reverence for
their Primate Lama, bowing low or kneeling on the floor to receive his hand-blessing, never
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ceased to be a moving experience for most Americans. In October, he spent another week in
the hospital for treatment; fortunately, his ailment was found to be completely under control
and he returned to New York.

During the next year, the Dilowa Hutukhtu entered hospital in New York on two occasions,
once for a surgical operation. Since he now required constant care, his friends brought from
India his disciple, Jampal Dorje. From September 1964 this younger monk was the Lama’s
constant companion being, like him, from Outer Mongolia. No one could be more devoted,
more dedicated than he to the Dilowa Gegen’s every need, and always with unfailing sensitivity
and good cheer. He often managed with about four hours of sleep in order to serve his Venerable
Mentor during the final months when he never left his bed. Doctors and nurses came to see the
lama several times each week during his long illness.

In the last few days, Jampal Dorje was joined by the Ta Lama, an older disciple of the
Dilowa Hutukhtu and leader of the Mongolian refugee monks at Mussoorie, India, all of whom
were subjects of the Dalai Lama. The day before he died, though already failing, the Dilowa
Gegen recognized and extended his hand to his old friend Professor Owen Lattimore, who had
just arrived from England.

My teacher and friend, the Dilowa Gegen Hutukhtu, died at 7.15 a.m. the 7th of April
1965, at his home in New York City. Several services in Tibetan and Mongol were held at the
funeral home before the cremation. Seven Kalmuk monks chanted prayers led by the Ta Lama,
the only Hubilgan (Incarnation) present. I attended a service and was invited by the Ta Lama
to participate. In this way I paid my last respects to the “Incarnate saint of the first rank” who
had honoured me with his friendship for sixteen years.

Much more could be said about his life in America.’ Of one thing I am certain—the
Venerable Dilowa had countless friends and everyone he touched was a better person for
knowing him.

It is my pleasure to acknowledge with much gratitude my indebtedness to the following
friends for oral and written information or published material concerning the Dilowa Hutukhtu
before he arrived in America and during his residence here in places other than Connecticut:

Owen Lattimore, Leeds University, U.K.

David Lattimore, Brown University, U.S.A.

Urgungge Onon, Leeds University, U.K.

Gombajab Hangin, Indiana University, U.S.A.

Nicholas Poppe, University of Washington, U.S.A.

Herbert Vreeland, 3rd, Human Sciences Research, Inc., U.S.A.
Herbert Guenther, University of Saskatchewan, Canada.

° His scholarly contributions also included assistance to the late Professor Ferdinand D. Lessing, University of California, in
compiling entries for his monumental Mongolian-English Dictionary; and years of assistance to me while cataloguing the Kanjur
and other Tibetan texts in the Yale University Library.
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Man and the Presence of Evil in Christian and

Platonic Doctrine
by
Philip Sherrard

PART II

The question of evil in Platonic and neo-Platonic theory is intimately linked with that of
the descent of the soul into a bodily form. The existence of the soul at all is itself a further
consequence of the initial necessity of emanation. The first degree of emanation from the
One, the Supreme, is pure Being. Being is the first determination of the undetermined One.
Pure Being contains all the possibilities of particular beings—all the souls—in a unified state.
Just as Being is necessarily determined, so it necessarily determines all its own possibilities—
necessarily, because it is in the nature of things for the One to manifest Its goodness in all
ways possible. Hence particular beings —souls—receive their particular existence. These souls
must have some activity different from that of pure Being, for otherwise the two would be
identical. They must have a different manner or mode of being. This different manner or mode
of being involves the assertion of variety and individuality which, since they are possibilities
in pure Being, must be made manifest. This outward movement, movement away from the
centre, the One, must continue without any halt until all possible degrees of manifestation
are accomplished and exhausted—until there is nothing left to manifest. This is a natural and
necessary accomplishment deriving from the original nature of the One.

Where, then, into this process of emanation does evil enter? It cannot be imputed to the
process itself, since, this process being in the nature of things, so to do would be to impute evil
to the originator of the process, to the One Itself; and what is the Good absolute cannot also be
the source of evil. Nor can it be imputed to individual souls as such, for these, in spite of their
differentiation, are still essentially modes of the intelligible world of pure Being, rooted in the
substance of pure Being, and so free from evil. Evil, therefore, enters into the process in some
sense from without, or, rather, from a sphere opposite to that of Being from which the soul
derives, of which it is a mode, and which knows no admixture of anything evil. This sphere
is that of Matter. Matter is the total opposite to Being. It is total Non-Being, total lack and
destitution, unformed and measureless, having no share whatsoever in Being: so inconceivable
in its unreality that it may be apprehended only by a kind of spurious reasoning. But if it has no
share whatsoever in Being, and Being is essential goodness, it can have no share in the Good, it
is the negation of the Good. It is, therefore, evil, evil utterly. And it is from its implication in
Matter that the soul is implicated in evil. In the last phase of its outward manifestation, soul,
naturally good, and seeking to distribute this goodness to the farthest extreme, seeks to give
Matter, essential Non-Being, some share in Being; seeks to confer on it some form. It is from this
determination of Matter by the outward-flowing soul that bodily forms come into existence,
and it is from the soul’s commerce with or entry into bodily existence, and hence from its
contact with Matter, that it becomes prone to evil. It is inherence in a bodily form and a sharing
in the body’s states that corrupts the soul.

Three observations are relevant here. The first is that evil is only actively present in the
world of corporeal existence. The second is that it is necessarily actively present in this world,
for a pre-condition of this world is an actualization of Matter, and hence of evil. In soul free from
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body and bodily states there is no evil. The third—and in this context the most significant—is
that since a condition of his being at all is the possession of a corporeal nature, man only exists
and can only exist in a world in which evil is actively present: as man, he can never be free from
evil and the suffering that goes with it. At the same time, since it is in the nature of things that
soul descends into a bodily form (for it is a necessary phase of the process of manifestation), it
would seem that no blame can be attached to the soul or to man for this actualization of evil:
no blame, and hence no responsibility for evil done.

Yet there is another aspect to this descent of the soul in Platonic theory which introduces
the idea of definite choice on the soul’s part and hence of culpability. On the one hand, the
soul’s descent is a necessary spontaneous outward movement of its nature. But on the other
hand it is a turning away from a greater good to a lesser good.

It is a failure to choose what is better. It is better for the soul to remain in the intellectual
world, free from body and its accompanying evils, for this is a better world. At the same time,
the soul (that soul, that is, whose task it is in the process of manifestation to distribute the
Good to the farthest limits) is under compulsion to participate in the sense-world. A condition
of its descent is that it in some degree separates itself from its source, becomes self-centred,
ignores the Divine, falls into forgetfulness, lapses. Thus, viewed from this angle, its descent
into bodily form is a kind of punishment for its failure to choose the Good. It is its nature to
enter into the sense-world; its descent, its “fall,” is pre-determined by its allotted task in the
process of manifestation; yet the performance of this task involves an apostasy and a degree of
self-ownership which brings its own punishment: complicity in evil and in the sufferings that
spring from it.

So that in Platonic and neo-Platonic theory one gets finally a situation something like this:
given that the Good is the Good, it is inevitable that certain souls should come into being
whose nature predetermines an apostasy from their source; at the same time, this apostasy is
a consequence of their own self-will and deliberate choice; the descent which follows on their
choice is both an actualization of the choice itself, a punishment for it, and, thirdly, a natural
fulfilment of the task appointed to that soul in accomplishing God’s purpose in the universe.
God is only to “blame” for this descent, and the suffering in which it involves the soul, to the
extent that God is to blame for being God. The alternative would be no God, no Being, no
differentiation, no souls, no sense-world, nothing, absolute blank. If this would be a better state
of affairs than the present one, with all its tribulations yet with its real possibilities of release
from these tribulations by a return to the Source, then God is to blame. If it would not be, then
God must be absolved: God is blameless, as Plato puts it.

In spite of the assertion of an element of choice in, and hence of responsibility for, the soul’s
suffering condition in this world, it is difficult to see how, according to Platonic theory, things
could have been other than they are, how they are being as good as they can be, given the
circumstances in which necessarily they must come to be. “Fallen” existence is in the nature of
things, and the individual souls present in this existence are present because in this way they
fulfil their appointed nature: there are necessarily certain weaker souls predestined to fall, and
it would have been contrary to nature, as well as a breach in God’s purpose, for them not to
have fallen. In other words, fallen existence, and man’s presence in a world inseparably involved
with evil, are perfectly natural, indeed, inevitable, a direct consequence of the Absolute being
what It is. This does not make evil any less real, or any less shameful and vicious, or lighten
the suffering it entails; but on the other hand it is unavoidable, since it has its roots in a certain
lack of Being, a certain lack of Reality, that is inseparable from the sense-world itself and so
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from created human existence itself. One might say that evil is an accident that occurs not in all
manifestation as such, but certainly in all manifestation that includes man as a created being.

The whole of the Platonic theory of manifestation and of the presence of evil within
manifestation is, in short, an inevitable development of the introduction of the idea of
a necessity—of a logical necessity, it might be said, for that is the way it presents itself to
us—operating in the original “fiat lux” according to which the first emanent, pure Being, is
determined. It follows from this necessity that this world is as good as it possibly can be—and
it must be—in the circumstances under which it has come into existence. This means there is
really very little scope for what one might call moral responsibility on the part of man, or for
its correspondent, moral guilt: if someone acts destructively, inflicts deep suffering, murders,
he will be punished for his crime by a process of natural retribution (the justice of Adrasteia,
ineluctable Retribution) which will keep him bound to the wheel of becoming until he has
exhausted the proclivities that attach him to it; yet at the same time if, in committing his
crime, he acts truly according to his nature (which he must do, for otherwise he could not act
as he does), he is ultimately morally blameless. Evil, as we said, does not cease to be evil, but,
first, it contributes to the good of the whole and, second, the individual instrument is not to
blame that he or she acts in an evil manner, since the harmony and well-being of the whole
demands that this evil should be manifest through him or her: as Plotinus writes, the well-run
state has to have an executioner, or from the adultery or the violation of prisoners may spring
fine children.

Compared with the Platonic theory, the Christian teaching on the “fall” presents an
illogicality similar to, and indeed deriving from, that we noted when speaking of the Christian
idea of creation. Just as the original act of creation is essentially free and excludes all idea of
necessity, so the fall is a consequence of choice and not something accomplished under the
constraint of a natural divine law. There is no need for it to have happened as part of the
inevitable process of manifestation. It happened because primal man—Adam—chose that it
should happen. This in its turn presupposes two conditions. The first is the possibility, already
noted, of a creation including man that is free from evil—of a creation whose perfection,
though relative (when compared with the perfection of God), does not necessarily entail the
presence of evil; and the second is that it is possible for Adam to have chosen not to fall. That
both these possibilities are real, and not simply ideal, or sentimental, or “anthropomorphic,”
is established for Christians in the revelation of the Incarnate God, the second Adam, who, as
man (and not in so far as He is God), and as therefore a created being, is free from sin, and who,
again as man, does not succumb to the temptations of the Devil in the wilderness. Christ, in
other words, fulfils the destiny that Adam failed to fulfil. What from the Platonic point of view
is a metaphysical impossibility is thus seen to be the central message of the Christian revelation:
that there can be, and is, a created existence which is free from evil and suffering; that evil and
suffering are no necessary characteristics of creation as such.

From this point of view, then, man’s fall as well as his consequent implication in evil
and suffering are neither necessary nor natural. Or, rather, evil and suffering are a necessary
consequence of Adam’s choice, but this choice itself is both undetermined and involves man in
a state of existence that is not his by nature. If this is the case, it may be asked, why did God
allow it? If He could create a world that is free from evil (not from the possibility of evil, which
is another matter), and a human nature capable of resisting the seduction of evil (and that He
could is demonstrated by the incarnate life of Christ), why did He permit Adam’s fall? And
further, since He did permit Adam’s fall, must not this fall have been in the original scheme of
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things, and therefore as much according to nature as the fall of the soul in Platonic theory? In
any case, does not Christian theory implicate God one way or another in man’s fall and fallen
state and therefore in the evil and suffering inseparable from it?

The Christian answer to this is again by reference to the freedom in which man (Adam)
is originally created. God’s intention in creating man is that he should be a creature that, once
having been given existence, should be responsible for what he does with it. His freedom to
turn to God or to turn away from God, to exist in life or to exist in death (for existence is the
one thing he cannot get out of), is therefore an inherent property of his original nature: Adam,
unlike the soul that in Platonic theory is predestined to manifest the Good in the sense-world,
could have chosen not to fall. If God had created an Adam incapable of falling, or in some way
have prevented him from falling, or had abstained from the creation of Adam knowing that
he would, certainly or possibly, fall, He would have been frustrated in His purpose. In other
words, from the Christian viewpoint, God is to “blame” for man’s fall and the consequent evil
and suffering in which it involves him only in so far as He is to blame for wishing to create man
free from constraint in his choice of accepting or rejecting His love and life; for wishing that
man should participate actively and voluntarily and not merely passively and compulsorily in
this love and life. Had He created man in a state from which he had no possibility of falling,
man’s goodness would have been conditioned in a servile and arbitrary manner and would
not be the consequence of any choice or co-operation on his part. One can say that God is “at
fault” in wishing man to possess this freedom; but once it is granted that this freedom is within
the intention of God’s original creation of Adam, the responsibility for the fall and for all its
disastrous consequences lies with man.

Several further distinctions between Platonic and Christian theory are implicit in these
primary distinctions. Four seem to be of direct relevance in this context. The first is one about
which something has already been said, and concerns the difference in attitude to freedom
and necessity. In Platonic theory, the notion of necessity plays a far greater part than it does
in Christian theory, where on the contrary freedom is pre-eminently stressed. But this does
not mean that the pre-eminence attributed to freedom in Christian theory, and its refusal to
recognize categories of necessity where the Absolute is concerned, are the result of arbitrary
prejudice or sentimentality. The difference between the two theories in this respect derives from
their different attitudes to logic and their different understandings of the relationship between
logic and metaphysic, of which mention has already been made. The notion of necessity, which
involves relating one thing to another (part to whole, effect to cause, and so on) in a purely
logical manner is one that itself can only arise within the logical order. In Platonic theory, it is
legitimate to transpose such a notion to the supra-logical order, on the grounds that the laws
of logic reflect or correspond to metaphysical realities. In this way it is legitimate to speak of
necessity in connection with the Absolute Itself. From the Christian view-point, freedom—the
absence of any constraint, logical or other—is of the nature of the uncreated divine order, while
necessity, taking its rise in the relative and quantitative sphere of the created order within
which logic also arises, merely characterizes certain aspects of this order and its conditions. To
apply this notion to the divine order, as if there were a necessary and pre-established analogy
between the divine and the logical orders, is to assume a relationship between the two orders
which Christianity does not assume.

A second distinction is connected with the first. According to Platonic theory there is a
necessary relationship between man and God —or, rather, between man’s soul and God. Man’s
soul, though it adds nothing to God, is yet the natural and generic offspring of divine Being; it
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is rooted in this Being, is of the same essence as this Being. The soul may go up and down the
scale of Being, but it cannot lose its essential identity as a mode or phase—an emanant ray—of
God. There is an essential continuity of all things with their ontological Principle. This means
that the line of demarcation between the Divine and “other than Divine” does not in Platonic
theory pass between God and His Being on the one hand, and soul and sense-world on the
other, but between soul and sense-world tout court; or, rather, since soul is a mode of Being, it
passes between Being and the whole intelligible world including soul on the one hand, and the
sensible world on the other. In Christian theory, on the contrary, not only does the creation of
man not add anything to God, but also there is no necessary (natural and generic) relationship
between God and man or God and man’s soul; man, either as soul or body, or as both together,
does not participate in Being as a natural right, nor is there any essential identity between his
soul and Being. Soul and body are an independent act of creation, an establishing of a new form
of existence in the presence of God. The line of demarcation therefore, in Christian theory,
between the Divine and “other than Divine” does not pass between the intelligible world of
Being and the world of sensible existence, but between God and His Being on the one hand,
and the intelligible and sensible world considered as a single organic creation on the other;
and there is no essential identity or continuity between these two spheres. It is because of this
that Christian theory is able to envisage a degree of human independence and freedom that is
impossible according to Platonic theory.

A third distinction between the two theories is also one that has already been touched on.
Both theories agree that evil has no substantive existence, that it is a kind of negation, a defect,
a total lack of Being. Both further agree that it is not a natural property of all manifestation
as such: in Platonic theory the whole realm of Being is free from evil, and in Christian theory
both Paradise and the new Heaven and the new Earth are free from evil. Nor is either theory
Manichaean. But while in Platonic theory evil is a necessary function of existential manifestation,
and hence of man’s existence, this is not so in Christian theory: evil is no necessary part either
of existence as such or of man’s life as such. In Christian theory, both existence and man’s
life become implicated in evil as a result of the fall, which in itself is neither a necessary nor a
natural occurrence. Evil is a possibility inherent in creation (a possibility which measures the
distance, if one may put it like this, between the uncreated and the created), but one that need
not ever be actualized. That it is actualized, through Adam’s choice, brings about a rupture in
creation. It is not because evil and suffering are a natural and inescapable condition of existence
that man must sin and suffer so long as he remains an existential creature—a notion which
has as its counterpart a theory of deliverance according to which man can only be free from
evil and suffering on condition that he ceases to exist as a creature altogether. It is because
man has perverted existence that he sins and suffers, and with him the rest of creation; so that
deliverance from evil and suffering is not a matter of escaping from the natural and inevitable
limitations of creaturely existence, but of restoring or remaking its integrity. This means that
the Christian idea of the fall introduces a tension into fallen human existence quite alien to
the life of man as envisaged in Platonic theory. In Platonic theory, everything basically is in
its place, is where it has to be according to its nature, and there is “injustice” and stupidity in
wishing human life, for instance, or existence in general, to be other than it is. It is only possible
to find fault with the ordinance of things in the sensible world, and so with human life, on the
assumption that everything ought to come into existence in this world with all the perfection
of those beings that, since they have remained in the intellectual world, have never known such
a coming into existence at all. Such an assumption is ludicrous, for things in the intellectual
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realm cannot have an unbroken continuity with things in the world of sense. It would be better
if things had not come into existence in the world of sense, for the simple reason that this has
involved a lapse from the intellectual world, which is a better world. But this lapse has to be
because God has to be: the soul guilty of it is under divine compulsion. In Christian theory, on
the other hand, man’s existence as he now knows it, is not as it should be: there has been this
breach in creation, this rupture, and this, since it has been brought about by man and not by
any natural or necessary divine process in which man is inevitably involved, places on man a
different kind of responsibility and introduces this tension to which reference has been made.

Fourthly, and partly as a consequence of what has been said immediately above, there is a
distinction between the two theories in their attitude to time and in the significance attached
to it. In the Platonic theory, time is the life of the soul in its various transmigrations in the
world of sense: it comes into being as a consequence of the soul’s descent and its flight from
eternity. As this descent and flight are part of a natural and necessary process, so also is time. In
one sense, time must always exist: intellectual beings are eternal and as these must necessarily
generate their own likenesses, the images they produce in time must stand for as long as their
archetypes, which is always: God ever is, and so must all that is sequent to God ever be. Thus
evil, which is inseparable from the becoming-process, is inseparable also from time; and as the
becoming-process is perpetual, so too is the actualization of evil perpetual: there can be no final
end of evil, as there can be no final end of time. On the other hand, this perpetuity of time is
punctuated by a certain inner cyclic rhythm, and one of the phases of this thythm is the return
of all things to their pre-manifest source: the becoming-process, and time with it, are brought,
for this phase, to a halt; and consequently, during this phase, evil lies dormant, unactualized.
But this phase is only a phase, for God cannot cease from being God and so the necessary
process of manifestation must again be radiated forth. This being so, time is really a function of
a certain lack of true being; it is the movement of the fallen soul, a kind of fragmentary flight
splintering eternity, which eternity can reclaim only by destroying.

In Christian theory, time, as an aspect of the fallen world, also indicates a certain lack of
reality, and is implicated in evil. But as man’s fallen state, so too this condition of time has about
it something that is unnatural: it has been wrenched apart from eternity, divorced from its proper
nature, has become only a negative kind of time. This is not its natural state. This kind of time
is time under constraint, in duress, subject to evil, devouring itself. But the alternative to this is
not the destruction of time, just as the alternative to man’s fallen state is not the destruction of
his created nature. As the proper destiny of created human nature is to share in God’s uncreated
life and love without becoming other than it essentially is, so the proper destiny of time is to
share in eternity without becoming other than it essentially is. Both participations—and one is
a condition of the other—require not a change in nature, but a recovery of the integrity of this
nature, an integrity obscured and disrupted by the fall and its consequences. And this recovery
in its turn can only be brought about by a victory over evil. In other words, a condition of the
end of the active presence of evil is not the end of time or of created human nature. Time and
created human nature are not inseparably linked with evil, or with its consequences. Both,
while remaining what they are, with such limitations of what is created as are inescapable,
may be free from evil and its presence: free through ever-increasing communion in the eternal
“now”” and unconditioned freedom of the inexhaustible depth of God.
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The Moslem Saint in Toledo Cathedral
by
Angus Macnab

THE main chapel of Toledo Cathedral has one curious feature which is sometimes allowed
to pass unnoticed, though it must surely be unique among Christian churches. Amid the effigies
of saints, holy bishops, abbots, and Christian monarchs—defenders of the faith—there stands a
fine polychrome statue of an Islamic doctor of theology.

This cathedral was not begun until the early thirteenth century; but the memory of the saintly
Mussulman was still held in such regard at Toledo a century and a half after the reconquest of
the city from the Arabs, that his image was set up in one of the two most prominent positions
of honour.

These two conspicuous sites are the two pillars which, with the two others beside the twin
pulpits, sustain the vault of the main chapel. The one on the Gospel side has a statue of the
mysterious Shepherd of Las Navas—thought by some to have been an apparition of St. Isidore
the Farm-Hand, Patron of Madrid—who showed King Alfonso the Good the secret mountain
pass that enabled the Christian army to win the decisive victory of the Reconquest at Navas
de Tolosa in 1212, and who vanished after showing the path to the leaders; the statue is said
to have been made from a rough sketch drawn by the king himself. And in the corresponding
position on the Epistle-side pillar stands the Moslem who won the great victory of renunciation
and peace.

His name is Abu Walid, and when the city capitulated to the Christians in 1085, he was the
chief alfaqui, or expounder of the Koran, in Toldeo. The aljama, or principal mosque, was the
Visigothic basilica of St. Mary, which had been converted to Islamic use when the city fell to
Tarik the Berber in 719, and had been considerably enriched since then.

When the Saracen Emir of Toledo, Yahia, capitulated to Alfonso VIin 1085, the indispensable
condition he laid down was that the Moslems who chose to remain in Toledo should continue
to enjoy the use of the aljama. Alfonso accepted this condition and pledged his royal word to
comply with it, as indeed he did. But this caused deep discontent among the Christians. By what
right, some of them asked, could the king allow the Moslems to debar them, in the heart of
their own capital, from the church which their Visigothic forefathers had built to the Blessed
Virgin, and she herself had consecrated by a miraculous apparition? Were infidels for ever to
remain in possession of the sacred pillar on which she had set foot when she brought down the
heavenly vestment to St. Ildefonso? The inscription beside it reads, “Let us worship at the place
where her feet have stood,” and who was the king to sign away their right to do so?

For rather more than a year, Alfonso remained in the city and the treaty was strictly observed.
But then he found it necessary to visit his domains in Leon, and when he was at Sahaglin in that
kingdom, more than two hundred miles away, the malcontents among the people, led by Queen
Constance, and those among the clergy, led by Arch-bishop Bernardo, fixed the day and hour
for the coup; and on 29th October 1087, they broke into the aljama by armed force, dislodged
the Moslems, and restored Christian worship there, with Bernardo himself presiding.

The resentment of the Moslems was exceeded only by the indignation of the king when
news reached him that his solemn covenant had been violated; and he was the more infuriated
because, first, he realized that the Moslems might well believe him to have been privy to the
plot, and secondly, Toledo was not at all strongly garrisoned, and a general uprising of the
Moslems might even recapture it. He hastened south by forced marches at such a prodigious
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speed that he arrived within sight of Toledo, at a village called Magan, only three days after
leaving Sahagtin.

Meanwhile, in the city, Abu Walid had restrained the Moslems from rioting by assurances
that the royal faith would be kept. On the other hand, the Christian leaders dreaded the heavy
hand of Alfonso, and sent out a deputation to Magan to try to dissuade him from his purpose;
this attempt merely strengthened his resolve to punish the treaty-breakers, including the
Queen herself. Finally, the Moslem leaders reflected that while the king would undoubtedly
enforce the covenant, his punishing the violators would only cause more bad blood between
the peoples of the two religions; accordingly they went out to Magan themselves, with Abu
Walid at their head, and interceded with the king to forgive the offenders, as they themselves
were prepared to do.

Alfonso replied that their forgiveness of the offenders was one thing, for which he was
deeply grateful to them, but the breaking of the royal pledge was another, and he insisted
on punishing that rigorously. And then Abu Walid, speaking on behalf of all the Moslems,
solemnly renounced their possession of the mosque, and declared that they all recognized the
king’s perfect loyalty to his covenant in everything.

The king thanked God that this generosity had made it possible for him to avoid the
punishment of his beloved wife and his subjects without violating his oath. Thus, through
the Alfaqui’s prudent, generous and charitable act, loyally supported by his co-religionists,
Toledo recovered its cathedral with honour saved on both sides; and from that day onwards the
Moslems of Toledo lived in perfect peace and harmony with their Christian brethren, a state of
affairs which none could have foreseen when the violation took place, and which the Spanish
church, in its office for January the 24th, attributes plainly to divine intervention.

The office for that day—the day after the feast of St. Ildefonso himself—in fact commemorates
two separate events: first, the Descent of Our Lady to reward St. Ildefonso for his defence of
her perpetual virginity,' against heretics, in the year 666, and secondly, the peaceful recovery
of the cathedral in 1087.

The office first describes the Descent of the Blessed Virgin, and states that as the date
coincided with the feast of the Lord’s Incarnation (18th December in the Hispano-Gothic
Rite), the feast was transferred to January the 24th, “the day after that of blessed Ildefonso’s
death, so that the heavenly birthday of that holy father might be the more honoured by the
conjunction of the two solemnities.

“On the same date also, “the text continues,” as has been handed down to us, after the
recovery of the royal city from the Saracens, when Archbishop Bernardo and Queen Constanza
had restored the church to God after being a mosque, in the king’s absence and in violation of
the treaty, the Moors’ resentment was divinely allayed; for which reason, this feast was given
the name of the Feast of Peace.”

So the feast of January 24th commemorates two things: the heavenly reward of the saint for
defending the purity of Mary, and the peace between Christendom and Islam in Toledo, which
not for nothing is the most Arabic city in Castile.

Today the friendship between the Spanish Christians and the Moslem peoples is strong; and
if Spain should ever decide to establish a public festivity dedicated to that friendship, she has
it there ready-made: January the 24th, the double feast of the Descent of Most Holy Mary, and

! This doctrine can never be denied by a Moslem, for it is categorically affirmed in the Koran (verse 12 of sura 66, which
precisely bears the number of Allah).
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of the peace between Christians and Moslems, which has been kept in Toledo, the half-Arabic
Castilian city, for eight hundred and eighty years.

And if Abu Walid is today in heaven with St. Ildefonso, as he assuredly is, then he was
canonized by the words of Christ Himself: “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called
the children of God.” The saintly Alfaqui stands in his cathedral niche today, not as a mere
mark of courtesy but in his own right, by the grace of God, the Clement and Merciful.

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:)

A man engaged in spiritual struggle should not only withdraw from all evil deeds, but should also
try to be free from thoughts and ideas (opposed to the commandments and the will of God), and
must always be occupied with salutary and spiritual recollections, remaining detached from all
worldly cares.

St. Simeon

97



Book Review

ALCHEMY
Science of the Cosmos, Science of the Soul
By Titus Burckhardt, (Stuart and Watkins, 35s.)
Translated from the German by William Stoddart

Review by Seyyed Hossein Nasr

INTEREST in alchemy has been greatly enhanced during this century through studies and
research carried out in this field by historians of science and also by psychologists. The historians
of science have thought in their studies to discern in alchemy a primitive chemistry and the
roots of the modern science whose name derives from alchemy. The psychologists, beginning
with C. G. Jung, who devoted two works to the subject, regard alchemy as a psychology
couched in the language of metallurgy. Rarely has a study been made of alchemy as a science
of the soul in the light of a spiritual principle that manifests itself at once in the soul and
in the cosmos and therefore relates soul and cosmos, or the microcosm and the macrocosm,
intimately to one another. In fact one can say that the book under review is the first work
in which integral alchemy, as a spiritual science of the soul but related both in language and
inner correspondence to the cosmos, has been elucidated both with precision and in depth.
As the author says, “spiritual alchemy was not necessarily involved in outward metallurgical
operations, even when it made use of them as similes. It is nevertheless to be supposed that
originally the inward and outward work went hand in hand, for, within the framework of
an organic civilization orientated towards man’s highest goal, a craft can only have meaning
when it serves a spiritual way” (p. 92). In this as well as many other passages the author has
expounded not only the principles of alchemy but also of all traditional cosmology, and even of
art which is closely connected with it.

To penetrate into the meaning of alchemy would require under normal conditions, when
this tradition was fully alive, an initiation into the “mysteries” through which the meaning of
its symbols and method and its often extremely abstruse and complex language would become
revealed. In the absence of an actual possibility of following such a way, the only alternative
is to begin from where alchemy ends and thence come “downward,” if one may so express
oneself. That is, alchemy seeks to lead man by stages from the materia prima to the state of
purity which makes possible the wedding of soul and Spirit, the moon and the Sun. Now, if one
possesses knowledge of the spiritual life through other means, through the “Greater Mysteries”
rather than through the “Lesser Mysteries” of alchemy, and if one also possesses an intuition
of the spiritual significance of traditional art, then it is possible to descend from the spiritual to
the material and to unravel many of the mysteries of alchemy without being taught its language
stage by stage. It is noteworthy that the author of this work has written several outstanding
books on Islamic esotericism or Sufism as well as on the traditional art of East and West. He
has applied knowledge of both the above subjects as well as his intimate knowledge of the
metaphysical and cosmological doctrines of other traditions (especially of Hinduism, where
Tantrism presents many striking resemblances to alchemy) to the clarification and elucidation
of basic alchemical symbols and doctrines. In this manner he has made clear certain questions
which no other contemporary book had been able to explain satisfactorily.

The chapters of the book, starting with a short historical introduction, deal with nearly every
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aspect of alchemy, from an explanation of its language to the discussion of planets and metals,
the elements, the materia prima, sulfur, quicksilver and salt and the alchemical marriage. There
is also a very important chapter devoted to the “alchemy of prayer,” while several chapters
are devoted to specific alchemical authors or works such as Nicolas Flamel and the “Emerald
Tablet.”

One of the most important chapters of the book is on the “stages of the work™ and its
correspondence to the stages of the spiritual life as taught in different traditions, proving
without doubt the inner nexus between alchemy and the spiritual way. The discussion here
of the technique of invocation, so central to spiritual realization in many traditions, and its
connection with the actual “spiritual technique” of alchemy is very revealing.

In addition to the text, the book abounds in illustrations from different alchemical
manuscripts, some made available for the first time in this work. The meaning of these
illustrations is given wherever they appear, adding a very helpful “visual” commentary to the
text.

The appearance of this book in English should correct once and for all many errors prevalent
in this field. It should make clear to historians of science, of whom at least some would agree
with this point of view, that although alchemy did give birth indirectly to chemistry, yet if
we are to study it scientifically we must take full account of its unified world view according
to which the events in the soul of man and in nature are inextricably connected; this inner
correspondence between man and nature is something that has been forgotten by modern
man including the chemists. It should also show up the serious limitations and errors of any
purely psychological interpretation of alchemy such as would seek to study the psyche without
reference to the luminous world of the Spirit which alone can comprehend the soul, in the
sense of both encompassing and understanding. For students of art and comparative religion in
general this work is also of great significance.

From the point of view of translation this book has been well done; its presentation is
also excellent, with very few errors. A short list of the names and dates of alchemists and a
bibliography of works on the subject add to its usefulness. One could wish, however, that some
of the sentences which appear only in Latin had been followed by their English translation thus
making this easier to read for all and sundry.
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Book Review

THE TANTRIK TRADITION
By Agehananda Bharat (Rider, 50s.)

Review by Om Prakash Sharma

It is not easy to write about such a lofty theme as the Tantrik tradition. Volumes upon
volumes have been published on Hindu doctrine and practice but detailed studies on the
Tantrik forms have been very few, largely because certain features thereof were unacceptable
to 19th century prudishness; among European scholars it was Sir John Woodroffe who initiated
these studies early in the present century. Messrs. Rider are to be congratulated on bringing
out this latest contribution by one whose knowledge of the Tantrik field is both detailed and
penetrating.

Tantrik tradition is a particularly delicate theme just because of its methodic use of erotic
symbolism; the text of the Kamasiitra, which is but one treatise among others, has only recently
become available in print. In their own country the Tantras had always been studied very
carefully under the guidance of qualified masters; but in later times many puritanically-minded
Hindus, sensitive to modern western opinion, began to feel ashamed of that section of our Indian
shastras which accepts wine, meat and sexual intercourse, as possible adjuncts to contemplative
living. The point to grasp here is that the Tantras, qua method, do not teach the repression of
the senses, but rather their harnessing in the service of a spiritual training of which the aim is
true unity or, to be more precise, “non-duality”; this purpose evidently ties up with the rest of
the Hindu tradition. As one Tantrik master put it, by the very acts which in an ordinary person
lead him to perdition the initiated yogi obtains permanent emancipation from birth and death.
This gives us the basic principle: methods based upon it may at times have led to abuses, but it
is a mistake to assume, as many have done, that such is always or even commonly the case.

Goodness of deed comes from goodness of intention. Tantras should only be studied from
worthy motives, such as exclude mere curiosity or a craving for experiment, let alone enjoyment
of a blatantly immoral kind. Von Glasenapp, a German commentator of unusual perceptiveness,
has aptly expressed the spirit of Tantra when he says: “...the notion that the whole universe
with the totality of its phenomena forms a single whole, in which even the smallest element
has an effect upon the largest, because secret threads connect the smallest item with the eternal
ground of the world, this is the proper foundation of all Tantrik philosophy.”

Brahmins call the Tantrik literature mantra-shastra because, on its technical side, mantra
is the chief instrument of Tantrism. Manira is meaningful formula, not in any descriptive or
persuasive sense, but within the mystical universe of discourse, as sonorous form of the divinity.
Mantra is verifiable, not by what it describes but by what it effects, by its power to create a
particular and often complex “feeling-tone” in the devotee. Among its range of meanings one
can include thought, speech, prayer, aspiration as also mystical verse, magical formula, charm
etc., Zimmer has appropriately defined manira as “power,” opposable as such to argument or
proposition of a kind that the mind is able to resist or avoid. To pronounce a mantra is always
an event: to quote Lama Anagarika Govinda, ... the symbol word, the holy sounds which are
transmitted to the initiate by the preceptor, make his personality vibrate in consonance and

3

open it up to higher experience.”
In the Hindu scale of values everything that is created carries an intrinsic purpose. The
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same thing may become a stepping-stone or a stumbling block according to how one views
it. For instance marriage may provide a vantage-point for spiritual enlightenment, or else the
couple may simply become ensnared in one another and emotionally exhausted. According
to the Hindu teachings actions are never to be performed for their own sake or as a matter of
habit and still less in fun. One becomes immediately guilty of intellectual suicide if one does
not have a purpose in life, one that is related to a transcendent goal. Hindus hold three states
to be blessed: a human birth, the company of saints and the desire for moksha, Deliverance.
The Vedas teach that men, beasts, trees are all alive but that he only truly lives who lives by
intelligence. The purpose of Tantra is to quicken and focus this higher intelligence. As our
learned author moreover clearly shows, the knowledge to which this intelligence gives access,
using manira as its operative support is knowledge by identification, the only kind that once
gained can never be obscured. Dante when he said that if you cannot be a thing you cannot
paint it, spoke like a true Tantrika.

Our author concludes his exposition with a warning which I hope will not go unheeded:
the Tantrik tradition is in great danger of disappearance under the impact of the puritanical,
moralistic, technological and egalitarian ideologies that have invaded India in the wake of its
former colonial overlords; though they have quitted the scene now, they have left behind
them a terrible residue of undigested ideas of the most questionable kind. A different danger
might take the form of an attempted exporting of Tantrik methods to the western world
itself, minus the indispensable traditional safeguards which, in India, have always accompanied
their use, including reticence concerning many details and the disguising of certain features
under symbolical forms only intelligible to initiates... One has only to observe the grotesque
perversions that have already resulted from attempts to propagate Vedanta and Zen in the
west to gauge the kind of consequences likely to follow from a similar attempt in regard to the
Tantrik techniques. The power of the maniras is such that they cannot be played about with by
the unqualified with impunity. The modern world is full of people who from sheer boredom
are looking for spiritual riches or cheap happiness though resorting to methods borrowed from
the Orient in a haphazard and amateurish manner. An attentive study of the present book
should, over and above its other benefits, help to underline the need for genuinely qualified
guidance, failing which the Tantra were best left severely alone.
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Book Review

RELIGION IN A CHANGING WORLD
By Sarvapalli Radhakrishnan (Allen and Unwin, 25s.)

Review by William Stoddart

IN this book of collected essays Dr. Radhakrishnan appears as a European-style scholar.
Under the general title “religion in a changing world” the essays cover a wide variety of themes,
reflecting the interests and experience of a modern statesman, university professor and man of
letters. His writing is polished and professional and his manner of seeing things is more akin to
that of an academic sceptic than to that of a religious devotee.

Dr. Radhakrishnan undoubtedly touches on a large number of the spiritual problems of our
times, but the remedies he suggests hardly seem proportionate to the gravity of our modern
crisis. Indeed they largely participate in the very causes which are operating to bring the crisis
about. Thus, amongst other things, Dr. Radhakrishnan makes a plea for a “composite world
faith”; but if our dangers are as great as he suggests, could such a man-made and arbitrary
“anthology” possibly arouse the necessary response in the human heart? The author surely
cannot believe that some quest for a “highest common denominator” could produce a serious
alternative to any of the existing world religions, each of which, as a unique and indivisible
organism, claims precisely to have its origin, not in man, but in divine revelation.

Dr. Radhakrishnan is understandably perplexed by the fact that nowadays the great religions
are more and more relegated to the background; but if he were not so firmly held in thrall by the
nineteenth century dogma of “progress” he would find a cure for his perplexity in the passages
of the Visnu-Purana dealing with the “Dark Age” (Kali-Yuga). The unprecedented crises and
catastrophes of modern times only begin to be comprehensible when seen in this light. Nor is
Hinduism alone in providing an antidote to all facile evolutionism and progressism. The other
religions speak with a like voice. The Prophet Mohammed said: “No time cometh on you but
is followed by a worse.” Christ prophesied: “Scandal there must be,” and added the implacable
warning: “and woe to him through whom the scandal cometh!”

In an age of tireless but unblessed technology one of religion’s most important roles is to
remind those willing to listen of this fatally neglected truth.
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Book Review

HINDUISM, BUDDHISM, ZEN
by Nancy Wilson Ross.
(Faber 45s.)

Review by Kathleen Raine

NANCY WILSON Ross is a novelist, whose long association with Buddhism in America is
well known. She has traveled in India, with the specific purpose of studying the Indian religions;
she met Gandhi, with whose programme of social reform she is in sympathy. She has also made
several visits to Japan; Dr. Suzuki and Mme. Sasaki, among other exponents of Zen to the West,
were her friends.

America is in many ways more open to Eastern religions and religious art than this country; it
is astonishing how very little the English, during their long occupation of India, learned from the
great civilization with which they came into (apparently) only physical contact; the foundations
of Asiatic studies laid by Sir William Jones and Warren Hastings seem to have been laid in vain,
until the Theosophical movement at last, and perhaps too late and in the wrong way, resumed
Indian studies. Miss Wilson Ross is representative of an entirely different attitude to be found
in cultured American circles (and indeed on an almost popular scale) towards the Far East.
America has long been under the spell of Chinese sculpture and Japanese painting in somewhat
the same way as England fell under the spell of the Elgin Marbles, whose influence upon English
taste lingers on to this day. For many years —indeed from the time of the Impressionist painters
who first drew attention to the beauty of Japanese prints—Japan has exerted upon American
taste, and especially perhaps on domestic architecture, a vital influence.

Nancy Wilson Ross’s book is, in consequence, written in a spirit of acceptance of the present
and of her own civilization which may surprise—even shock—the purists of this country for
whom acceptance of the East frequently means the rejection of the West. To such purists
any change within the traditional cultures they admire tends to be seen only and inevitably as
deterioration, and the mutual interaction of cultures (from which in the past new flowerings
of the arts, and even the religious traditions themselves, have again and again resulted) only
in terms of the corruption of one or both of the confluent traditions. Miss Wilson Ross is an
American who believes in her own country, and who in consequence welcomes such civilizing
and enriching influences as Zen, and in a lesser degree Indian religions and art, have brought to
the United States. Our attitude to the influence of Zen acknowledged by such artists as Maurice
Graves, Martha Graham, Mark Tobey, J. D. Salinger, Robert Rauschenberg, not to say Jack
Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg and the “beats” will depend on our judgment of the work of the artists
in question; and undeniably some of those named are great artists who have accomplished in
their work the miracle of assimilation without imitation. Nancy Wilson Ross is herself critical
of the social irresponsibility for which Zen has been made a pretext; but on the other hand she
cites Dom Aelred Graham, whose book Zen Catholicism advocates what is undeniably a kind
of eclecticism. Perhaps we fear eclecticism through a failure of creativity, through fear of the
future and the unknown: in a nation on the flowing tide of growth in the arts and in ways of life,
this fear is replaced by an openness which may at times be naive but which is vital, generous,
positive, and (Miss Wilson Ross is herself an instance) on the whole on a very high level.

The purist would of course argue that American Zen has little to do with true Zen, since
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it disregards the doctrinal foundations upon which this local variant of an ancient tradition
reposes. That must necessarily be the point of view of those who consider rather the source
of the flow than the new land it irrigates. But such influences are not accidental; and certain
elements of Zen, which to “cradle” Buddhists might seem extraneous, are precisely those
which American culture is capable of assimilating. Zen has two characteristics which make
it particularly congenial to a contemporary civilization looking towards its own future, and
with a sense rather of “global” than local issues: it is non-mythological, and non-historical.
Mythology may unite a national, but can only divide a world-wide culture; (and America is
itself a microcosm of the “one world”). The sense of the past has recently come to be felt
not as the support which throughout European civilisation, as elsewhere, it has been for the
last two thousand years, but rather as a burden to be shed. Even within the Catholic Church,
whose foundations have hitherto been upheld by the rock of history, an almost unreasoning
impulse to throw out the past seems to be at work. Between the historically based poetry of
Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot and all that has come since there is a watershed which we have
irrevocably crossed. Natural appearances, on which Zen art is based, are non-mythological and
non-historical; they belong always to the timeless Now. The modern West has looked always
to “nature,” and the scientific civilization has as its only foundation a conception of the natural
order. Zen offers a subtler alternative view of “nature” for which many of the most perceptive
minds of the west (who have seen that the scientific view of the physical world has already
dissolved the once solid concept of “matter”) are now prepared. What for Eastern Buddhism is
a sophisticated end-product is for the West a point d’appui; whether from that point the West
will necessarily go on to adopt elements of the Buddhist metaphysics which the purists would
insist are the only and necessary ground of Zen remains to be seen; it seems likely that at least in
some cases this is already so to a greater extent than can be assessed in formal terms; for the art
of haiku or the Zen style of painting themselves communicate a whole mental orientation. In
any case we would do ill to condemn less complete assimilations, or for that matter the “beats,”
the flower-children and the multitude of desperate searchers for whose total ignorance our own
society is responsible.

[ have concentrated rather on the author’s attitude to Zen than on her careful and sympathetic
chapters on Hinduism and the older forms of Buddhism, because therein lies the vital point of
her work; or so it must strike an English reader, for whom the salutary American openness to
the world must come as a sharp reminder that our own country might benefit from an infusion
of new modes and attitudes which we seem on the whole both too lazy and too complacent
to attempt. Much as we may wish it otherwise we see everywhere the obliterating tide rising;
unless we follow the American example and take in what we can of the Eastern cultures
while they still exist, the secret of all that richness may vanish from the earth, leaving only the
enigmatic records of a religious art after the disappearance of the religions which created it.

The illustrations to this book are especially beautiful; chosen with sophisticated taste and
with relevance to the author’s exegetic purpose. It is a book for beginners, less demanding than
The World of Zen, her earlier book; but it is neither popular nor academic. Perhaps there still
exist some vestiges of an intelligent reading public who have leisure to reflect on images of
peace and beauty remote from the all-devouring machinery of the Reign of Quantity.
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Book Review

THE THREE JEWELS
An introduction to Buddhism
By Bhikshu Sangharak-shita. (Rider, 50s.)

Review by Marco Pallis

THIS fresh work by the author of A Survey of Buddhism (Indian Institute of World Culture,
reprinted 1966) displays the same gift of clear exposition which the previous work had led
one to expect; the only difference is that the present book by comparison has a rather more
“popular” character. It provides easy reading for anyone who is not already informed on the
subject, but escapes any reproach of superficiality on that score.

The book is divided into three parts, each of which corresponds to one of the “three jewels,”
Buddha, Dharma and Sangha—the Enlightened One who was also the Founder, the Teachings
as such, and lastly the Assembly of those who, in this world or elsewhere, are vocationally
engaged in following the path traced by the Buddha or in helping other beings to do so.

Part I opens with a brief chapter situating Buddhism in its historical setting, including some
mention of the influence which Buddhism, after its expansion both in India itself and beyond,
exerted on other religions with which it came in contact. This is undoubtedly true of some
of the examples mentioned, but worse than doubtful when it comes to claiming that Sufism,
in the Islamic world, was the result of Buddhist influences. Sufism is unmistakably Koranic
in all essentials; if it shows certain resemblances to Mahayana Buddhism as also to the Hindu
Vedanta, this is an evident case of spiritual coincidence, whereof religious history provides many
examples. Such coincidences are in no wise surprising, Truth being one and man’s spiritual
needs being much the same everywhere.

The remainder of the section on “The Buddha” covers all the essential ground, namely
his earthly ministry and also the symbolical and mythological events which, coupled with the
purely historical happenings, go to reveal the transcendent character of the Tathagata’s mission:
in this respect the author shows a clear appreciation of the polyvalent nature of the means
whereby the tradition stemming both from the Buddha’s historical personality and from his
intemporal omnipresence is able to communicate itself to mankind.

Part II, devoted to the Dharma, includes metaphysical and cosmological doctrines at various
levels; after which we are introduced to the way that leads through and out of Samsara, the
Round of changeful transmigration, towards the only goal fully worthy of a human vocation,
namely that Enlightenment which the Buddha realized under the Bodhi Tree and now offers to
all who are weary of an indefinite tossing to and fro on the ocean of passible existence.

The third “jewel,” occupying Part III, has here been treated with particular originality.
Bipassing conventional handling of the subject, our author has chosen to introduce his readers
first of all to the Sangha through its most transcendent aspect, as the “glorious company of
Bodhisattvas™: a Christian parallel would be to start off with the “Church triumphant” and
then descend, as it were, to consider the “Church militant” struggling to emulate its heavenly
counterpart at the level of human existence here on earth. Thus one is offered the Sangha
successively as “celestial model,” as the Monastic Order founded by the Buddha to provide the
dedicated nucleus of spiritual life, and lastly as the Buddhist laity whose vocation, as the author
shows, in no wise excludes the highest knowledge and virtue for those who, though still living
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“in this world,” have ceased to be “of this world.” The concluding chapter of this section deals
with “popular Buddhism,” that is to say with the life of piety under manifold forms as found
in Buddhist lands and, here again, he shows that all the traditional institutions, when rightly
understood, provide links and keys whereby the “three jewels” are kept continually in the
minds of people like a seed which, ripened by good karma, will by and by flower in complete
self-dedication to “the one thing needful.”
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Book Review

THE SURANGAMA SUTRA
Translated by Charles Luk (Lu K’uan Yu)
(Rider, 45s.)

Review by J. C. Cooper

To quote Charles Luk’s own words, his only ambition is “to present as many Chinese
Buddhist texts as possible, so that Buddhism can be preserved at least in the West, should it be
fated to disappear in the East as it seems to be.” How wise is this decision and how valuable
such a work is only too evident today, with China not only “bitten by the mad dog” herself,
but, like a sufferer from rabies, ready to infect others as well. It is apparently not sufficient to
stamp out the ancient traditions of Chinese religion and scholarship, but the disease must be
carried to the defenceless and innocent Tibet in an attempt to destroy a nation and, with it,
its Buddhist tradition. Thus the West must be doubly grateful to Charles Luk, now writing in
Hongkong, for placing in its hands the possibility of helping to preserve some of the wisdom
of the East.

Of the Stirangama Siitra he writes: “This important sermon contains the essence of the
Buddha’s teaching and, as foretold by Him, will be the first sttra to disappear in the Dharma
ending age.” It is presented in the characteristic style of question-and-answer which evokes
the sermons of the Buddha, the Tathagata. The obtuseness of the questioning disciple induces
a step-by-step instruction from the World Honoured One, who tells Ananda that “in truth
wise people should be awakened by examples and analogies,”” and assures him that “there is a
samadhi called the all-embracing Supreme Siirangama, a gateway through which all Buddhas
had reached the profound Majestic Path.”

It is in this Stitra that we find the well-known but significant simile that, while still clinging
to the mind to listen to the Dharma, which is also causal, man fails to realise the Dharmall
nature and is “like a man pointing a finger at the moon to show it to others who should follow
the direction of the finger to look at the moon. If they look at the finger and mistake it for the
moon, they lose sight of both the moon and the finger.”

Of this Siitra it is said that “The Strangama Samadhi is pure and cannot be sullied, like
the lotus flower. It is indestructible like the royal diamond and can destroy the darkness of
ignorance. It looks into all phenomena and realises their illusory and transient nature.” The
Stitra ends with the “Warning to Practisers” and enumerates the ten states of mind affected by
the five aggregates of form (rupa), receptiveness (vedana), conception (sanjna), discrimination
(samskara), and consciousness (vijnana) which originate in the mind consciousness and should
be eliminated, beginning with form (matter). In principle they vanish the moment one is
awakened, in practice they are wiped out gradually, due to the force of habit. “You should
awaken to the source of false thinking and open your mind, and then teach practisers in the
Dharma ending age so that they know its falsehood and reject it, become aware of the existence
of Nirvana, and so stop hankering after the three worlds.”
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Book Review

UNDISCOVERED COUNTRY
by Kathryn Hulme
(Muller 30s.)

Review by D.M.M.

Kathryn Hulme’s lively and very readable autobiography has as its underlying theme the
impact made on her by G. I. Gurdjieff between 1930 and his death in 1949. This in the end led
her to enter the Roman Catholic Church in the belief that there she could best hope to bring to
fruition what she had painfully learned from one whose memory she still venerates. Evidently
the spate of books about Gurdjieff which began at his death is not yet ended. None of them
give an account of his life prior to 1915; his own book on this period does not pretend to give
historical facts. But the Institute he set up at Fontainebleau in 1922 brought a great many people
into contact with him and many books have given impressions of him between that time and
his death. It is claimed that he was always acting a part designed to produce a particular, usually
cathartic, effect on the person he was dealing with at the moment; perhaps this helps to explain
why the pictures of him differ so widely leaving the man and his teaching an enigma. He seems
likely always to remain so at any rate to those who never studied with him.
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Book Review

IAMBLICHUS ON THE MYSTERIES OF THE EGYPTIANS, CHALDEANS AND
ASSYRIANS
Translated from the Greek by Thomas Taylor
(Vincent Stuart and John M. Watkins. 63s.)

Review by Kathleen Raine

THOMAS TAYLOR the Platonist (1758-1835) is one of the most remarkable figures in the
history of ideas. Abused by the pedants and critics of his own day, and subsequently disregarded
by the academic world, his writings have, from the publication of his paraphrase translation of
Plotinus On the Beautiful in 1787 continued to exert a transforming effect upon the poets and
those few distinguished minds who read the ancient philosophers for the sake of wisdom rather
than learning.

It was Taylor, first translator of Plato into English, who supplied the texts from which the
English Romantic poets learned the Neoplatonic metaphysics, with its accompanying symbolic
discourse, which wrought so revolutionary a transformation in the theory and practise of poetry
at the end of the eighteenth century. Blake, Coleridge, Shelley and Keats all are, in various
modes and degrees, polytheists; from Blake, whose polytheism is included within a Christian
framework, to Keats, the least philosophic but the most mythological of the Romantics. Taylor
may best be seen in the context of the Greek revival, whose beginnings were in the visual arts,
but whose effects went far beyond the temporary excitement caused by the publication of
such works as Stuart and Revett’s Antiquities of Athens and Ionia, or the ceramics and statuary
brought to England by travellers from Sir William Hamilton (who had purchased the Barberini
vase) to Lord Elgin. Taylor was a friend of Flaxman, one of the moving spirits of the Greek
Revival in the visual arts; it was Flaxman who inspired Josiah Wedgwood to attempt his famous
replicas of the Barberini (now Portland) vase, whose emblems were at that time believed to
be representations of the Eleusinian Mysteries; and it was Taylor whose Dissertation on the
Eleusinian and Bacchic Mysteries instructed his generation in the nature of these Mysteries.
Taylor gave in the 1880’s a series of lectures on the Platonic philosophy at Flaxman’s house, to a
distinguished audience which included Romney; and among those not sufficiently distinguished
to be mentioned by Taylor in his memoir William Blake was almost certain to have been one,
for he was at that time on terms of intimacy with Flaxman; Taylor appears as “the Pythagorean”
in Blake’s early satire, An Island in the Moon.

It is in Blake’s writings that the first impact of Taylor and the Neoplatonic philosophy may
first be discerned. Coleridge, still a schoolboy, was at the same time delighting in the works
of “Taylor the English Pagan”; Wordsworth read Plotinus in Taylor’s paraphrase translations;
Shelley (who of course read the Greek authors in the original) possessed Taylor’s Plato.

It was above all Taylor’s early writings and translations which influenced the English
Romantic poets. A generation later the American Transcendentalists drew their inspiration
from the same works. Emerson and Bronson Alcott venerated him, and were astonished at his
neglect in England. Alcott collected, on his visit to England in 1841, a library of wisdom for
“the new Eden” at Fruitlands, in which he included as many of Taylor’s works as he could find.
Alcott’s young disciple Thomas M. Johnson founded his magazine The Platonist (1880 to 1888)
with the avowed purpose of republishing Taylor’s writings and translations.
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Taylor was again to be the main source of knowledge of the Neoplatonists for the Theosophical
Society. Mrs. Mary Anne Atwood (author of A Suggestive Enquiry into the Hermetic Philosophy
and Alchemy, a work of Quixotic learning full of long extracts from Taylor and the Alchemists)
presented to the Society (whose president at that time was A. P. Sinnett) the library of her father,
Thomas South, which included the works of Thomas Taylor. Mrs. Atwood had hoped that the
Theosophical Society would become a school of Pythogarean learning, and withdrew her gift
when this proved not to be so. Meanwhile a number of Taylor’s works were republished by the
Theosophical Society itself, or by John M. Watkins, the theosophical publisher. G. R. S. Mead’s
Orpheus is an expansion of Taylor’s Introduction to The Mystical Hymns of Orpheus (the second
edition). W. B. Yeats and George Russell (AE) were both members of the Theosophical Society,
and doubtless read Taylor first in these re-publications; AE called Taylor “the uncrowned King”
and Yeats possessed a number of his works.

Iamblichus On the Mysteries, published in 1821, came after the English Romantic movement
was spent; its selection for re-publication in 1895 reflects the Theosophical Society’s interest
rather in theurgy than in metaphysics. When in the 1880’s the Hermetic Society of the Golden
Dawn was founded, Taylor’s philosophic polytheism was translated into ritual and invocation;
an influence clearly to be seen in Yeats’s plays and poetry.

The new edition is a reprint of the 1895 John M. Watkins reproduction of the 1821 first
edition, whose beautiful typography bears the stamp of Taylor’s period. Taylor’s works have
recently begun to be subjected to those academic studies he himself so much despised; and his
readers now tend to be members of the academic profession rather than lovers of that wisdom
of the Greek philosophers whose transmission was Taylor’s sole object. It is to be hoped that
some at least will discover that wisdom in the course of their studies. It is also possible that
the impulse of quantitative science has almost spent itself, and that a return to the traditional
concept of mind as the only substantial reality may have already been reached through the
following of scientific investigation to its conclusion. Taylor came to the Platonic philosophy
through mathematics; and by a curious coincidence the author of this notice attended, on the
day of the re-publication of Iamblichus On the Mysteries, a lecture by G. Spencer-Brown, a
former pupil of Lord Russell, upon the mathematics of the celestial hierarchies of Dionysius.
The relation between the divine and angelic orders and number was understood by the Greek
theology, as it is also in cabalism; and it is therefore perhaps less strange than it might appear
that a rediscovery of the objective validity of the Greek mathesis, inseparable from theology,
should come rather from the most advanced students of mathematics rather than from the
atheist humanist students of classics and anthropology, or the euhemerist interpreters of myths.
On the third page of Taylor’s Introduction is a sentence which is almost word for word with
the lecturer’s exposition of the mathematical inevitability of the Dionysian Trinity: “According
to this (the Orphic) theology, as I have elsewhere shown, in every order of things, a triad is the
immediate progeny of a monad.” So time sifts truth, and restores ancient knowledge, when this
knowledge corresponds to the immutable nature of things.

Taylor’s translations represent a side of Greek thought that but for him would be
unrepresented in English literature. His writings may be superseded in scholar-ship, and also in
style; they will never be surpassed in understanding of the Greek philosophy. As G. R. S. Mead
wrote of him “Taylor was more than a scholar, he was a philosopher in the Platonic sense of
the word.”
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Correspondence
FORGIVENESS IN RELIGIOUS THOUGHT

Sir,

In his article “Forgiveness in Religious Thought” Professor Donald H. Bishop makes some
statements with regard to the Islamic conception of forgiveness which will surprise many
Muslims; and since his standpoint, though naturally centred on Christianity, is so objective with
regard to other religions, I feel that he will be among the first to welcome an Islamic comment
on his theme. But to begin with, may I be allowed to say something about the Beatitudes, and
in particular “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain Mercy.” (The two ‘m’s as I have
written them here, one small and the other capital, serve to bring out the point which Jesus
was undoubtedly making, though in most Bibles they are both printed small). Professor Bishop
remarks of this Beatitude: “It would be invalid to restate it: ‘If you want to obtain mercy, be
merciful.”* Yes, it would be aesthetically wrong; it would above all be devotionally wrong, for
it falls far short of the original in giving glory to God; but it would not be logically wrong, nor
would it be doctrinally wrong; for indeed the whole point of the Beatitudes lies in the answer
to the question: “Why are they that mourn blessed? Why are the merciful blessed? Why are
the pure in heart blessed?” The answer is: “Because they shall be comforted, because they shall
receive Mercy, because they shall see God.” There is no blessing in the act of mourning for its
own sake. But to receive comfort from God, that is another matter! And how small a thing is
fragmentary relative human mercy—all that man can ever be capable of—compared with the
Absolute Mercy which he may hope to receive in return!

Professor Bishop says: “Jesus did not say to Peter: ‘If you want to be forgiven seventy
times seven, then you forgive likewise also’. Instead he simply said: ‘Forgive, not seven times,

%¢¢

but seventy times seven.” But the meaning again is ultimately the same if we consider the
significance of being forgiven by God, which is inextricably connected with human perfection.
The gist of this part of the article which we are discussing is that in Christianity forgiveness is
“a duty,” and if we ask why it is a duty the answer lies in the verse: “Be ye therefore perfect
even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect.” That is as far as the author goes. But if we go
a step further and ask: “What is the point of being perfect?” the answer is, not that we should
seek by our own relative human perfection to rival the Absolute Divine Perfection, but that
we should seek to be acceptable and pleasing to God. Now that is ultimately also the point of
desiring God’s Forgiveness which is a necessary first stage in becoming acceptable to Him; and
may we not say that having His forgiveness “multiplied by seventy times seven” is in fact no
less than being utterly acceptable to Him? In other words, when man forgives, it should always
be above all for the sake of being forgiven by God. Any other point of view comes dangerously
near to Stoicism or humanism.

As regards what Professor Bishop says of Islam, the most surprising statement is that “his
(Muhammad’s) ethics, unlike Jesus’s, never went beyond the level of equal retribution.” But
what man in the records of history has ever surpassed Muhammad in “multiple and unlimited
forgiveness of enemies”? He remitted penalty whenever God would allow him to do so, and in
this connection it must be remembered that there can be a hidden cruelty in failing to punish,
just as there is a hidden mercy in punishment, for to say the least it is better to expiate sin in this
world than in the next. But in any case we may assume that the Prophet always forgave (do not
all Prophets?), for he was magnanimity personified, a man entirely without rancour. Moreover
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it was his function to be a living example of Quranic spirituality, and the Qur’an abounds in
injunctions to forgive injury. Let us take the following example from one of the many Quranic
parallels to the Beatitudes: “Vie with one another for forgiveness from your Lord, and for a
paradise as wide as are the heavens and the earth, which is prepared for those who are pious,
who give offering in ease and in adversity, who suppress their anger and are forgiving towards
men; God loveth those who do good.” (III, 133-134). Or let us take a more particular example:
a slander had been spread against ‘A’ishah, the wife of the Prophet and daughter of Abu Bakr,
that she was guilty of adultery, and one of the slanderers was financially dependent upon Abu
Bakr, who vowed that he would support him no more. Almost immediately there was revealed
the following verse of the Qur’an which, though it is in general terms, Abu Bakr took to refer to
himself, and acted accordingly: “Let not those who possess dignity and ease amongst you swear
not to give to the near of kin and the needy ... Let them forgive and show indulgence. Do ye not
long that God should forgive you? God is Forgiving, Merciful.” (XXIV 22).

One could go on quoting almost indefinitely. The Qur’an does not pass over in silence
the “psychological” aspect of forgiveness: “The good deed and the evil deed are not alike.
Repel injury with the better deed, and then he who was at enmity with thee will become as a
warm friend.” (XLI, 35). But characteristically the Qur’an immediately transposes this to the
theological plane by adding words to the effect that such things are not possible unless one has
already acquired a deep-rooted virtue of patience, and unless one has an immense gift of grace
from God.

The Qur’an is in a sense both Christ and Caesar; it brings both spiritual teaching and law,
and by making the law clear, (for example, by making it clear that the injured party is under
no legal obligation to remit the penalty), the Qur’an establishes the principle of the entirely
voluntary act of goodness, nafilah, which plays such an immense part in the spiritual life of
Islam, the act of goodness which is performed simply and solely for the sake of “drawing near
to God”; and one of the great nawafil is precisely forgiveness of enemies. Nor is this in any sense
limited to the “minority voice” of the Sufis, for it is a universal principle of Islamic practical
theology, though the Sufis, like their mystic counterparts in Christianity and other religions, are
pre-eminently responsive to Divine injunction and Apostolic precedent.

Professor Bishop remarks that his article “does not deal with forgiveness on the divine
level, in relation to Christian eschatology”; but it is in fact impossible to treat this question
independently of eschatology, and he soon finds himself obliged to enter the eschatological
domain, so let us follow him in. He says, again with reference to Islam: “Nor do we find in
the New Testament a parallel to Chapter XLII (of the Qur’an) where Allah is pictured as a
bargaining God who offers paradise if one believes and imposes torment if one does not.” But
what is the New Testament—and indeed what is Religion—if it is not a covenant offering
Paradise if one believes on pain of torment if one does not? What about the passage in St.
Matthew about the sheep and the goats—a passage that is one of the comer stones of the
Christian religion? Is not that a piece of “bargaining” which offers Paradise on certain conditions
and torments if one fails to fulfil them?

“Then shall he say also unto them on the left hand, Depart from me, ye cursed, into
everlasting fire, prepared for the devil and his angels... And these shall go away into everlasting
punishment: but the righteous into life eternal.” (XXV, 41-46).

As to the remark: “We do not find a chapter in the New Testament the equivalent of Surah
VIII... where Allah is pictured as a God supporting His followers in their bloody battles with
the enemy (incidentally, there is a bad mistake in Max Muller’s here quoted edition of the

112



Studies in Comparative Religion — Vol. 2, #2 (Spring 1968)

Qur’an translation, “God is keen to punish,” which should be “God is severe in punishment”),
this is hardly surprising, because Christ’s warfare is reserved for his second coming. But when
that takes place:

“And I saw the beast, and the kings of the earth, and their armies, gathered together to make
war against him that sat on the horse, and against his army.

And the beast was taken, and with him the false prophet that wrought miracles before him
..These both were cast alive into a lake of fire burning with brimstone.

And the remnant were slain with the sword of him that sat upon the horse, which sword
proceeded out of his mouth; and all the fowls of the air were filled with their flesh.” (Revelation
XIX, 19-21).

And from St. Matthew:

“The Son of Man shall send forth his angels and they shall gather out of his kingdom all
things that offend, and them which do iniquity, and shall cast them into a furnace of fire: there
shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth” (XIII, 41-42).

Might we then suggest, as regards Professor Bishop’s remark: “Jesus conceived of God not in
terms of justice, sovereignty, wrath, and punishment but as mercy, compassion, love, good will
and forgiveness,” that the words “not... but” could be with advantage replaced by “less... than.”
Jesus conceived of God as He is; and the same applies, needless to say, to the other founders of
religions. In the Qur’an, for example, God says: “I smite with my punishment whom I will, but
My Mercy embraceth all things.” (VII, 156). Let us quote also the well-known Hadith in which
God says, on the tongue of the Prophet: “My Mercy taketh precedence over My Anger.”

In short, for Muhammad and the Muslim just as for Christ and the Christian, “the highest
sanction for forgiveness is theological.” It seems to me also, on Professor Bishop’s own showing,
that exactly the same is true mutatis mutandis, of Hinduism and Buddhism, but he would no
doubt prefer to have directly the views of a Hindu and Buddhist on that score.

ABU BAKR SIRAJ AD-DIN
London, 18.5.68
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The Wisdom of the Virgin
by
Frithjof Schuon

IN speaking of the “wisdom of the Virgin” we are considering the Virgin Mary not solely in
her quality as Mother of Jesus, but above all as Prophetess' for all the descendants of Abraham;
this enables us to compare the Magnificat with several as it were parallel passages from the
Koran.

The Magnificat (Luke, 1, 46-55) contains the following teachings: holy joy in God,;
humility—"poverty” or “childlikeness”—as a condition of Grace; the holiness of the Divine
Name; inexhaustible Mercy and its connection with fear; immanent and universal justice; the
merciful assistance accorded to Israel, this name having to be extended to the Church? since
according to St. Paul the Church is the supraracial prolongation and renewal of the Chosen
People.? Further, the Magnificat speaks of the favour granted to “Abraham and his seed,” and
not exclusively to Isaac and his seed; Abraham includes all monotheistic Semites, racially or
spiritually, thus irrespective of physical race in certain cases.

The connection between fear and Mercy—enunciated in the Magnificat—is of cardinal
importance: contrarily to prejudices current in the world of lukewarmness and psychologism,
the traditional doctrines which insist most on Mercy have as their point of departure the convic[]
tion that we run the risk of hell, or even deserve it, and that we are only saved by the Goodness
of Heaven*; the way then consists, not in wishing to save oneself by one’s own merits, since this
is considered quite impossible, but in conforming to the requirements of a Mercy which seeks
to save us while demanding of us a priori the fear of being lost. Mary’s hymn is impregnated with
elements of Mercy and Rigour, and it thus reflects an aspect of the nature of the Virgin herself:
the mildness of the Virgin is accompanied by an adamantine purity and also by a strength of soul
which evokes such Biblical figures as Miriam and Deborah, and which represents a dimension
inseparable from the greatness of her who was called o clemens, o pia, o dulcis Virgo Maria.®

The severities of Mary’s canticle towards the proud, the mighty and the rich, and the
consolations directed to the humble, the oppressed and the poor refer—apart from their literal
meaning—to the equilibrium-restoring power of the Beyond; and this insistence on cosmic
alternations is easily explained if we remember that the Virgin herself personifies Equilibrium,
since she is identifiable with cosmic Substance, which is both maternal and virginal—a Substance
of Harmony and Beauty, and thereby opposed to all disequilibrium. In the doctrine of Mary the

! Obviously not a law-giving Prophétess nor the foundress of a religion, but one who sheds light and sanctifies. Amongst
Moslems there is a divergence of view on the question as to whether Maryam was a “Prophetess” (nabiyyah) or simply a “saint”
(waliyyah); the first opinion is based on the Virgin’s super-eminence, that is to say on her unequalled rank in the spiritual
hierarchy, while the second opinion stems from a carping and timid theology that only takes account of the fact that Mary
could not have a law-giving function, a “juridical” point of view which bypasses the essential with an astonishing lack of sense
of proportion.

2 Or to the Churches, if outward schisms arc taken into account.

3 “His servant Israel” says the Magnificat, thus specifying that sacred servitude enters into the very definition of Israel, to the
extent that an Israel without this servitude is no longer the Chosen People, whereas inversely a non-Israelite monotheistic
community is identifiable with Israel—"in spirit and in truth”—by the very fact that it realizes servitude towards God.

4 The Buddhist “Pure Land” schools are particularly characteristic in this respect.

5 Words added spontaneously by St. Bernard to the Salve Regina on the occasion of a solemn gathering at Speyer cathedral.
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roots of disequilibrium are essentially expressed by pride, injustice and attachment to riches®;
or more precisely, love of self, contempt for one’s neighbour and the desire to possess, which
includes insatiability and avarice.

As for the joy referred to in the Virgin’s canticle, this goes hand in hand with humility—the
awareness of our contingency and of our ontological nothingness—or more precisely with the
divine Answer to this humility; whatever is empty for God will by the same token be filled,
as Meister Eckhart explains by the example of the hand lowered and opened upwards. To the
humility—or poverty—of man corresponds the Generosity of God; now the message of the
Virgin according to the Koran is, as we shall see, a message of Divine Generosity.

The doctrine of Mary as it appears in the Koran insists on Mercy on the one hand and on
immanent and cosmic Justice on the other, or on the alternations due to universal Equilibrium.
We find the idea of Mercy—teaching of the Virgin—in the following passage: “And her Lord
(“her” refers to St. Anne, the “wife of "Imran”) accepted her (Mary) with full acceptance and
caused her to grow with a goodly growth,” and made Zachariah® her guardian; whenever
Zachariah went in to her in the prayer-niche (mihrab),’ he found beside her the necessary
food'?; he asked: O Mary, whence cometh unto thee this (food)? She replied: it cometh from
God: truly God giveth beyond measure to whom He will.” (Surah of the Family of “Imran,
37).

This reply is the very symbol of the Marian message as it appears in the Koran; and even
in other passages, in which the name of Mary is not mentioned, this phrase in fact indicates an
aspect of the message. “The life of this world has been made attractive (by Satan) to those who
do not believe,!! and they mock those who believe; and those who fear God will be above them
on the Day of the Resurrection; for God giveth beyond measure to whom He will.” (Surah of
the Family of “Imran, 212). In this passage we encounter, along with the key-phrase regarding
divine Generosity, the ideas enunciated in the Magnicat: the necessity of fear, then the play of
cosmic alternations, i.e. the compensatory and equilibrium-restoring relationship between the
here-below and the beyond.

An analogous passage from the same Surah is the following: “Say (O Prophet): O my God
(Allahumma), Sovereign of Royalty, Thou givest royalty to whom Thou wilt and Thou takest

¢ And not the mere fact of being rich, for an outward situation is nothing in itself; a monarch is necessarily rich, and there have
been holy monarchs. To condemn the “rich” is nevertheless justified by the fact that owners, on the average, are. attached to
what they own: inversely, only he is “poor” who is content with little.

7 An allusion to the avataric beauty of the Virgin, and also, according to the commentators, to the growth of grace in her.

8 It is to be noted that the name Zachariah, which in Hebrew means “God remembers” (Zekaryah), comprises in Arabic
(Zakariya) the root zakara, and thus the meaning of “fullness” and “abundance.” The Arabic equivalent of the Hebrew zekar
is dhakara, whence the word dhikr, “remembrance” (of God).

® The reference here is to a certain place in the Temple of Jerusalem, reserved for the Blessed Virgin. The association of ideas
between Mary and the prayer-niche in mosques is common amongst Moslems: in many mosques the verse of Zachariah and
Mary is inscribed above the mihrab;’ this is notably so in the case of Hagia Sophia, which thus remains dedicated to the Virgin
even after the Byzantine era and under the Turks.

1 Winter fruits in summer and summer fruits in winter according to tradition; tradition likewise relates that Mary’s apartment
was closed by seven doors, which evokes the symbolism of the “book seven times sealed.”

' Literally: “who cover (kafara)”, that is to say: who cover the Truth; this contains an allusion to innate knowledge which has
been “covered” by passion and pride.
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away royalty from whom Thou wilt; Thou exaltest whom Thou wilt and Thou abasest whom
Thou wilt; in Thy Hand is welfare; truly Thou art powerful over all things. Thou causest the
night to pass into the day and Thou causest the day to pass into the night. And Thou bringest
forth the living from the dead, and Thou bringest forth the dead from the living. And Thou
givest sustenance beyond measure to whom Thou wilt.” (26-27). Here again, along with the
key-phrase, we have the idea of cosmic alternations.

Another passage: “O my people! The life of this world is but a passing enjoyment and in
truth the future life is the abode of stability. Whoever doeth an ill-deed is requited only with
the like thereof, and whoever doeth good, whether male or female, provided he is a believer'?

—all such will enter Paradise where they will receive sustenance beyond measure.” (Surah of
the Believer, 39-40).

One of the most important passages, from the generally Islamic as well as from the specifically
Marian point of view, is the Light Verse and the three verses which follow it: “God is the light
of the heavens and the earth; His light is comparable to a niche wherein is a wick'?; the wick is
in a crystal; the crystal is like a brilliant star; it (the wick) is kindled from a blessed tree (from
which comes the oil), an olive tree which is neither of the East nor of the West, and whose oil
would almost glow forth (of itself) though no fire touched it. Light upon light; God guideth
unto His light whom He will; and God speaketh to mankind in parables; and God knoweth
all things.” Coming immediately after this famous passage are the following verses: “In houses
which God hath suffered to be built, and in which His Name is remembered (invoked), men
whom neither trade nor barter distract from remembrance (invocation) of God, nor from Prayer
and Alms-giving, glorify Him at dawn and at dusk; they fear the day when hearts and eyes will
be overturned. So that God may reward them for the good works they accomplished and give
them more out of His grace; and God giveth His sustenance, beyond measure, to whom He
will.” (Surah of Light, 35-38).

This group of verses evokes first of all the symbolism of the prayer-niche, symbol of the
mysteries of the Divine Light and of its modes of presence or immanence, and ends with the
key-phrase of the Marial message, the words on Generosity. We likewise encounter an allusion
to the Name of God and another to fear; finally, the Light Verse contains the virginal symbols
of crystal, star,'* blessed tree'> and oil, the Marian interpretations of which can easily be
discerned.'®

In its intrinsic meaning the Light Verse refers to the doctrine of the Self and of the refractions
of the Self in cosmic manifestation; the connection with the Virgin is convincing because

12 This reserve is crucial. It is faith that saves, not action as such; both faith and action, however, are susceptible of complex,
subtle, and sometimes paradoxical nuances.

B Tt is indeed a question of a burning wick, and not of a “lamp,” as most translators seem to think.
4 The names Stella Matutina and Stella Maris will be recalled here.

15 Within the framework of this particular symbolism the words “neither of the East nor of the West” seem to indicate that
the Virgin, personifying both the universal Shakti and the Sophia Perennis, does not belong exclusively either to Christianity or
Islam, but that she belongs to both religions at once, and that she constitutes the link between them.

16 In Brahmanical terminology, Mary incarnates the luminous and ascending element (Sattva) of uncreated Substance (Prakriti),
which already radiates by its purity alone, and thus even apart from the illuminating and “vertical” intervention of the creative
Intellect (Purusha).
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she personifies the receptive or passive perfections of universal Substance; but she likewise
incarnates—by virtue of the formless and occult nature of Divine Prakriti—the ineffable
essence of wisdom or spirituality, the both virginal and maternal materia prima of all formal
coagulations of the Spirit."”

But Moslems think of the Virgin in connection not only with the prayer-niche (mihrab),
but also with the palm-tree (nakhlah): Mary is beside a withered palm-tree in the wilderness,
and a voice commands her: “Shake the trunk of the palm-tree toward thee, thou wilt cause ripe
and fresh dates to fall upon thee.” (Surah of Maryam, 25). This miracle of the palm-tree is the
companion of the miracle of the niche: in both cases, Mary is nourished by God, but whereas
in the first case the fruits arrive without her doing anything other than invoking God in the
prayer-niche, in the second case she must participate in the miracle; it is a miracle of pure grace
in the first case, and a miracle of active faith in the second. That is to say, the niche evokes the
graces of prayer of a static and contemplative kind, while the palm-tree suggests active and
dynamic prayer; to the perfection of quietude must be added the perfection of fervour; the
latter demands an awareness of our earthly distress or of our exile, while the former implies our
sense of Unity and of Beatitude.

The Koran contains a particularly synthetic passage concerning not so much the “wisdom”
of the Virgin as her “mystery”: “And Mary, the daughter of ‘Imran,'®* who kept her virginity
intact: We breathed into her of Our Spirit; and she believed in the Words of her Lord and in His
Books and was of those who, are subject (to God).” (Surah of the Prohibition, 12).

“Who kept her virginity intact”: the Arabic term, which is concrete, implies a symbolism
of the heart: God introduces into the heart of the Virgin an element of His nature, that is to say
that in reality He “opens” this heart to the transcendentally omnipresent Divine Spirit. Hearts
are unaware of this Spirit from the fact of their hardening, a hardening which at the same time
is dissipation; the virgin heart, on the other hand, is both fluid and concentrated, metaphorically
speaking.

“We breathed into her of Our Spirit™: the image of breath evokes both the intimacy and
subtlety of the gift, its depth or infinitude, if one will; “of Our Spirit™: no divine manifestation

17" According to Al-Bagli, commentator on the Koran and patron saint of the town of Shiraz, “the substance of Mary is the
substance of original sanctity.” A Maghribi shaikh, who had no knowledge of Christianity except through the Koran, told us
that Maryam personifies Clemency-Mercy (Rahmah) and that our age is especially dedicated to her for that very reason; the
essence of Mary—her “crown”—are the Names Rahmdn and Rahim, and she is the human manifestation of the Basmalah
(“in the Name of God the Clement, the Merciful”). In prayers for the dead intended for general use, the name Muhammad,
representing in Islam the human ideal, stands for the departed person, on the understanding that whoever uses the formula will
substitute for “Muhammad” the actual name of the dead man or woman. But since before God a person is held to be primarily
the child of his or her mother, the ideal name figures in the prayer as “Muhammad the son of Maryam,” these two names
representing the summits of the two hierarchies of men and women in Islam.

8 The triliteral root of this name comprises amongst other things the meanings of “prosperity” and “flowering,” which are
most appropriate for her whom God “caused to grow with a goodly growth” and to whom He gave “His sustenance beyond
measure” (Surah of the Family of ‘Imran, 37). It should be noted that the words “daughter of ‘Imran” link Mary not only to her
direct father but also to her ancestor, the father of Moses and Aaron, whence the description “sister of Aaron” which the Koran
likewise employs, wishing thus to stress that the priestly and esoteric supereminence of the brother of Moses is remanifested
in Mary: in other words, it is a question of showing, on the one hand that the Blessed Virgin is of the race of the two brother
prophets, and on the other hand that she is a prophetess—not law-giving and exoteric like Moses, but contemplative and
esoteric like Aaron.

120


http:Spirit.17

Studies in Comparative Religion — Vol. 2, #3 (Summer 1968)

can involve the Divine Spirit in itself and in its intrinsic totality, otherwise the Spirit would
henceforth be in the manifestation in question, and no longer in God.

“And she believed in the Words of her Lord and in His Books™: the Words are inward
certainties, the contents of the Intellect; the Books are the Revelations, which come from
outside.”” “To believe” or “to accept as true” (saddaqa) means here, not to admit with difficulty
or retain in the mental faculty alone, but to recognize immediately and believe “sincerely;
that is to say, drawing the consequences which the truth implies and demands; this virtue
explains the qualificative Siddigah which Islam attributes to the Blessed Virgin: “She who
believes sincerely, totally.” There is this in this quality a part of intuitive discernment relating
to “purity of heart” and a part of “realization-bringing” sincerity, of total gift of the soul.

“And she was of those who are subject” (ganitin): the Arabic term implies the meaning not
only of constant submission to God, but also of absorption in prayer and invocation (quniit),
meanings which coincide with the image of Mary spending her childhood in front of the prayer-
niche and thus personifying contemplative prayer.

Mubhyi ‘d-Din ibn *Arabi,” after having shown that his heart “has opened itself to all forms,”
that it is “a cloister for monks, a temple of idols, the Kaaba,?® adds: “I practise the religion of
Love?!; now it is over this informal religion that—Semitically speaking—Sayyidatna Maryam
(“Our Lady Mary”) presides. She is thus to be identified with the supreme Shakti or with the
heavenly Prajnaparamita of the Asiatic traditions.??

The fact that the Islamic tradition records the supereminent dignity of the Blessed Virgin
creates a problem: if on the one hand the Logos in Islam is necessarily and obviously identified
with the Founder of this religion,” and if on the other the feminine aspect of the Logos—to

19 These precisions are given so that it cannot be asserted that Mary accepted only the Books and not the Words, or vice versa,
or that she remained passive without accepting positively; precautions which are far from being unnecessary in Semitic climate,
and in view of a meticulous, not to say pedantic, theology.

20 In “The Interpreter of Desires” (Tarjuman al-ashwaq); cf. Etudes Traditionnelles, August-September 1934.

2l It is true that the author specifies in his commentary that this religion is “Islam,” but he was doubtless obliged to do this in
order to escape a charge of heresy, and he could moreover do this in good conscience by understanding the term islam in its
immediate and universal meaning.

22 At the time of the persecution of Christianity in Japan, the Christians did not hesitate to make their devotions in front
of statues of Kwannon, the Buddhist goddess of Mercy. Another example of Marian universality, if one may so call it, is the
following: the basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe, near Mexico City—a famous place of pilgrimage—is built on a hill which in
ancient times was consecrated to the mother-goddess Tonantzin, a divinity of the Earth and the Moon; this divinity appeared
herself, in the form of an Aztec princess of great beauty, to a poor Indian, telling him that she was the “Mother of God” and
that she wished to have a church on this spot. Another example: above the principal gate of Cordoba, now no longer extant,
there was a statue of the Virgin; archaeologists think that it was the image of a Roman goddess identified by the Christians
as Mary; the Moslems, when they came, respected the statue and in their turn venerated the statue of the Virgin-Mother as
the patroness of Cordoba. But above all the following coincidence must be mentioned: it is not by chance that the town of
Ephesus, where Mary was assumed into Heaven, was dedicated to Artemis, goddess of light, in that she was the sister of Apollo,
and goddess of the moon, in view of her femininity, and identified by the Ionians with a foster-mother-goddess of perhaps
Oriental origin; let us likewise recall that Artemis is the protectress of virginity and the beneficent guardian of the sea, and that
she is thus both virgo and stella maris, and that her favourite animal is the hart, which in Christian symbolism represents the
soul thirsting for the heavenly fatherland: “As the hart panteth after the water brooks, so panteth my soul after thee, O God.”
(Psalms, XLIL, 1).

23 But for all that without excluding, in the esoteric order, interferences by other manifestations of the Logos, especially that
of Jesus, the “Seal of Sanctity.”
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the extent that it is taken into consideration—can only be personified by Maryam in view of
her incomparable quality as attested by the Koran and the Sunna, why did this personification
have to appear outside the Arab world and in connection with the Founder of the Christian
religion?** The reason for this is the following: precisely because, in the world of the Semitic
monotheists, Maryam is the only “feminization of the Divine,” if one may so put it (or the only
avataric Shakti of Vishnu, in Hindu terms® ) she had to appear in all three monotheistic religions
at once, and consequently on the threshold of Christianity. If she had been an Arab, she would
have remained a stranger to the other two religions; if she had lived in Israel before the time
of Jesus, she would have remained a stranger to the Christian religion, or she would have
anticipated it in a certain manner®; being unique and incomparable both in Judaism—by her
concrete personality as Prophetess, whether understood or not—and in Christianity—by her
function as Co-Redemptress—she was ipso facto unique and incomparable for Islam and was
“at home” in it, like all the Semitic prophets up to and including Christ. From the point of view
of Islam there was thus no necessity, nor even any possibility (this question not existing for the
other two religions) that Maryam should have a function in the genesis of the Moslem world; in
her quality as the sole major Shakti in the monotheistic world, she occupied the only historical
place that she could occupy and assumed the only religious role that she could assume.

Or again: if Maryam could neither appear in the Arab world nor in the Jewish world before
Christ, it was because, in view of her very incomparability, she had to be linked with a masculine
manifestation of “human divinity”’?’; now this manifestation, in the Semitic world, is precisely
Christ or, in other words, the possibility of such a manifestation in the Semitic world is in itself
quite enough to explain the existence of Christianity, from the point of view at issue here.

Maryam belongs to Judaism by her personality in fact, to Christianity by her special function,
and to Islam by her supereminence in the whole Abrahamic cosmos. The Jewish message of the
Virgin is to be found precisely in the Magnificat in so far as it refers to Israel; this hymn is at
the same time her Christian message in so far as “Israel” is the Church, and it is also her Islamic
message in view of the reference to the “seed of Abraham”; a message which, as we have seen,
was re-formulated by the Koran in terms appropriate to Islam. In a word: Maryam comes
into the Abrahamic-Mohammedan cycle by virtue of the fact that she belongs to the Sinaitic-
Christian cycle which, from the Moslem point of view, constitutes an internal dimension of the
first-mentioned cycle.?®

We must remember also that the Marian wisdom is necessarily an expression of the Christ-
given wisdom, to which she adds—or from which she extracts—an aspect which is proper to

24 This is a question which has no sense from the specifically Christian point of view, but we are considering here the Semitic,
monotheistic world as a whole,—with its three great traditional dimensions.

25 One hadith places Mary alongside Adam and above Eve, because of the privilege of having been breathed into by the Divine
Spirit.
26 An idea contradictory in itself, but not devoid of meaning or function—in a provisional manner—in the present context.

27 Brahmanically speaking, a woman Avatara is necessarily the Shakti of an Avatara and thus necessarily appears along with
him; she could thus appear neither in isolation nor, needless to say, in a spiritual climate whose perspective providentially
excludes the notion of “Divine Descents.”

2 Moses and Aaron open the Sinaitic cycle; Jesus and Mary complete it. From another point of view, however, this cycle is
perpetuated by orthodox Judaism, which moreover would lose none of its specific orthodoxy—founded on the perpetuity of
the Law—if in general it accepted Jesus as a prophet of esotericism and a spiritual renewer, or if at least it left the question
open, for Jesus does not “abolish” the Law, he “transposes” it. Be that as it may, the Koranic epithet “sister of Aaron” conferred
on Mary shows in its way the complementary relationship between these two cosmic miracles which were Sinai and Christ.
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herself, and this is precisely the aspect enunciated in the verse of the prayer-niche?’; whereas
the doctrine of cosmic or human alternations is of Mary because it is of Christ, the doctrine
of sustenance obtained from God—or “from the Inward”—is of Mary herself, along with the
virginal and maternal graces which emanate from the very person of the Virgin. The following
saying of Jesus is, in spirit, Marian in nature: “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every
word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God” (Matthew, IV, 4) and likewise the saying: “My
yoke is easy and My burden is light.” (Matthew, XI, 30). As for the Magnificat and its Biblical
anticipations, it is in no wise contradictory to describe as “Christ-given” a teaching formulated
before the birth of Christ himself, given on the one hand the cosmic and spiritual inseparability
of Jesus and Mary, and on the other the unity or timelessness of the Logos, considered here in
its Semitic and monotheistic interpretations.*

Specifically Marian spirituality may be summarized in these terms: to become pure prayer,
or pure receptivity before God—Gratia plena—so as to be nourished only by Him; for Maryam,
the Divine Quintessence of this bread—or of this “sustenance” (rizq)*'—was ‘Isa, the “Word
of God” (Kalimatu ‘Llah) and “Spirit of God” (Rithu ‘Llah), this Bread on which she lives in
eternity and on which she was already living, inwardly, during her childhood in the Temple.

That the Blessed Virgin, speaking spontaneously should express herself in Biblical terms, is
a matter of course for anyone with an inkling of what must be the relationship between infused
knowledge and formal Revelation in the soul of such a being as Mary. We should like now to
quote the main Biblical passages which in some fashion prefigure the words of the Magnificat—
if it be permitted to express oneself thus**—and we shall do so in the same order as the ideas
in this hymn appear.

“Yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will joy in the God of my salvation.” (Habakkuk, 111, 18).

“Who is like unto the Lord, our God, who dwelleth on high, who humbleth Himself to
behold the things that are in heaven, and in the earth! He raiseth up the poor out of the dust,
and lifteth the needy out of the dunghill.” (Psalms, CXIII, 5-7).

“The Lord hath done great things for us; whereof we are glad... They that sow in tears shall
reap in joy.” (Psalms, CXXVI, 3 and 5).

“He sent redemption unto His people: He hath commanded His covenant for ever: holy
and reverend is His Name. The fear of the Lord is the beginning of Wisdom...” (Psalms, CXI,
9 and 10).

2 The most direct Koranic expression of this aspect, or of this Marian mystery, is without doubt the following verse: “And
God is the best of Providers.” Surah of Friday, 11). The Divine Name corresponding to this idea is “The Provider,” Ar-Razzag,
whence the somewhat Marian Moslem name: “Servant of the Provider,” "Abd ar-Razzagq.

30 of. Le Message coranique de Seyidna Aissa in Etudes Traditionnelles, May-June 1966.
31 The same verbal root as Razzdg, the Divine Name mentioned above.

32 This is permissible in the sense that this prayer is an inspiration in its turn, and not an improvisation based on prior readings
as some have imagined.
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“Like as a father pitieth his children, so the Lord hath mercy on them that fear Him...
But the mercy of the Lord is from everlasting to everlasting upon them that fear Him, and
his righteousness unto children’s children; to such as keep His covenant,* and to those that
remember His commandments to do them.” (Psalms, CIII, 13, 17 and 18).

“Thou hast broken Rahab*® in pieces, as one that is slain; Thou hast scattered Thine enemies
with Thy strong arm.” (Psalms, LXXXIX, 10).

“And the afflicted people Thou wilt save: but Thine eyes are upon the haughty, that Thou
mayest bring them down.” (Il Samuel, XXII, 28).

“Awake, awake, put on strength, O arm of the Lord; awake, as in the ancient days, in the
generations of old. Art Thou not it that hath cut Rahab, and wounded the dragon?” (Isaiah, LI,
9).

“The Lord lifteth up the meek: He casteth the wicked down to the ground.” (Psalms,
CXLVIL 6).

“The voice of him that crieth in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make
straight in the desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be exalted, and every mountain
and hill shall be made low: and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough places plain:
and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together: for the mouth of
the Lord hath spoken it.” (Isaiah, XL, 3-5).%

“To set up on high those that be low; that those which mourn may be exalted to safety. He
disappointeth the devices of the crafty, so that their hands cannot perform their enterprise.”
(Job, V, 11 and 12).

“For He satisfieth the longing soul, and filleth the hungry soul with goodness.” (Psalms,
CVIL, 9).

“But thou Israel, art my servant, Jacob whom I have chosen, the seed of Abraham my
friend. Thou whom I have taken from the ends of the earth, and called thee from the chief men
thereof, and said unto thee, Thou art my servant; I have chosen thee, and not cast thee away.
Fear thou not; for [ am with thee: be not dismayed; for I am thy God: I will strengthen thee: yea,
I will uphold thee with the right hand of my righteousness.” (Isaiah, XLI, 8-10).

33 This reservation is crucial; it indicates both the relativity and the universality of the notion of “Israel.”

34 This name is synonymous with Leviathan: this is a monster which personifies primordial chaos under its “aqueous” aspect, if
one may put it thus, and which is killed by God, by the Fiat Lux in fact. The name of Rahab is likewise applied to idolatrous,
magic-working and tyrannical Egypt, the only one known to the Hebrews. The Flight into Egypt by the Holy Family is like an
act of homage to the other Egypt, that of the sages; and it is not without significance that the Flight retraced the steps of Joseph,
the Patriarch, who found there blessing and glory.

35 This passage, taken up again by St. Luke (111, 4-6), evokes the equilibrium-restoring function of the Principle, that is to say,
there is a reference here both to Divine Justice, immanent in a certain sense, and to Universal Harmony, benefic as well as
implacable; it is this Harmony that is incarnated by her who has been called “Divine Mary.”
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“He hath remembered His mercy and His truth toward the house of Israel; all the ends of
the earth have seen the salvation of our God.” (Psalms, XCVIII, 3).

“And I will establish My covenant between Me and thee and thy seed after thee in their
generations for an everlasting covenant, to be a God unto thee, and to thy seed after thee.”
(Genesis, XVII, 7).

Finally the canticle of Anne, mother of Samuel, summarizes the whole doctrine of the
Magnificat: “My heart rejoiceth in the Lord, mine horn is exalted in the Lord*®... The bows
of the mighty men are broken, and they that stumbled are girded with strength. They that
were full have hired out themselves for bread; and they that were hungry ceased... The Lord
killeth and maketh alive: He bringeth down to the grave and bringeth up.?’” The Lord maketh
poor, and maketh rich: He bringeth low, and lifteth up. He raiseth up the poor out of the
dust, and lifteth up the beggar from the dunghill... He will keep the feet of His saints, and the
wicked shall be silent in darkness... He shall give strength unto His king, and exalt the horn of
His anointed.” (Samuel, 11, 1-10).

3¢ The horn symbolizes strength; the exalting of the horn is success, prosperity or victory given by God.

37 “T kill, and I make alive; I wound and I heal: neither is there any that can deliver out of My hand.” (Deuteronomy, XXXII,
39).
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The Golden Flower and its Fruit
by

Pierre Grison

Pierre Grison spent some seven years in the Far East after the war, during which time he
took the opportunity to study countries, men, civilisations and doctrines. Many articles from
his pen have appeared in France in which he has treated subjects as diverse as Buddhism and
its art, Chinese secret societies, the Caodai sect in Vietnam, the cosmological symbolism of
the Angkor temples etc.; in all this work his perspective has conformed strictly to traditional
orthodoxy, on the lines defined by René Guénon. A book of his on the TREATISE OF THE
GOLDEN FLOWER OF THE SUPREME ONE now awaits publication in Paris; it will consist
of a French rendering of the text coupled with annotations and preceded by an introductory
study of the whole. He has also collaborated in an important DICTIONARY OF SYMBOLS
in respect of all subjects that concern Asia. At the moment M. Grison is working on a fresh
translation of the TAO-TE-KING accompanied by a commentary.

The Editor.

IN Europe the Golden Flower opened slightly some forty years ago when Richard Wilhelm,
prefaced by C. G. Jung, revealed its “secret.””’ It is not the least of the contradictions attaching
to this work that it has become almost as well known thanks to Professor Jung’s commentary
as by reason of its own text: there is nevertheless no common measure between the two. The
object of this commentary, so wrote the celebrated psychiatrist, “is to try and build the bridge
of an interior, spiritual understanding between East and West.” However, since the parallelism
here was being established on a psychic level, not on a spiritual level, the said “bridge” he
was building was that of a total confusing of values. The “action in non-acting” of Liu-tsu, the
“fasting of the heart” (sin-chai) of Chuang-tse, the Taoist “spontaneity” (tso-jan) do not spell a
“psychic laisser faire” opening a path for the suspect fantasies of the unconscious any more than
does the “self-abandoning” of Meister Eckhart. In fact, every method of meditation, and the
method of Liu-tsu in particular, presupposes a “stopping” of that imaginative function which
Mr. Jung for his part had it in mind to “liberate.” A traditional mandala is not comparable to
such and such a drawing by a mental patient, unless it be by inversion, that is to say in the very
way that the forces of the lower regions parody the divine Powers. But after all, why discuss
the subject of mandala, seeing that its symbolism in no wise enters into the unfolding of the
Golden Flower?

In the course of so brief a study one cannot claim to cover the complete analysis of
the symbolism attaching to the Golden Flower; all one can do is to establish a few points
of reference starting out from which it will be possible to replace its growth in the proper
traditional framework—rather should one have said: in its traditional soil. Our text speaks of
“the ground of thoughts,” the fecundity of a spirit open to the celestial influx (in Chinese: ling,
mouths opened to catch the rain from Heaven).

! English edition : The Secret of the Golden Flower (Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner and Co., London, 1931). In the original Chinese
title of the work the word “secret” does not figure, but only the expression tsong-che = “treatise, fundamental teaching.”
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What is really in question here? A Taoist text, probably of late but ambiguous date, together
with a commentary of the XVIIIth century whereof the tendencies, when all’s said and done,
do not always coincide exactly with those of the text thus commented upon. The Treatise of
the Golden Flower of the Supreme One (T ai-yi kin-hua tsong-che) is not a systematic exposition
by a spiritual Master; rather is it a noting down of the elements of an oral teaching by disciples
who may not have been its listeners in a direct sense. The introductory doctrinal notions are
confined to a few rather confused lines from which there emerges, however, the vocabulary
of the ancient Taoist books of the Han period; the remainder is a description of a masterly
method of spiritual realization, far too complete to have been originally intended for wide
diffusion and not complete enough to be realizable without danger or by one devoid of a
previous training. This exposition moreover is entirely lacking in chronological precision, it is
encumbered with recapitulations and digressions, loose citations and obscure sentences: should
one perhaps describe it as “heterogeneous”? In regard to its expression this might perhaps be so,
but certainly not in regard to its method. In fact many solid and well authenticated elements can
be discerned there, various in origin but skilfully assembled: one finds the constant principle of
“action in non-acting,” as mentioned above, also practices of “concentration” and of invitation
to the enlightening intuition such as call to mind at one and the same time Chuang-tse and the
sitras, the Pao-p’u tse and the tantras, not to mention the apocryphal writings of the T’ang
period. To these must be added two apparently original elements, namely: the movement of
“the revolving of Light,” followed by what in modern technical language would be called
“photosynthesis”; and the final opening of the Golden Flower.

Master Liu-tsu, who is looked on as author of this teaching, is a historical figure of the
T’ang period (IXth century) who was subsequently included among the Eight Immortals of
the Taoists under the name of T’ong-pin. The fact that he is sometimes said to teach how
to concoct pills of long life can moreover only be considered in a timeless context, for the
recipé for such “pills” is already known through a text of Wei Po-yang, an author of the Han
period (lind century) who certainly was not their inventor. However, in the absence of allusions
actually dating from T’ang times, the biography of this person, as well as the doctrine “of Ming
and Sing” attributed to him (and from which the present treatise derives) are especially known
through works of the Song and Yuan period: such, for instance, is the Orthodox History of the
Golden Lotuses of Ch’u-1i (I301), the title of which is particularly evocative. There is no doubt
that the Treatise of the Golden Flower has its roots implanted in that period, which is the time
of the development both of c¢h’an Buddhism and of a “neo-Taoism” of a somewhat syncretistic
kind, in the framework of which the poet Su Tong-p’o together with Ch’ang-keng and others
re-evaluate the spiritual or interior Alchemy (nei-tan) as opposed to the material or external
Alchemy (wai-tan) of the Chinese “blowers.”?

Equally timeless is that teaching which people do not hesitate to refer back to Yin-hi, the
“Guardian of the Pass” to whose care Lao-tse entrusted the Tao-te-king and whom the Lie-sien
chuan makes into an Immortal “versed in esoteric science, always nourishing himself with the
purest essence, keeping secret his own virtue and carefully regulating his activities.” What is
more, Yin-hi is here represented as “the True Man of the Beginning of Form” (Hing-che chenl]
jen), while the ordering of the primordial chaos is ascribed, according to the Taoist doctrine of

2 Nickname applied, in Europe, to those who tried to imitate Alchemy experimentally, as a result of misunderstanding the
.true nature and purpose of this science : that is to say, those who took literally the aim of making “gold” from “lead,” thus
hoping to grow rich in the ordinary sense of the word.

127



Studies in Comparative Religion — Vol. 2, #3 (Summer 1968)

the Han, to Lao-tse himself. This amounts to saying that such a teaching is as old as the world
or, if one so prefers, it is the very con-sequence of the original separation of Heaven and Earth:
we shall try to explain why.

According to the school here in question, the symbolical Alchemy is established on various
levels, of which the level of ming and sing is the most characteristic: sing covers the physical
and subtle components of the individuality, its “celestial” essence; ming is the destiny of man,
his “earthly” determination. We are taught that ming and sing, which in the Principle are not
distinct, separate at birth in the same way as the cosmic Unity (T aiyi) manifests itself as
Heaven-and-Earth.

The symbolic aim of spiritual realization is a return from duality to Unity, a reuniting of
ming and sing, that is to say a “return” to embryonic indistinction as a stage in the ultimate
“return” to the Principle.

The method taught in the Treatise of the Golden Flower is a translation of this same process
in “tantrik” mode: the union which is to be reconstituted at the “centre” of the being is the
union of tsing and ki, “essence” and “breath” (virya and prana in Hindu parlance), concerning
which the Hi-se says that they are the two original components of the corporeal being. The
union of tsing and ki in the anatomical “crucible,” such is the real “interior Alchemy””: it is the
union of Water and Fire respectively symbolized by the trigrammes k’an and [i of the Yi-king,’
of Moon and Sun, of Earth and Heaven, origin of all productions. The product, which is the
“gold” of this Great Work, is the unique Light and the “Embryo of Immortality.”

Li, Fire, is yang without and yin within (its sign is composed in fact of one yin stroke
between two yang strokes). Inversely, k’an, Water, is yin without and yang within (one yang
stroke between two yin strokes). They therefore are homologues of the two halves, white
and black, of the yin-yang, with each half including a trace of the opposite sign; together they
symbolize precisely the original cosmic indistinction. Now “like things are attracted to one
another”: the yin stroke of li “descends” towards pure yin, that is to say towards the trigramme
k’uen (corresponding to the belly, to Earth); the yang stroke of k’an “rises” towards pure
yang, that is to say towards the trigramme k’ien (corresponding to the head, to Heaven). This
twofold movement symbolizes, on the one hand, the “crystallisation” of k’i, its “fixation”
and, on the other, the purification and “dissolving” of tsing. It is a constant tradition, in all
forms of Alchemy, that the “volatile” must be “coagulated” and that the “condensed” must be
“dissolved”: solve et coagula say the Hermetists of the West.

It is however necessary to distinguish, or so it would seem, between two stages in the
embryonic process respectively describable as the opening of the Golden Flower and the ripening
of its Fruit. The Golden Flower (kin-hua) is another name for the Golden Cinnabar (kin-tan)
which here stands for the Elixir of Life. If the commentary of our treatise is to be believed,
its formation is consequent on the purification of tsing, therefore on the “sublimation” and
regressive movement of the seminal energy, which here plays an essential part. It is only after
the formation of the kin-tan (=the phase of “flowering”) that the latter unites with the k’i that
has “crystallised” with a view to the procreation of the Embryo (=the phase of “fructification”).

3 According to the Yi-king the union of k’an and [i is the “completion” (of the passage): ki-tsi.
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One ancient Taoist treatise, the T ai-si king, apparently teaches that tsing and ki'i unite to give
birth to the mysterious Embryo. The latter knots itself giving birth to a body: this is the process
of the inward Alchemy (nei-tan) leading to immortality. However, the phase of “flowering”
is not mentioned in the T’ai-si king: this is doubtless because in the above treatise, as being
founded on “embryonic breathing,” predominant importance is given to the role of “breath,”
whereas the tantrism of our treatise gives first place to “essence.” The regressive movement
of essence, contrary to what happens with the ordinary vital process, is (to express oneself
in hermetic terms) the nigredo now in China black corresponds to the element Water and to
the kidneys; its “dissolving” in the crucible is the albedo—white corresponds to the element
Metal, God, therefore to kin-tan: “the Golden Flower is white,” so we are taught expressly;
the luminous union of essence and breath is the rubedo—now red is the colour of the element
Fire.

The “fHlowering” of cinnabar in the body is the attainment (an effective and not an imaginative
attainment) of the “central” or “primordial” state, the state of “true man” (chen-jen) or again, as
some other treatises put it, the state of a “terrestrial immortal.” The formation of the “spiritual
body” and its return to the Principle by way of the crown of the head—along the vertical axis
uniting that spot with the Pole-star—this is the attainment of the state of “transcendent man”
(shen-jen) or of a “celestial immortal.”

Here we are far away, let it be admitted, from those pathological pseudo-mandalas at
the centre of which Mr. Jung thought he perceived a Heaven-knows-what unwholesome
flowering.

Neither does the means of reaching this supreme realization derive from imagination, but
results (as was pointed out earlier on) from the annihilating of external perceptions and mental
functions. The essential phase consists in concentrating all one’s thoughts on a point situated
between the eyes, a point which here is called sheu-ts'uen (“space of a thumb”) and which
in India bears the name of brithmadya, prajna-chaksus, ajna-chakra, all indicating the organ
of unitive know-ledge, thanks to which the interior Light by its own involutive movement
is led to concentrate itself in “the heart.” Here there is no question of an original method, as
Master Liu-tsu admits: this is the method of ch’an Buddhism, also that of the T’ien-tai sect,
which can be summed up in the formula: “to stop and realize.” This gloss of the Song period
also undoubtedly contains an echo of the Taoist wu-wei: “one does not imitate Heaven, says
Chuang-tse, by claiming to imitate Heaven (but rather by remaining in non-action).” To stop,
so teaches the great Master Chih-chi of the T ien-tai, is to enter into the wondrous silence and
peace of potentiality (dhyana-samapatti); to realize is to penetrate into the riches of intuition
and transcendental intelligence (matti prajna).’

In fact it is only “stopping” that has been taken over—as a pure convenience—from T ien[]
tai and Ch’an; “realizing” is practised according to an original method whereof some slight idea
will have been given in the foregoing pages. If then the method in question is Buddhist, the aim
is otherwise. The “Tantrism” we have been describing does not conceal its kinship with Indian

4 Moreover, the only “bridge” here able to provide a valid link with the West is the one that rejoins certain aspects of the
Hesychast method of prayer.

5 Quoted from Dhyana pour les débutants (edited by Bhikshu Wai Dau and Dwight Goddard, Paris 1951).
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sources, but it stands still closer to Taoist practices of the Han period. As for the symbolical
use of the pa-kua,' it associates the above-mentioned Tantrism with the best tradition of the
esoteric commentators of the Yi-king. It is mostly from this interpenetration that people have
been inclined to infer a “neo-Taoist syncretism,” whereas they should above all have seen
therein a harmonious synthesis.

In conclusion, all one need do is to quote the beautiful formula of Ko ch’ang-keng, the
XIIIth century restorer of the nei-tan: “if it be objected that this method is exactly that of the
ch’an Buddhists, our reply will be that under Heaven there are not two ways and that the Sages
are always of like heart.”

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:)

Eckhart said, “There are people upon earth that bear our Lord in spirit as his mother did in
flesh.”

They asked him who these were. He answered, They being free from things do see in the mirror
of truth whereto they are gotten all unknowing; on earth, their dwelling is in heaven and they are
at peace: they go as little children.

! The “eight trigrammes” of the Yi-king.
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The Art of Breathing in the West
by

Elémire Zolla

DIADOCUS, an Epirote bishop of the Vth Century, made the doctrine of Euagrius and
Macarius known in Byzantium: this was the most distant visible seed of the Art of Breathing in
the West.

In the XIth Century Simeon the Younger, abbot of Xerokerkos, taught, in his On Sobriety
and Attention, the way of breathing attuned with prayer and those who followed that way were
called Hesychaxontes or Hesychasts, that is to say questers of quietude, of peace.

Among them was Nicephorus the Hesychast, an Italian converted from Catholicism, who
became a monk on Athos after a stay in Byzantium under Michael the V1IIth Palaeologus (1261[]
1282); he wrote On Guardianship of the Heart, where with a confidential, almost popular air he
answers the question: “How to obtain attention?”” His doctrine was summed up in the Method
of Holy Attention, by an anonymous author.

Gregorios of Sinai was a monk on Sinai who afterwards went to Crete where his brother
Arsenius taught him the Prayer of the Heart, (or attention of the heart) which he in his turn
taught in a monastery on Athos. He distinguishes two ways of prayer, the subtle or hesychastic,
and the customary one, psalmodic. Since psalmody was a symbol of Christian living in the
West—representing the union of knowledge and active life, their meeting-point where one gains
a non-operative cognizance of the divine’—the efficacy of the new way based on breathing
must have been powerful indeed thus to become finally recognized in the face of the more
usual method.

Meanwhile Gregorios Palamas (born in 1296) was being brought up in Byzantium at the
court of the pious Andronicos II, the Emperor who had refrained from repeating a question he
put to a counsellor deep in his prayers for fear of disturbing him. It was this Byzantium which
in the young Gregorios bore the fruit of its short-lived and perfect theocracy. In 1316 he gave
up the honours to become a monk; himself a Hesychast master, he lived as a hermit, coming
down to the monastery only for liturgic celebrations. In Byzantium, however, the Calabrian
Barlaam of Seminaria was gaining authority; he wanted to be initiated in the Hesychast tradition
but soon, embittered and scornful, turned against it. In his list of what seemed to him to be
Hesychast follies one may catch a glimpse of certain esoteric secrets whose trace one would
look for in vain in the recorded texts; thanks to the mockeries of an enemy something of the
occult doctrines and practices leaks out. The list is contained in a letter (the Vth to Ignatius):

“..the extraordinary separations and reunions of spirit and soul, the demons’ commerce
with the latter, the differences between white and red light, the intelligible entering and issuing
through the nostril in tune with the breathing, the hands clasped over the navel, the union of
Our Lord with the soul which is arrived at inside the navel in sensible guise and full of heartfelt
certitude.”

Palamas replied with the work Triads for the Defence of the Hesychast Saints, and in 1341
the councils of St. Sofia gave him their approval so that Barlaam withdrew to Italy there to
become a Catholic bishop. The crux of the controversy between the two is summarized in

2 With a hymn one addresses one of the intermediate spiritual beings whereas with a psalm one penetrates through all the
spheres: this was the common doctrine.
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the question whether the light shining on the Hesychast be the very essence of God like the
light manifested to the disciples on Mount Tabor. Barlaam argued that it could not be so since
two divinities would ensue, the visible and the invisible. Palamas replied claiming the saints’
capacity to attain a sensible experience of the first-fruits of the Kingdom of Heaven, revealed in
the shape of shining light: he would distinguish not two divinities but a God from whom three
Persons would proceed, as from a single nature or essence, whence properties or energies would
naturally originate, these being distinct yet not separable from the nature or essence, which is
itself inseparable from the three distinct Persons. Invisible in itself and by itself, just as the face
that makes itself visible in the mirror although remaining for itself in itself invisible, such is
the divine substance; we may discern its energy or its rays. In 1351 the synod held under John
Catacunzenos maintained as orthodox dogma the uncreated light of Tabor.

From then on Byzantine mysticism thrived freely, both as a detailed meditation of liturgical
symbols (Nicholas Cabasilas who died in 1391, author of The Life in Christ, touched the summit
of this speculation) and also as Hesychast practice (whereof the most accomplished exposition
is contained in the Centuria of the monks Ignatius and Callistus; the only information about
them is that Callistus was patriarch of Byzantium in 1397).

Two features of this mysticism have no equivalent in the Roman tradition: the mystic
physiology and the theory of breathing.

The mystic points of the body, or the places in which one feels that one may “fix” the
transfiguration taking place by degrees, are four: the first between the eye-brows, where thinking
starts in a wholly abstract way and is subject to the temptation of arbitrary associations and
digressions; the second at the larynx, where thinking articulates into distinct though soundless
words, remaining subject to temptations unless it knows how to coalesce into a prayerful
ejaculation; the third in the chest, the empty sound-box of articulate thought which, if it
resounds, will rouse such an intensity of emotion as to stop all associations and digressions; the
fourth place is the one below the left breast where attention keeps watch against intruders as
from a watch-tower. It may also be that the esoteric tradition included other such focal points:
certainly the navel is one such, to which the first Hesychast text bears witness; these points may
well have been seven in number.?

This theory of breathing may appear difficult to a mind brought up on the writings of the
Western saints. Nicodemus the Hagioretes found very few connections between the two stocks
from this point of view. Together with the bishop Macarios of Corinth he published in Venice
in 1782 a selection from the writings of monks from the Thebaid and of Byzantine saints under
the title of Philokalia; a translation of this work exists in English, by E. K. Kadloubovsky and G.
E. H. Palmer, the publisher being Faber and Faber.

Breathing and the West

Where does one feel and think? In the lungs was the Greek answer. The bronchia are
stirred by the raging winds of love, in Sappho’s verse, Aphrodite or Dionysus often breathe into
them, a spell inflates them till they can stretch no further, the warriors advance breathing out

3 One of the famous Tantric prescriptions mentioned by Avalon in The Serpent Power (Ganesh, Madras) begins by introducing
the One into the Muladhara, Svatishtana and Manipura, “seats of greed, lust and angor’ (below the navel), in order then to
move on immediately to the Ajna, between the eyebrows and thence downwards towards the heart. The same points were
detected by Gichtel among Western mystics.
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fierceness. The heart is like a keel in the sea of blood on which the passions blow, according to
Aeschylus’ metaphor. A feeling is a rhythm imparted to the lungs: cowards do not expand their
chest.

Breathing is used by the mystics as a term of comparison, and at times they even raise it to
the status of sacramental action since inhaling resembles the breathing in of the Spirit, which
will follow the breathing out or expulsion of one’s own, personal spirit.

Jean-Baptiste Saint-Jure (1558-1657), one of the Jesuits who accepted the teaching
of Bérulle, in his treatise L union (1653), suggested the following prayer: “This is what our
continuous occupation then ought to be, our favourite exercise: a perpetual breathing of Jesus
Christ as our spiritual air, and then a breathing out and a returning of Him to God.”

Breathing thus becomes a mirror of the Trinity: “As lungs and heart by their expansion
attract air, so the soul attracts Our Lord when it opens and enlarges itself with its desires and its
requests. Os meum aperui et attraxi spiritum: I have opened the mouth of my soul and attracted
my spiritual aid, which is Our Lord who has said to the soul: Dilata os tuum et implebo illud,
open your mouth quite wide and with great desires and I shall fill it up.”

Although in Ignatius of Loyola’s Exercises it is hinted that one should sanctify one’s breathing
by linking it constantly to its metaphoric function, only with the Hesychasts is it laid down that
one should pray with the chin resting on the chest, holding one’s breath.* Outside Christianity
sacramental breathing is fundamental in yoga, which distinguishes the use of the two nostrils,
the female nostril moon-like and cold being on the left, the male nostril sun-like and warm
being on the right. The Indian yoga leads us to complexities ignored by the Western tradition,
such as the entwining of two couples of opposites, breathing in and out on the one hand and, on
the other, the passage of the breath to the right or the left’> Yoga moreover suggests the many
positions in which the natural breathing can be evened out, until the soul like a feather hovers
in mid-air motionless amid the opposing and balanced currents.® It is impossible to obtain a
placid rhythm in breathing and at the same time be stirred by rage, envy, gluttony, lust or else
be hampered by sloth, arrogance, avarice; so that by acting upon breathing one will develop
spiritual reflexes according to the maxim: act that you may feel (and that you may be).

Breathing therefore is not only a symbol of the soul’s good conformation. It also has a
sacramental capacity. It is but rarely that it is raised explicitly to sacramental level, but
nevertheless language itself establishes a parallelism between holding one’s breath and ecstasy.
St. Theresa (Inner Castle, 1V, 1II, 6) notices that mystical operations are soft and peaceful,
while what is done with toil is more to detriment than to advantage (I call “done with toil”
those actions requiring effort, like holding one’s breath). The soul must abandon itself into the
hands of God so that He may do with it whatever He wishes and it must accomplish all that

* In illustrations of Greek manuscripts monks would sometimes be shown with their heads between their knees. This pose is
prescribed by physicians in certain diseases of the heart.

5 Certain positions that may help to get the “feeling” of the two nostrils are described in A System of Caucasian Yoga, by C.
Walewski, published by the Falcon Wings Press, Indian Hills, Colorado, 1955. The method is said to be of Zoroastrian origin.

¢ In Taoism it is said that life penetrates into the body through the breath which inside the stomach blends itself with the
Essence enclosed in the “Field of Cinnabar” below the navel, and thus from them the spirit is begotten. Death is separation of
breath and essence. The initiate causes his breath to go down as far as the Field, from there he pushes it through the spine as
far as the brain whence he makes it go down again into the chest and once this is done he lets it go through into the parts that
are sick. These operations are impossible unless one nourishes the spirit with the consent of the body’s gods, attracted by pure
life and by good deeds but adverse to the smell of blood and garlic. The body’s demons hostile to the work are called “worms”
or “corpses” (Maspero, Les procédés de nourrir le principe vital dans la religion taoiste ancienne, in Journal Asiatique, April-
September 1937). On the uses of breath or ch’i much can be learned from Matgioi’s La voie rationnelle (Paris, 1907).
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is possible in order to resign itself to the divine will. This she writes in the fourth dwelling of
the inner castle, i.e. the fourth moment of the mystical process leading to perfection, but when
we reach the fifth dwelling she informs us that here all breathing ceases. It is very difficult to
explain that an extreme softness of touch is the condition of every inward act and that a display
of violence, however slight, means that one has lost control; perhaps this particular difficulty
deterred St. Teresa from imparting notions on the methods of smoothing down the respiratory
rhythm, since these fatally would have been mistaken for specific precepts.

God breathes in Man breathes out
(by destroying) (in destroying)
The God-man
holds his breath
God breathes out Man breathes in
(by creating) (in_creating)

By breathing in, man receives God as Spirit and creates life in virile fashion; by breathing
out he expels the ego, in his feminine capacity of being moulded. Masters of arms teach their
pupils to strike blows when the opponent is breathing out and to smite or to stiffen in defence
and resistance while breathing in and also to bend down when breathing out.

God or the Kingdom of Heaven is the reverse of humanity. By breathing in, God slays (to
exhale one’s soul is to feel oneself being breathed in by the divine nostrils); by breathing out He
sends the Spirit over the waters, He creates.

The point of junction between the two equal specular rhythms, the human and the divine,
is the holding of one’s breath: the androgyny that unifies the manly and the womanly aspect of
breathing is symbolised by crucifixion, by the “wedlock of brother and sister.” One holds one’s
breath when paying attention in a vertigo of awe and wonder, when one behaves like a dead
man while still living; all these conditions are mirrors to the two worlds, the celestial and the
human.

Hindus and Hesychasts learn to hold their breath for a long time, which teaches one to
breath in and out “as from the heels”; in the same way he who yields and sacrifices, is destined
to become rich and he who (behaves like one that) has, will receive in abundance. To breathe
out well, to expel the ego, to free man from himself, laughing and crying are of great use; he
who cares about his rhythm, about his secret, the same will follow St. Paul’s advice laughing
with him who laughs and weeping with him who weeps, since either act leads a man to sighings
of a healthy kind. For the same reason, singing can help one on the way towards liberation;
American Indian death-songs can have such a mystical function.

Both laughing and crying stimulate breathing out, they expel demons and stale air; physical
pain on the other hand brings breathing to an ecstatic halt; it crucifies a man midway between
breathing in and breathing out, a situation which makes it very difficult for one’s idle imagination
to visit the mind. One can make use of a pain by imagining it as similar to a boulder weighing
down on the distinct pain purposely caused by not breathing in, after having completely
emptied one’s chest. One will learn to stay without breathing, in a state of painful intoxication
that purifies one’s mind from all idle imaginings.

In the long run both pains cease to be felt and become strangely absorbed by the body; the
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body either is numbed as when quietened by morphine or else it lends itself, in a state of perfect
inertia, to the pain’s cutting: at this point the knife of pain seems graceful, sacrificial, like the
knife of Lao Tsu’s butcher who carves the joints without pressing at all, barely touching.

Pain is able to be used as fuel, providing the energy to transcend one’s instinctual breathing.
Once tasted, the mysterious powers bred of non-breathing (metaphorically described as
levitation, ubiquity and so on) are insatiably stored up. What the world offers plentifully, quod
ubique invenitur, pain upon pain, is not for the sake of the earthly and quite common enjoyment
of pain, but in the same way as a Platonist like the Byzantine Nicetas Stathatos taught when he
said that one should not be afraid to look upon beautiful creatures while wondering how base
bodies can appear so alluring; rather should one see them as fulcra whereby to avoid the snares
attaching to earthly bodies even while recognising in them a trace of the Real Beauty.

Pain is like a raw material. Scattered everywhere, it is the fulcrum upon which one presses
in order to get away from the fear and domination of pain itself: in order to escape from the
world, from the Vale of Tears. A man mortifies his breathing by making a virtue of pain, by its
grace. Outside this use, pain is but a debasing hebetudo mentis.

He who reveals his pain, shows thereby that he is unable to use it as a treasure or as a
descending weight which, by balancing the other ascending weight of not breathing, grants
equipoise in mid-air, freedom. Secretum meum pro me, as St. John of the Cross and St. Teresa
would say.

The secret leaks out, unaware of itself, whenever one is prompted by robust metaphors, as
when Balzac wrote in his Eugénie Grandet: “In the moral or in the physical life there is a breathing
in and a breathing out: the soul needs to breathe in the feelings of another soul, assimilating
them so as to return them to it enriched. Without this beautiful human phenomenon, he (the
man) extinguishes life in his heart, he lacks air, he suffers and wastes away”; but the “other
soul” can be being itself, when the breathing of the soul and the breathing of the body will form
one single whole.
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The Qoranic Symbolism of Water
by

Martin Lings

IN the Qoran the ideas of Mercy and water—in particular rain—are in a sense inseparable.
With them must be included the idea of Revelation, tanzil, which means literally “a sending
down.” The Revelation and the rain are both “sent down” by the All-Merciful, and both are
described throughout the Qoran as “mercy,” and both are spoken of as “life-giving.” So close
is the connection of ideas that rain might even be said to be an integral part of the Revelation
which it prolongs,' as it were, in order that by penetrating the material world the Divine
Mercy may reach the uttermost confines of creation; and to perform the rite of ablution is to
identify oneself, in the world of matter, with this wave of Mercy, and to return with it as it ebbs
back towards the Principle, for purification is a return to our origins. Nor is Islam—Tliterally
“submission”—other than non-resistance to the pull of the current of this ebbing wave.

The Origin and End of this wave lies in the Treasuries (khaza 'in) of the water which are with
Us.? The Treasuries of Mercy are also spoken of in just the same terms; and it is clear that these
Treasuries are no less than the All-Merciful Himself, A-Rahman, the Infinite Beatitude. The
Qoran also speaks of its own Archetype the Mother of the Book, which is the Divine Omniscience,
nor can this Treasury be set apart from the others,’ for the Beatitude is One, whether it be
considered in the aspect of Love (Treasuries of Mercy) or in its aspect of Knowledge (Mother
of the Book); and the Treasuries of Water are both aspects, for water is a symbol of Knowledge
as well as of Mercy. Al-Ghazali remarks, with regard to the verse He sendeth down water from
heaven, so that the valleys are in flood with it, each according to its capaciry (XIII, 17): “The
commentaries tell us that the water is Gnosis and that the valleys are Hearts.™

It follows from what has been said that when the Qoran tells us that at the Creation His
Throne was upon the water (X1, 7), it affirms implicitly two waters, one above the Throne and
one beneath it, since the Tenant of the Throne is the All-Merciful with Whom are the Treasuries
of Water, or rather Who constitutes Himself these Treasuries. This duality, the Waters of the
Unmanifest and the waters of manifestation,’ is the prototype of the duality, within creation,

I A symbol is not a “concrete” image arbitrarily chosen by man to illustrate some “abstract” idea; it is the manifestation, in
some lower mode, of the higher reality which it symbolizes and which stands in as close a relationship to it as root of tree to
leaf. Thus water is Mercy; and it would be true to say that even without any understanding of symbolism and even without
belief in the Transcendent, immersion in water has an inevitable effect upon the soul in addition to its purification of the body.
In the absence of ritual intention, this effect may be altogether momentary and superficial; it is none the less visible on the face
of almost any bather emerging from a lake or river or sea, however quickly it may be effaced by the resumption of “ordinary

life.”
2 We have used italics throughout to indicate sentences or phrases from the Qoran.
3 Tt too belongs to Ar-Rahman who is the Source of the Qoran: The All-Merciful taught the Qoran (LV, 1).

4 Mishkat-al-Anwar. The differentiation here is in the varying capacities of the valleys, not in the water itself. In another
passage (II, 60) And when Moses asked for water for his people, and We said: “Strike with thy staff the rock,” and there gushed
forth from it twelve springs, everyone knew his drinking place, the differentiation is also in the springs; and the last five words are
quoted throughout Islamic literature to refer, beyond their literal meaning, to the fact that everyone who “drinks” from the
Qoran is aware of the particular standpoint that has been providentially allotted to him whether it be that of ritual law, for
example, dogmatic theology, or mysticism. Nor is this out of line with the literal meaning, if one remembers that in ancient
Israel, each of the twelve tribes had its own particular function.

5 In Genesis also the pure primordial substance of the created universe is water. “The Spirit of God moved upon the face of
the waters.”
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of the two seas which are so often mentioned in the Qoran.® These two seas one sweet and
fresh, the other salt and bitter are respectively Heaven and earth which were originally one piece,
(XXI, 30). Parallel to this, and in a sense based on it, is the Sufi symbolism of ice, for salt water
and ice, both representing the untranscendent, are both “gross” albeit in different ways, when
compared with fresh water. It is true that the ocean, as the vastest thing in the whole terrestrial
globe, has an altogether transcendent significance. When the Qoran says: If the sea were ink for
the Words of thy Lord, the sea would be used up before the Words of thy Lord were used up (X V1II,
109) it is saying that the symbol is not to be compared with That which it symbolizes, namely
the Mother of the Book, the Sea which is in fact vast enough to contain the Words of God; but by
choosing the material seas rather than any other earthly thing for this demonstration, the Qoran
affirms that they are, for the Infinitude of the Divine Wisdom, the symbol of symbols. But they
have this symbolism in virtue of their size, apart from and as it were despite their saltness, for
salt water as such is always transcended by fresh water.

The significance of a symbol varies according to whether it is considered as an independent
entity or in relation to some other symbol. In relation to wine, water—even fresh water—may
represent the untranscendent or the less transcendent, as for example when the Qoran mentions
that in Paradise the elect are given wine to drink whereas the generality of the faithful drink from
fountains of water. This relationship between wine and water is analogous to the relationship
between the sun and the moon, for wine is in a sense “liquid fire” or “liquid light”; but fire and
water, inasmuch as both are elements, are on the same plane, and it is possible to consider wine
and water as equal complements. Thus in another description of Paradise, the Qoran mentions
rivers of water and rivers of wine without specifying any difference of level. Here it may be
said that wine, being “warm,” has the “subjective” significance of Gnosis in relation to the
cold objectivity of water which represents Truth, the Object of Gnosis. But when considered
by itself, water has a total significance which transcends the distinction between subject and
object, or which includes both subject and object, for inasmuch as it can be drunk, water is a
symbol of Truth “subjectivized,” that is, Gnosis; and water can indeed claim to be “the drink
of drinks.” In any case, whatever the drink, water is always its basis.

The following passage, the first part of which has already been quoted in connection with
Gnosis, is particularly important for its illustration of the difference between the true and the
false, or reality and illusion:

He sendeth down water from heaven so that the valleys are in flood with it, each according
to its measure, and the flood beareth swelling foam... thus God coineth the symbols of reality and
illusion. Then as for the foam, it goeth as scum upon the banks, and as for what profiteth men, it
remaineth in the earth. In the light of this imagery of the scum which remains visible and the
water which disappears we may interpret the verse: They know only an outward appearance
of this lower life. (XXX, 7). The outward appearance is “the scum of illusion,” where-as what
escapes us in this world is the hidden “water of reality.” We see here the significance of the
fountain which holds such an important place in Qoranic symbolism. The bursting forth of a
spring, that is, the reappearance of heaven-sent water that had become hidden, signifies the
sudden unveiling of a reality which transcends “outward appearances,” the drinking of which
is Gnosis. But in addition to this objective-subjective symbolism, the fountain has also the
purely subjective significance of the sudden opening of an eye, which is implicit in the word

% So too in Genesis “He divided the waters.”
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‘ayn which means both “fountain” and “eye.” This subjective symbolism is in a sense the more
important, because the reason why men see only “the scum of illusion” is that their hearts are
hardened, or in other words that “the eye of the Heart” is closed, for verily it is not the sight that
is blind but the hearts that are blind (XXII, 47); and in one highly suggestive passage the Qoran
compels us to envisage the possibility of a fountain springing from the Heart:

Then even after that your hearts grew hard so that they were like rocks; or even harder, for
verily there are rocks from which rivers gush forth, and there are rocks which split asunder so that
water floweth from them. (11, 74).

The presence between the two seas of a barrier beyond which they pass not, means that the
waters of this world are unable to overflow into the next, and that the upper waters refrain
from utterly overwhelming the lower waters and allow them to exist as a seemingly separate
domain without undue interference from above, at any rate for a while —to use the Qoranic
phrase which is so often repeated to denote the impermanence of this world and everything
in it. “Undue” is a necessary reservation, because the upper waters by their very nature cannot
altogether be kept out, any more than water—to revert to the Sufi symbolism—can be kept
out of ice. The upper waters, being the original substance of all creation, not only surround but
also penetrate this world as its secret reality to which it will eventually return. Thus although
the rain, symbolizing this penetration, is only sent down in due measure, it is none the less a
herald or portent of the Hour,” that is, the Last Day, when the barrier will be removed and
the upper waters will flood this world, causing the resurrection of the dead, for they are the
Waters of Life.

Until then, any presence of life in this world means that a drop of these waters has passed
the barrier, but this possibility is limited. Verily this lower life is but as water which We have sent
down from the sky (X, 24). Life is altogether transcendent in relation to this world, where it
exists merely as a fleeting loan, ready to “evaporate” back whence it came as water evaporates
back to the sky. Life is a passing trespass of the Beyond on the domain of the here-below,
a brief penetration of soul and body by the Spirit¥; but the Spirit is not “at home” in this
world—hence the extreme precariousness of life’ whereas it is at home in the Beyond: Verily
the Abode of the Hereafter, that, that is Life, did they but know (XXIX, 64).

If it be asked how this symbolism can be reconciled with the earth-depopulating Flood, it
must be remembered that although rain-fall set the Flood in motion, the actual cataclysm is
represented in the Qoran as a stormy sea. One of Noah’s sons who was drowned is said to have
been swept away by a wave, and agitated water is a symbol of vanity and illusion, the waves
being images of accident and vicissitude, which are “unreal”!® in relation to the water itself
whose true nature they are powerless to affect. It is significant that in the Verse of Darkness
(XXIV, 40) which follows close on the better known Verse of Light, the works of the infidels,

7 And thou seest the earth barren, and when We send down upon it the water it thrilleth and sprouteth... that is because... the Hour
is coming beyond all doubt, and because God raiseth those who are in the tombs (XXIIL, 5).

8 To speak of death as “a giving up of the ghost” is thus altogether correct; and it is because life is a presence of the Spirit, and
therefore altogether transcendent, that it defies any scientific analysis.

® The great symbol of life is also most precarious over much of the earth’s face, especially in those regions where the Qoranic
Revelation was first received.

19 Ice and waves are parallel as symbols, representing respectively the rigidity (or brittleness) and instability of this form-bound
world.
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having just been likened in their vanity to a mirage in the desert which the thirsty man reckoneth
to be water, are then immediately likened to what is indeed water but has become “by accident”
so remote from its true nature as to be comparable to a mirage, namely a dark storm-tossed
sea. This passage may even be taken as an inexplicit description of the Flood. In any case,
there is no doubt that the waves of the Flood and the waves of the Red Sea which crashed
down upon the pursuers of the children of Israel represent the passionate perversity of Noah’s
contemporaries and of Pharoah and his ministers. On the other hand, as regards what set the
Flood in motion, the symbolism of rain is here tempered and conditioned by the number forty
which signifies death!! or a change of state. Thus the purifying aspect of water may be said to
take precedence here over its life-giving aspect. The earth was to be purified for a new state
just as the children of Israel were to be purified by the forty years wandering in the desert. We
may compare also the purification of Lent. The waters in question were an inseparable part of
the Revelation made to Noah of a new religion, symbolized by the Ark, and as such they were
waters of Mercy. But any manifestation of Mercy is bound to be terrible for those who refuse
it, for it serves to gauge the extreme hardness of their hearts, while for those who hearts are
not hardened the Transcendent is always awe-inspiring, and this aspect of Mercy is expressed
by the thunder which so often precedes the rain. He it is who showeth you the lightning, a fear
and a longing, and raiseth the heavy clouds. And the thunder extolleth and praiseth Him, as do
the angels for awe of Him (XIII, 12-13).

The awe-inspiring and mysterious transcendence of the upper waters, as also their life-
giving aspect, is stressed in the strange and elliptical story of Moses and Al-Khidr (XVTIII, 60]
82). Moses says to Joshua: I will not cease until I reach the meeting place of the two seas. They
start out, as for a long journey, but they stop for rest on a rock which is, unknown to them,
the barrier that separates the two seas. Joshua sets down for a moment the provisions he has
brought, which consist of a dried fish; and whether because of the extreme nearness of the
Waters of Life, or because a drop of these waters actually falls on the fish, it suddenly comes
to life, slips from the rock, and swims away in the sea. Moses does not notice this; and the
attention of Joshua, who does notice it, is immediately distracted by Satan, so that he does
not even mention it to Moses, and they set off once more. At length Moses, exhausted by the
journey, suggests that they stop to eat. Joshua remembers that their food has gone, and tells
Moses about the miracle of the fish, and Moses understands that the rock must have been the
meeting place of the two seas, and they retrace their steps. When they regain the rock they find
there one of Our slaves unto whom We had given mercy from Our Mercy and knowledge from
Our Knowledge. This person is not named, but the commentaries tell us that it is Al-Khidr, the
immortal Prince of the Solitary Ones (al-afrad'?). The symbolism of his meeting with Moses is
parallel to the symbolism of the meeting of the two seas. The salt sea of this world represents,
like Moses, exoteric knowledge,"” whereas the Waters of Life are personified by Al-Khidr.
Moses said unto him: May I follow thee that from what thou hast been taught thou mayst teach me
right guidance. He said: Verily thou canst not be patient with me, for how shouldst thou be patient

"' The Arabic letter mim stands for death (mawt), and has the numerical value of 40.

12 These are the few exceptional individuals who are independent of any particular religion but who represent religion in its
highest aspect, being, without any effort on their part but by their very nature, as it were, “throw-backs” to the primordial
state of man which it is the purpose of religion to regain.

3 The Qoran here as it were extracts from Moses one aspect only to correspond to the symbolism of the lower waters, passing
over his more exalted aspects which are the theme of other passages.
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in respect of that which is beyond the compass of thine experience? He said: God willing, thou shalt
find me patient, nor will I gainsay thee in aught. He said: Then if thou go with me, question me of
naught until of myself I mention it to thee.

They set out together, and Al-Khidr performs three acts of mercy in disguise, but Moses,
seeing only the “scandalous” outside of these acts, is too outraged not to expostulate each time,
and the third time Al-Khidr refuses to let him accompany him any further; but he explains,
before they part company, the true nature of his actions. To consider this passage in any detail
would be beyond the scope of our subject; but it has at least given us a glimpse of the deviousness
of the exoteric path and the extreme nearness of the Waters of Life. For we are already, if only
we knew it,'* at the meeting place of the two seas—witness the miracle of Life which is always
with us, both in us and about us, but which the powers of illusion persuade us to take entirely
for granted, through inadvertance or distraction.!®

Even more elliptical is another relevant passage, the story of Solomon and the Queen of
Sheba (XXVII, 20-44). Solomon sends for the Queen in order to convert her to true religion,
and while she and her retinue are on their way he says to his surrounding assembly of men
and of jinn: Which of you will bring me her throne before they come unto me in surrender? The
throne is immediately set before him, and he gives instructions for it to be disguised. Now the
Supreme Throne is below its Tenant, but by inverse analogy every earthly throne may be said to
transcend the king who sits on it, as is to be seen figured in the Seal of Solomon if we take the
apex of a triangle to be the tenant and its base the throne. The question of the throne is not that
part of the story which is directly relevant to our theme, but it cannot be set on one side, and
it serves moreover to bring out a point of general importance where symbolism is concerned,
namely that a symbol which represents the transcendent may be said to open out, virtually, on
to the Absolute Transcendent. The higher of the two seas is strictly speaking no more than the
uppermost part of the created universe; but these Waters of Life, seen “from below,” may be
said to merge with the Treasuries of Water, that is, with the Infinite Divine Beatitude; and since
there is a certain analogy between the pairs heaven-earth (the two seas) and throne-king, the
throne may be said to signify not merely the mandate of Heaven but also, ultimately, the source
of that mandate which is the Supreme Self; and the Self is always “disguised.”

When the Queen of Sheba arrives, Solomon puts her to two tests. She fails in both, but her
failure as it were dissolves all her resistance to the truth. Firstly he takes her before her throne;
and now with marvellous subtlety the Qoran puts on, for the reader, a disguise which is in a
sense analagous to the disguise of the throne, for it is as a veil in the text, albeit a thin one,
over what is meant by the throne’s identity. It is permissible to say, for example, that in such a
sentence as “when asked the colour of snow, the blind man said it was black,” the word “white”
is disguisedly present, because it is forced into the mind. So also, when the Queen is asked: Is

4 That is the point. We are there and yet we are not there. If we were altogether there, we would see life as the miracle
that it is; this supernatural interference would no longer be claimed by nature as a purely natural phenomenon. The Shaikh
Al-’Alaw tells us that the Divine mystery and miracle of life eludes us because of its extreme transcendence. It is with us,
and yet at the same time it is utterly beyond us. (See Martin Lings, A Moslem Saint of the Twentieth Century, p. 134, note 1).
The spiritual path is in one sense not so much a journey as a gradual attunement of the soul to the presence of the Spirit, a
gradual reconciliation between the natural and the supernatural, between the lower waters and the upper waters, between
mind and intellect, between Moses and Al-Khidr. But the soul must remain the soul, at any rate for a while—hence the refusal
of AI-Khidr to let Moses accompany him any further.

15 Life is one, and there is only a difference of intensity between the elixir strong enough to quicken a dead fish and the less
strong one which suffices to enable the living to continue to eke out for a while their precarious earthly life. The short-comings
of Moses and Joshua may thus be taken to represent the general obtuseness of man in his attitude towards life.

140


http:distraction.15

Studies in Comparative Religion — Vol. 2, #3 (Summer 1968)

thy throne like this?, and when, failing to pierce altogether through the disguise and seeing in its
undeniable familiarity only an illusion of identity, she wrongly answers: It is as if it were it, the
right answer is forced into our minds, namely “it is it”’; and these words, huwa huwa, (literally
“he is he,” for ‘arsh, throne, is masculine), constitute the Arabic formula of expressing identity
and above all, liturgically,'® the Supreme Identity, the Divine Oneness. Then in explanation
of why she gave the wrong answer, why she did not say huwa huwa, the Qoran adds, as if to
give us a further key, that she was barred from it by what she had been wont to worship apart
from God, that is, by her polytheism. In other words, it was because she took illusion (false
gods) to be Reality (God) that she had taken Reality to be illusion, that is, she had failed to
see Reality when it was actually there. Having demonstrated this last erro—for although the
Qoran does not say so we must assume that Solomon tells her that the throne is in fact hers and
that what she thought to be no more than a vague resemblance is indeed identity—he proceeds
to demonstrate the other error which is its cause, and leads her into a hall paved with glass,
which looks like a pool of water. Completely deceived, she lifts up her robes to avoid wetting
them as she steps on to the glass floor. We are reminded of the already mentioned verse: As for
the disbelievers, their works are as a mirage in the desert which the thirsty man reckoneth'’ to be
water; and it will be understood from this and the other examples given of the symbolism of
water how perfect and all-embracing Solomon’s demonstration was as regards the Queen’s state
of soul. The fact of error, already significant in itself, is infinitely aggravated by the fact that the
error is, precisely, about water; and the shock of discovering that “water” was absent where she
had thought it to be present was so great that it changed her whole outlook in a moment and
caused her to exclaim: My Lord, I have wronged myself, and I submit with Solomon unto God, the
Lord of the worlds.

16 See Martin Lings, “A Moslem Saint of the Twentieth Century,” p. 114, note 2.

17 Tt is significant that this same word is used also of the Queen: She reckoned it to be a pool, and bared her legs.
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Buddhist Meditation

by
G. J. Yorke

SOME two thousand, five hundred years ago Siddartha, the eldest son of the elected head
of the Sakya clan, left his wife and child to become a wandering naked ascetic. After some five
years, during which he mastered the techniques of yoga under at least two qualified teachers,
he found that yogic asceticism and the trance states to which it leads were not the answer that
he was seeking. So he decided to wear clothes once more and if possible to eat one good meal a
day. When he had recovered his health, he developed his own system of meditation and about
a year later sat down under a tree and vowed not to leave its shade until he was enlightened.

It seems that he sat under that tree reviewing his life and all that he had been taught and
had experienced. Then he entered within himself and passed through the various states of
trance or absorption, starting with those with form and then refining them into the formless
and inexpressible. In them he was still unenlightened.

Suddenly he came out of a trance and saw the morning star. At this conscious act he realised
that he had succeeded at last. After many lives of service and spiritual struggle and a final six
years of dedicated meditation he was the Buddha, the Enlightened or Awakened One. As he put
it: “When I fully understood as it really is, the satisfaction in the world as such, the misery in
the world as such, and the escape therefrom as such, then did I understand the meaning of being
enlightened in the world. Then did knowledge and insight arise in me...” Some seven months
later he preached his first sermon in a deer park and by so doing began to turn the Wheel of the
Dharma. He was thirty-five years old at the time.

In other words enlightenment is a practical down to earth experience within the theoretical
reach of each one of us while we are still human beings. It is achieved by transforming the
knowledge and insight that we each have at the moment into the knowledge and insight of a
Buddha, of a fully enlightened human being. The simplest and quickest way to do this is to do
what the Buddha did and then taught for some forty years.

Before, however, detailing what should be done, something must be said about Bodhi
or Enlightenment. It is an attitude of body, heart and mind that has to be experienced and
expressed here in this world by a man’s own efforts in this or some future life. Theravadin
Buddhists, unlike Christians, have no Saviour to help them. For them there is no salvation by
Grace and no direct assistance from any source outside this world. Moreover the knowledge
and insight which lead to Enlightenment cannot be developed in any of the Buddhist heavens or
hells. In them one is totally involved in the joy or misery of the experience. Moreover they are
not eternal, so that after suffering or enjoying the period of time that one has earned in them,
one may return to this world to try again. That is why a Buddhist gives thanks for his good
fortune in having been born a human being, since only as such can the knowledge and insight
of an enlightened man or woman arise in him or her.

Buddhism starts with a fact which everyone accepts and a statement which is a question
of faith until personal experience proves it true for oneself. The fact is simple, for it is oneself
as one perceives, feels and thinks at the moment. The statement which is a question of faith
until experienced is that there is what the Buddha called the Not Born, the Not Become, the
Uncreated, the Unconditioned and about which he declined to go into details because they are
unknowable. In Mahayana Buddhism this is called the Buddha nature or the essence of heart
and mind. It is not what Christians mean by the soul, as there is nothing personal about it. As
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soon as we experience it, it ceases to be a matter of faith.

We are all slaves to our present way of thinking, to our desires, to the habits and tendencies
that we have inherited in varying degrees from our previous lives and which we have developed
by reacting to our environment. As a result we are obsessed by desire, dislike and delusion.
This habitual attitude works within the framework of time, space and causation, and what
develops is equally temporary, namely personal consciousness. It discriminates between self
and others, subject and object, and so on. What I think that I am now has to be integrated with
the Unconditioned, the Buddha nature, the essence of mind and heart. In the process I come to
realise that my personal ego is a delusion while I still retain my humanity. The attitude that has
to be changed is that which we have towards ourselves and the world at the moment, for until
this happens, until we are enlightened, we and the world will remain in a mess.

There are four ways of acquiring the special way of looking at life and living it that is
called Enlightenment in Buddhism. They are by working without lust of result, by devotion,
by knowledge or wisdom acquired through learning, and by insight developed through medital]
tion. To start with you choose the method you prefer, for it may well prove the one best
suited to your temperament. But if you do not practise the other three ways as well, you will
probably come to grief, for you will be unbalanced. If you study the lives of the Enlightened
Ones whether Christian, Hindu, Moslem or Buddhist, you will find that they followed at some
time or other each of the four paths of works, devotion, knowledge and insight, and so became
integrated. Buddhism, however, insists that meditation be stressed since it develops the vital
insight.

Now meditation is not a panacea, a cure for all ills. It consists of a great many different
techniques or practices which have developed down the centuries to suit the different needs of
given individuals. Each type can kill or cure in accordance with how it is used. A meditational
practice can be compared to a dynamo the current from which can kill a pig or charge a battery.
Almost anyone who meditates often enough in the right way will find himself at times filled
with a nervous energy or life force which, instead of killing the illusory pig that is his personal
ego, has merely charged it like a battery. Before he knows where he is, he has become a Dharmall
mongerer, an un-enlightened writer on Buddhist meditation, who runs the risk of having to
serve time in the Avici hell. Worse still, he may well find that he is so shut up in his private shell
that he is in danger of losing his humanity. The whole thing has turned sour without his realising
it, while he revels in his improved vitality, health and powers of concentration.

To avoid all this one has to develop a basic attitude to life that is seldom mentioned in
Buddhist texts dealing with meditation, since it is taken for granted. This attitude is the key
to healthy meditation and to what Christians call a spiritual life. It involves developing faith in
something other than one’s present self. Another ingredient is compassion, the ability to accept
others on their own terms, to understand and by so doing to help them. It means being able to
give thanks for every little thing and above all to express gratitude for having been born a human
being with a chance to develop in this life the knowledge and insight of a Buddha. Humility is
also essential. The development of these qualities when combined with meditation is the first
step towards the complete self-surrender without which Enlightenment is impossible.

In all religions down the ages experience has shown that ritual helps to nurse this basic
attitude, the increased lack of which is a symptom that we are living in what Buddhists call
this Dharma-ending age. It is catered for in monastic life, but those who are living in the world
have to find it for themselves through ritual. A short, all inclusive Buddhist one is at hand for
our use.
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The first step in Buddhists, indeed no-one is a Buddhist until he has taken it, is to take
refuge in the Triple Gem, in the Buddha or Enlightened One, in the Dharma or Teaching and
in the Sangha or Community. So repeat in Pali the traditional formula first thing in the morning
and last thing at night, whether or not you follow it up with a daily period of meditation. The
words are:

Namo tassa bhagavato arahato samma sambuddhasa—Homage to the Blessed One, the
Venerable One, the Supremely Self-Enlightened Buddha.

You make a full prostration and continue:

Buddham saranam gacchami—I go for refuge to the Buddha.
Dhammam saranam gacchami—TI go for refuge to the Dharma.
Sangham saranam gacchami—I go for refuge to the Sangha.

All this is then repeated twice more.

Remember that you cannot take refuge in the Buddha in the same way that Christians take
refuge in Christ. For Buddha is not a Saviour who can help you and remit your sins. Buddha’s
is not a breast on which you can lay your head, nor is his lotus seat the rock of ages cleft for
you. You go for refuge to the Buddha as the personification of Enlightenment, of Bodhi. This
protecting refuge is there within us and around us, but we have to go to it by our own effort.
It will not come by itself, nor will it be given. We have to make a conscious act of will and
determination directed towards the goal of liberation while on earth. The hard low Buddhist
bed is not for dying on, but for perfecting awareness while alive.

The Dharma of the second refuge is not the faint fragmentary and distorted picture of the
Teaching that the ordinary layman has. It is the framework within which Buddhist meditation
and way of life are set. It consists in learning about all the Dharma-doors which lead to the
extinction of suffering and to the freedom of Enlightenment.

The Sangha of the third refuge is not the congregation of monks with all the weaknesses
of its individual members and with the shortcomings attached to any human institution. It is
the fraternity of holy disciples, not necessarily monks or nuns, who are united by common
attainment to the four stages of Buddhist sanctity. It is the assurance of the possibility of
becoming enlightened here in this or some future life.

This going to or taking refuge in the Triple Gem involves four things: the total surrender of
the self, the acceptance of the Gem as one’s guiding ideal, the acceptance of discipleship, and
giving homage by prostration.

Homage represents the emotional side of taking refuge as an act of faith. If given humbly
from the heart it prepares the way emotionally for that complete self-surrender without which
Enlightenment is impossible. So learn to prostrate properly.

The acceptance of discipleship represents the rational side of taking refuge, for life becomes
an act of learning, of adapting the mind to the standards of the Buddha, the Dharma and the
Sangha. It supplies the full and satisfying reasons for the act of homage and so adds to the
strength and loyalty of devotion.

In accepting the Triple Gem as one’s guiding ideal, one pledges oneself to give all one’s
strength to the task of impressing the threefold seal upon one’s personal life and environment.
The threefold refuge in its aspect of guiding ideal calls for complete dedication in the sphere of
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external activities.

But this dedication to the service of the Triple Gem through work and activity in the
world is still not the highest form of taking refuge. One is still distinguishing between the
noble objective and oneself as working for it. The delusive ego is still there, rejoicing in the
success of the work, or grieving when it fails. In that partial identification of oneself with one’s
work, the delusive ego slips into or behind that work and evades the full call to surrender.
Further progress is only possible if one’s service to the guiding ideal is completely detached and
performed without lust of result.

This detached attitude towards all that a man does is one of the many fruits of complete self-
surrender to the Triple Gem. Though this surrender is only that of a delusion, it is the hardest
sacrifice of which we know. But until it has been made, Enlightenment remains a dream.

This ritual of taking refuge at the start and finish of the day, or before each period of
meditation, ensures that the latter is squarely within the Buddhist framework so that one is
following the path that the Buddha trod. When done properly it will change your whole attitude
to life. It takes a long time before one can do it mindfully and from the heart.

Then once a day a few minutes should be devoted to the metta or compassionate meditation.
This does not mean sending out waves of thought towards anything or anybody, but developing
in the heart feelings of loving kindness to oneself, one’s best friend, one’s worst enemy, to a
person to whom one is neutral and finally to all sentient beings. But a meditational teacher
should be consulted before it is done for the first time.

A short daily ritual of this type keeps the practiser within the Buddhist framework while
developing and retaining that basic attitude to life without which meditation turns sour and
Enlightenment is impossible.

The next thing to remember is the necessity for a meditational teacher who has been
trained properly in the basic traditional Buddhist techniques. He need not be a bhikkhu and
he will not be enlightened, but he must belong to an established school of Buddhism and have
behind him a known line of meditational teachers in that school. In other words he must be a
professional.

This is only common sense. Anyone who takes up a sport without having lessons from a
professional soon develops bad habits which become extremely hard to correct. And so it is
with meditation. You need guidance on how to deal with your body, heart and mind. You need
special guidance as soon as you enter the psychic world of vision, or you will take your first
highly emotional reaction to that world as basic to it, instead of as an illusion about it. Those
who do so are as lost as the average hippy who after a trip on LSD talks vaguely about love, It
or turpentine.

The heavens which correspond to visions with colour and form as well as the states of light
and bliss, and the hells of darkness, terror and confusion, are all part of samsara, of the round
of births and deaths which is at the same time nirvana. The nirvana taught in the Mahayana
is not on some other shore. It is not something which cannot be put into words, but it is this
everyday world and the ones of dream and vision experienced and expressed as they are instead
of as the average layman imagines them to be.

Meditation has its blissful moments and states, but at any rate to start with they are more
than balanced by periods of dryness and boredom, of acute unrest and mental agony, and this is
true of the drug states as well. You need the rod of a teacher to check your satisfaction and pride
at the bliss, and you need his compassion and example to keep your nose to the grindstone and
ensure that you emerge in one piece from the hells.
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Professional assistance is now available in England to meet our present meditational
requirements. Those who are agnostic or Protestant by nature may find their needs met best by
the yellow robed bhikkhus from Thailand and Ceylon; while those who like ritual and are more
devotional may gravitate to the maroon robed bhikshus from Tibet. There is now a permanent
meditation centre with a resident professional in charge to cater for each of these types.

In time, if you have decided that your vocation is to become a Theravadin who guides
others along the path that the Buddha trod, or to help all sentient beings in the Mahayana way,
you can burn your boats and go East to find a meditation master who both appeals to you and
is prepared to accept you as a disciple. You will then probably have to learn his language. For a
normal person it takes some fifteen years of hard meditational slogging to become technically
qualified to guide others in his turn. Remember, however, that even a meditation master is
hardly ever what Buddhists mean by the term enlightened. Living Buddhas are very few and far
between.

Before coming to the essence of it all, the heart of Buddhist meditation, it is necessary first to
clear the air by saying what it is not. It has nothing to do with what Christians mean by worship
or Hindus by the path of devotion (bhakti). There is no Saviour or Blessed Virgin, no Krishna
or Kali, no god or goddess on whom to meditate by concentrating on, visualising, loving, serving
and surrendering to them. The only person to whom you surrender is your meditation master.
There are no prayers to any Saviour, God, person or thing. You are on your own except for the
help from your teacher and a few fellow disciples.

You do not try to become the Adi Buddha, Brahman, the Absolute, That or Not This, Not
This. You do not boast like a Rosicrucian magus of being more than human with eternity at your
command and omnipotence at your disposal. You do not yearn to become a dew-drop that slips
into the shining sea. Unless so instructed by your teacher, you do not try to enter the void that
is empty, the void that is full or any of the eight voids in between, nor do you seek any mental
or spiritual state other than that of mindfulness or awareness. You do not deliberately enter the
astral world of dream and vision, or the nine jhanas or states of absorption described by the
Buddha, or the hundred different ones listed by the patriarchs of the T’ien T ai school, unless so
instructed. Trungpa Rimpoche, for instance, will not allow you to practise the visualisation of
a Bodhisattva until he is reasonably certain that your ego will play no part in the process. For if
the ego is projected into the vision, the latter is illusory. In Christianity this is called the vision
of a devil disguised as an angel.

Any of these or similar experiences may come unsought during meditation, for they are all
there within you in what Jung called the collective unconscious. But you should not practise
the special techniques for releasing them until so advised by your teacher. But you consult him
if they manifest in you. It is not the experience of these states that is important. What matters is
the quality of mindfulness, attention or awareness that is brought to bear when in and afterwards
on them. Unless you are trained thoroughly in the Buddhist technique of mindfulness or bare
attention, you will be swallowed or obsessed by them. If you are in any way unmindful when
you return to normal then your mind is confused and with it your judgement. Without clear
judgement or wisdom, the insight acquired through the experience is delusive.

Mindfulness is the heart of Buddhist meditation as taught in all the schools. It entails clear
and single minded awareness of what happens to us and in us at the successive moments of
perception as presented through the five physical senses or through the mind, which Buddhists
call the sixth sense. When attending to that sixfold sense impression, attention is kept to
registering or watching whatever is observed, felt or thought without reacting to any of it by

146



Studies in Comparative Religion — Vol. 2, #3 (Summer 1968)

deed, speech or mental comment. When comments arise in the mind, as they inevitably do,
they are neither repudiated nor pursued, but are dismissed as soon as a brief mental note has
been made of them. And that is all there is to it.

The practice is called satipatthana and was developed by the Buddha. Its object is to teach
you how your body, heart or emotions and mind or thoughts work, and to make you aware
of the collective unconscious. By so doing you come to understand in detail that this world of
which you are a part is in a continual state of flux in which the personal ego plays a temporary
and illusory part, and that what in the Mahayana is called the self-nature is not a personal
possession. You realise that you have no immortal soul in the Christian sense. Through the
practice of what is called bare attention to what happens in and o you, you become aware of
the Unconditioned. This, however, does not mean that you are enlightened.

The object at this early stage is not to hold a theme in the mind, to think out anything
in the cortex of the brain, or to become or unite with anything. Instead of thinking about or
concentrating on something one has to learn how to engage body, heart and mind in that aspect
of mindfulness called bare attention.

The first thing to learn is how to sit properly and breathe naturally. So those who want to
become professionals choose the lotus posture, because for well over two thousand five hundred
years it has been found to be the most effective for meditation and because it was used by the
Buddha. Since it is both difficult and painful, it takes time and guts to master it. Those who
have not developed endurance of this type are unlikely to become enlightened. If, however,
you do not intend to become a professional, you can adopt one of the many modifications of
the posture, or just sit upright in a chair. Do not, however recline in one or lie down on your
back, or you will spend too much time dozing instead of being mindful.

Now satipatthana includes two practices, samattha which leads to peace of mind and
vipassana which brings insight. Through them you learn to become aware or mindful of what
is happening to you at any given moment. Samattha teaches you to feel or sense it. But to
avoid being lost in that given moment by being totally involved in the experience, you add
the shortest possible mental statement of what you are aware of. This is now vipassana. Your
teacher will decide for you the proportion of time to be devoted to each. This varies with your
temperament and progress.

If a paper on meditation is to be of value it must be based on the personal experience of
the writer. But no two people are alike, so that what suits one may be a hindrance to another.
Moreover the name of these practices is legion. What follows therefore are merely suggestions
which have proved helpful to the writer. They should not be taken as universally valid.

One of the recognised ways of beginning the satipatthana practices is to count the breaths.
You count “one” as you breathe in and “two” as you breathe out up to a count of ten. Then
you start at “one” again. You do not bother about the length or strength of a given breath, but
just allow your natural thythm to take over. You count and concentrate all your energy on the
counting. The moment that this is interrupted by a thought, so that you are thinking instead
of or as well as counting, you start at “one” again. It is usually quite a time before you can
manage with certainty two consecutive counts of ten. Try it. This is a simple exercise in mental
concentration without which most people are unable to sustain bare attention for more than a
second or two, except when interested which is usually only at the very start of a practice.

The next stage is just sitting quietly while watching the whole breathing process. To begin
with you feel the breath as it enters and leaves the nostrils, then you follow it into and out of
your body. You do not try to stop thoughts from rising, but you try not to follow them. This
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is samattha. In vipassana you make the briefest possible mental statement on each feeling or
thought to register it, but you do not comment on it. That is all.

In the process the breath rthythm slows down naturally and with it the pulse rate, which
may drop from 72 to 56 beats a minute. One’s thoughts and emotions slow or calm down in
proportion. In the process one discovers a lot about one’s feelings, emotions and thoughts.

From just sitting and watching the breath with attention, which is far from easy when the
breathing becomes so fine or subtle as to be almost imperceptible, one can go on to what is
called shihkantaza in Soto Zen and is a form of samattha. Here you are no longer interested in
the breathing process, but just sit motionless, trying to be acutely aware of whatever you see,
hear or feel and of the moment in which a new thought is born. You do your best not to think
about whatever it may be that you perceive or experience. Slowly your perceptions become
more subtle. Gradually you begin to appreciate what awareness is and it alters your whole
attitude to life. As with the taste of a peach picked off a wall and eaten in the sun, no one can
tell you what it is like.

But this is not enough. You are living in the world and so cannot sit in meditation all day,
there are too many things which have to be done. Moreover advanced meditation should carry
over into the periods when one is not sitting. So you must practise mindfulness or attention
when doing things. You start by trying to be mindful when walking slowly. You note each
movement as you make it, become aware of it and of any intention to vary the movement,
as when about to make a turn. This is vipassana. Then you practise this in a modified form
as much as you can during the day, whether walking, sitting, eating or whatever it may be. In
company when listening to someone you do not break your reception of what is being said
with thoughts of approval, rejection or development. Still less do you interrupt the speaker.
Thus you learn to do one thing at a time with full attention. It becomes impossible to lose one’s
temper, if, as it begins to flare, one notes that it is doing so—and so on with all the emotions,
desires or whatever it may be.

All this is extremely difficult and boring to do. But when achieved and provided that the
daily ritual of taking refuge in the Triple Gem and the compassionate (metta) meditation have
not been dropped, it takes one quite a long way down the path, which becomes progressively
more subtle. Done properly and for long enough, it covers the four foundations of mindfulness,
namely contemplation on the body, feelings, mind and mind-objects. At any given moment you
know exactly what you are doing and why.

The above was one of the methods developed by the Buddha to awaken awareness, but
it bypasses to some extent the reasoning mind, or the cortical centres in the brain. In order to
work through the latter and so to integrate it with the Buddha-nature or the essence of mind
and heart, one meditates on a theme. A common one in the Mahayana is “Who is taking refuge
in the Triple Gem?” or “Who is repeating the Buddha’s name?” and in Zen “What was your
original face before you were born?” The answer has to come from intuitive insight, from the
essence of mind and heart and not from the reasoning or discriminative level in the brain.

You begin by thinking and reasoning about it and the answers that you give to your teacher
are thrown back in your face. No matter how discouraged you get, you keep on looking steadily
into your theme until it becomes active in your subconscious mind, no matter what you are
doing. Since you have by now exhausted all the possible combinations of answers that your
everyday mind can cook up, you just listen. This is now a form of bare attention directed to a
theme. You listen within and wait actively or positively for the answer to well up out of the
Unconditioned. It may well take over a year for this to happen.
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When this happens, it does not even mean that you have entered what Buddhists call “the
stream,” still less that you are enlightened. There are many other Dharma-doors to pass through
before you are a fully integrated human being. There are many other meditational practices to
master before you can teach the particular one relevant to any given student at any given stage
of his spiritual development. Then meditation alone does not lead to Enlightenment. If you
have not already done so you have still to tread the other three paths of works, devotion and
knowledge. In the process you mature your compassionate heart.

But all this does not concern you at the moment. What matters to each one of us now is
not the goal but the next step. Speculation about the landscape through which the middle and
final stages pass is inappropriate and dangerous. But if the above has interested you, consult a
qualified meditational teacher and take your next step. It is the scientific answer to the rat race
of modern life.
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Islamic Surveys: Four Works by
Seyyed Hossein Nasr

by
Titus Burckhardt

THE story of an author’s career does not always throw light on his work, yet in this instance
it may undoubtedly be said to do so; Seyyed Hossein Nasr through his up-bringing combines to
a remarkable degree the spiritual inheritance of East and West.

As scion of a highly esteemed Persian family—the title Seyyed indicates descent from
the Prophet—he received an Islamic education, which included learning classical Arabic. His
father, who was a doctor in the royal household, died while he was still young and he was sent
to school in America, going on later to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology where he
devoted himself to the study of the natural sciences, from an inward urge to “understand the
sense of the Universe,” as he expressed it later on. Disillusioned through finding himself unable
to arrive at an actual world-view from the study of modern natural sciences he transferred to
philosophy and it was at Harvard University that he met an outstanding teacher in George
Sarton, who was at that time putting the history of the sciences on a new footing. Under his
guidance S. H. Nasr became absorbed in the cosmological doctrines of the Middle Ages and
here his knowledge of Arabic and Persian as well as of classical European languages stood him
in good stead. He returned to Teheran with a Harvard doctorate and here he found a new
teacher in Seyyed Muhammad Hussain Tabataba’i, a remarkably gifted representative of the
tradition of hikmah, a tradition still alive in Iran today, in which metaphysics and cosmology
are combined in a single form of sapiential teaching. At this same time he also worked with
Henry Corbin, the director of the French Institute in Teheran, on the preparation of a history of
Islamic philosophy. Various journeys to other Islamic countries, from Morocco as far as India,
brought him in touch with leading representatives of the spiritual tradition. Today S. Hossein
Nasr is professor of the philosophy and history of science in the University of Teheran.

An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines (The Belknap Press of Harvard University,
1964).

In his preface to this book Professor H. A. R. Gibb says that it puts forward a comparatively
uninvestigated and hence unfamiliar view of Islam, about which a majority of modern Muslim
rationalists would doubtless say that it is alien to the real Islam: but this is a mistaken view. In
point of fact S. Hossein Nasr has successfully shown that the cosmological doctrines in question,
which were developed during the period from the ninth to the eleventh centuries, are neither
mere Hellenistic heirlooms outwardly adapted to the Islamic faith nor yet first gropings in the
direction of the modern natural sciences and therefore now only fit to be dismissed as obsolete
and decrepit. What chiefly comes to light in these doctrines is a spiritually based view of the
Universe, one which always endeavours to see the whole in the part because from the point
of view of these doctrines the Universe itself amounts ultimately to a reflection of the divine
Unity. Cosmology in the true sense of the word moreover can only be that and nothing but
that. When one comes to think of it, this is true of the real basis of every science, since even
modern natural science, which considers itself to be agnostic, tacitly assumes the existence of
a necessary relationship between the laws of the Spirit and those ruling over Nature, failing
which there could be no such thing as truth at all. However, modern science takes no notice
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of this assumption, as if once and for all it had relieved the Cartesian division of reality into
“spirit” and “matter” of any further concern for whatever goes beyond matter, whereas the
Islamic as well as the Christian cosmology sees through the different levels of reality, as it were,
with the result that the quantity of things matters less in its eyes than their quality; and likewise
the actual course of natural events signifies less than their permanent archetypes. This also
explains why the mode of expression in mediaeval cosmology often baffles the modern reader:
he considers it “naive” when really it is profound in its preference for symbols over definitions,
and bottomlessly “abstract” when it is merely indicating things which we cannot grasp with our
two hands. Mediaeval cosmology can in fact sometimes be described as naive, for how can this
be otherwise when it is a question of human thinking? It is never naive however in its essential
features. S. Hossein Nasr develops all this exhaustively by means of three celebrated examples:
firstly, the Rasa’il (epistles) of the Ikhwan as-Safa, the “Brethren of Purity,” an encyclopedia
which was published about the year 1,000 by a group of scholars from the region of Basra;
secondly, the cosmographical works of al-Birtini (973-1051), the great Persian astronomer and
indologist; thirdly, the cosmology of Ibn Sina (980-1037), known as Avicenna in Latin, which
was also of decisive importance for the development of Christian cosmology: one says “was,”
yet it could still have this importance to-day in the sense that even modern natural science could
find invaluable suggestions within the scheme of ancient cosmology, wherever it is compelled to
reach out beyond what can be weighed and counted, as for example in the sphere of psychology
or psycho-somatic medicine.

Three Muslim Sages. Avicenna—Suhrawardi—Ibn Arabi. (Harvard University Press, 1964).

In this book, which arose out of a course of lectures given at the “Center for the Study
of World Religions” in Harvard, our author takes a bold aim towards the horizon of Islamic
spirituality, placing three of its loftiest peaks next to one another, as contrasting examples:
Avicenna, the most fruitful and still influential representative of the Peripatetic philosophy,
Shihab ad-Din as-Suhrawardi, founder of the school of Ilumination (Ishrdaq), in whom
philosophical and mystical elements unite to form a single “theosophy,” and Muhyi ad-Din Ibn
Arabi, known as the “Greatest Master” (ash-shaykh al-akbar) of the Islamic mystical way.

European scholars tend to emphasize the contrasting features and incompatibilities of
the teachings represented by these masters; viewed from another angle more in keeping with
Islamic esotericism, these teachings appear however as different aspects of the same Truth,
complementary to one another.

To understand this point clearly one has to consider Avicenna not merely as the transmitter
of Greek philosophy and natural science, according to the view generally adopted by European
scientists. In his case only the sub-structure is to some extent Aristotelian; his ontology, which
acts as a spacious dome covering in the whole edifice of learning and drawing it together into
Unity, is fashioned anew out of the spirit of Islam. For the Latins Avicenna amounted above
all to a means of approach to Aristotle; but as Ibn Sina he showed a way that led on through
the Aristotelian ratio to mystical knowledge: Ibn Sina’s mystical poetry never became known
in the West. Moreover, it is not just accidentally and thanks to an erroneous attribution of
the Plotinian “theology” to Aristotle that Platonic elements already appear in company with
Aristotalian doctrine in the work of Avicenna’s forerunner, al-Farabi. It is a great merit of the
Islamic philosophers to have succeeded in reconciling the two Greek masters, thanks to the
teaching firmly anchored in the Koran on the subject of the universal Spirit, which is reflected
in man on different planes, sensual, intellectual and supra-formal.
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The bridging of the various planes of knowledge and their arrangement in hierarchical
order was described in all its fullness by Suhrawardi (1153-1191). This Persian master, who
met his death in prison at Aleppo as a victim of the jealousy of certain doctors of the Law,
founded a school of spiritual hermeneutic science by incorporating in the Islamic gnosis both
Platonic philosophy and pre-islamic Persian mythology. This school achieved a long succession,
especially in Shiite Persia, and is still active today. For Suhrawardi philosophical thought is
a kind of propaedeutic, a preparation for a higher form of knowledge which is not in any
sense irrational, but supra-rational, employing symbols therefore rather than logical formulae
as its supports. For describing the intermediate psychic world that lies between body and spirit
Suhrawardi likes to make use of alchemical imagery. Ancient Persian myth comes alive again
in his angelology, while his description of the highest vision of God is closely related to the
Vedantic doctrine of non-duality (advaita) without its being necessary, however, to presuppose
any actual foreign influence in his work.

The expression Ishraq (=sunrise, illumination), descriptive of Suhrawardi’s school, refers to
the Koranic symbol of divine light, (“God is the light of Heaven and Earth,” Koran, XXIV, 35)
which is at one and the same time Being and Knowledge and with reference to which Suhrawardi
has said: “It has no need of explanation since one always explains what is obscure with what is
evident and nothing is more evident and clearer than light, so that there exists nothing by the
help of which it could be explained. All things are in fact revealed by it and have therefore to
be explained in relation to it.” Thus the divine Light in itself is not incomprehensible because
it is hidden, but because it dazzles us with its purity.

The same hierarchy of knowledge is to be found in the works of Muhyi ad-Din Ibn Arabi
(1165-1240), the master of Arab descent born in Andalusia and buried in Damascus, whose
unbelievably rich body of teachings was destined to have a lasting influence upon the whole of
Islamic esotericism and mysticism. In contrast with Suhrawardi Ibn Arabi does not make use of
the ancient Persian symbols; he is rooted entirely in the world of Arab ideas, but above all in the
Koran, the formulae of which are for him the occasion of profound contemplation.

S. Hossein Nasr rightly lays stress on two aspects of Ibn Arabi ‘s work; his teaching on the
unity of Being (wahdat al-wudjid) and on the complete or universal man (al-insan al-kamil).
The first of these two doctrines is often wrongly described as “pantheism”; pantheism means
an equating of God and the world, whereas Ibn Arabi’s doctrine of unity always safeguards
the divine transcendence in the fullest degree. The statement according to which the world is
God but God is not the world is perfectly understandable in spite of its paradoxical form. This
follows moreover from the Islamic declaration of faith itself; “There is no god but God”; the
world has no independent reality, so then it must be in God. It is equally erroneous to describe
the metaphysics of an Ibn Arabi as “monism,” as happens today frequently, since this expression
implies a mental restriction of reality such as would arise if one sought to deny the living
manifoldness of existence by means of a merely mental abstraction. To the spiritual vision that
finds expression in Ibn Arabi, however, there belongs a clear consciousness of the inexhaustible
multiplicity of the states of existence, which are all to be found again in “complete” man as
the reflection of the All. The highest unity, in which ultimately all multiplicity is abolished, has
nothing to do with unity in the purely mathematical sense of the word, nor is it, for Ibn Arabi,
something in any wise attainable through mental abstraction. God is not the object of human
understanding, but man can become the vessel of divine self-revelation (tadjalli).

As has been said already, the world of Ibn Arabi’s thought is grounded essentially in the
Koran; at the same time it embraces everything that had to do with spiritual science in his
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time. Among other things the teaching of Plotinus makes its appearance in Ibn Arabi’s work,
supplemented and given precision through the divinely revealed teaching and infinitely enriched
by parables and images derived from mystical experience.

Like Suhrawardi, and indeed in an even more comprehensive manner, Ibn Arabi was aware
of the equivalence of all genuine religions. God cannot reveal Himself to man otherwise than
by clothing His truth, limitless in itself, in particular forms; forms, because they have limits,
necessarily exclude one another, yet their innermost content is able to be one and the same.

Islamic Studies, Essays on Law and Society, the Sciences, Philosophy and Sufism. (Librairie du
Liban, Beirut, 1967).

This book by S. Hossein Nasr is the result of a number of lectures which he gave as the guest
of various Universities and Institutes in the Near and Middle East. A consideration emerges
here that was only touched on incidentally in the books mentioned hitherto, namely concern
for the future of the Islamic spiritual heritage in face of the levelling down effect of a type of
education based on purely European models; conspicuous in this respect is the chapter entitled
“The Pertinence of studying Islamic Philosophy today.” S. Hossein Nasr asserts here that certain
Orientals, educated along English and French lines, either do not know their own culture at all
or else know it merely by the roundabout way of European orientalism. This implies a twofold
distortion of perspective, firstly because in this way Islamic spirituality comes to be viewed
from the outside instead of from within, and secondly because European historical research is
accustomed to take note of Islamic spiritual life only in view of its historical repercussions on the
development of European science: whatever can be dated after Averroes is usually misjudged, as
though after him all spiritual activity in the Islamic world had come to a standstill; this prejudice
has become firmly established among modernized Muslims. As a matter of fact it is precisely in
the sphere of hikmah, the wisdom teaching which incorporated the Peripatetic philosophy in
Islamic metaphysics, that some of the most important and most comprehensive syntheses were
created during the post-mediaeval centuries and on into relatively recent times.

Two of the chapters that follow are devoted to a master of this school living in the 17th
century, Sadr ad-Din Shirazi (Mulla Sadra). His work has become known in Europe firstly
through the work of M. Horten and more lately through Henry Corbin. Furthermore it should be
noted that the Islamic world of the last few centuries has known some truly outstanding masters
both in the realm of traditional philosophy, and still more so in the field of mysticism. What is
missing from that world and what people reproach it for lacking, is the kind of individualistic
thinking which has in practice estranged Europe from its Christian heritage. Contemporary
Europe has preferred the adventure of thinking to spiritual contemplation.

Ideals and Realities of Islam (George Allen and Unwin, London, 1967).

This fourth book arose out of a series of lectures which S. Hossein Nasr gave in the American
University of Beirut, during the 1964-1965 session, where he was the first to occupy the chair
of Islamic studies founded by the Agha Khan.

The purpose of this course of lectures, and hence of the book as well, is evidently to provide
as comprehensive a survey as possible of the Islamic tradition; here the author has also been
successful, so that the work may be recommended most warmly to anyone wishing to arrive at
a reliable and inwardly experienced idea of Islam.

The first chapter describes the general character of Islam which, according to its own
declaration, is the last of the revealed religions and also at the same time a return to primordial
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religion. The second deals with the Koran which, as the revealed word of God, plays the same
central role in Islam as the earthly manifestation of the Logos in Christianity. The third chapter
is concerned with the Prophet as the vessel of the revelation and as “complete man,” and
also with the prophetic tradition which, next to the Koran, is the chief source of the Islamic
way of life. The fourth chapter deals with the shari’ah, the divine Law, which is intended to
regulate the behaviour of individuals as well as of the community, while the following chapter
is devoted to the tarigah, the spiritual path, the “mystical” way that is to say and its Koranic
roots. A closing chapter explains the difference between the Sunnite and Shiite traditions.

One would not expect a man like S. Hossein Nasr to describe Islam from the viewpoint of
historical relativism, an attitude moreover that never can reach the essence of any religion; on
the other hand there is no need for any prospective reader to fear that our author will employ
the language of a closed world inaccessible to non-Muslims. He starts out from as wide a horizon
as possible and freely invokes other forms of belief for purposes of comparison and always with
the deepest reverence. In many instances he leans explicitly upon the book by Frithjof Schuon
entitled: “Comprendre I’Islam” (Understanding Islam, Allen and Unwin, 1963). That reverence
for other religions is something rooted in Islam itself and does not just grow out of “modern
broad-mindedness” follows clearly from what has been said already about Sufi masters such as
Suhrawardi and Ibn Arabi.

In conclusion the title of one more book by S. Hossein Nasr should also be mentioned: Science
and Civilisation in Islam. This book, published by Harvard University Press, has appeared quite
recently.
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Encounter of Mercy and Justice
by
Marco Pallis

The present article was offered to us in the form of a letter, intended as a follow-up to the one
contributed by Abu Bakr Siraj ed-Din to our Spring Number; because of its length it was thought
better not to publish it in the correspondence column.

The Editor

SURELY Professor Donald H. Bishop will have cause for satisfaction at the response elicited
by his article on “Forgiveness in Religious Thought” that appeared in the Winter issue of this
journal. In this connection, the letter from a Muslim author of high standing was especially
welcome inasmuch as he was able to counter certain all-too-common prejudices concerning
the respective part played by “justice” and “mercy” in Islamic tradition. If one pauses to think
about it, the Koran itself leaves one in no doubt on that score with its opening invocation of “the
Merciful and “the Compassionate” as the first two names of God. Nevertheless, mercy requires
justice for its background; the two interests are in fact inseparable, each being intelligible in the
light of the other, and not apart. This is true of Buddhism as well as Islam, as I shall endeavour
to show.

To start with, it is well to point out that the word “forgiveness”, so familiar to us, corresponds
to a somewhat special aspect of mercy, much emphasised in Christian teaching but less so in
Buddhism or Hinduism: the virtue of ahisma, central in both these traditions, is primarily
characterised by an attitude of non-retaliation and non-resentment for injuries suffered, which
may or may not indicate the idea of forgiving in the sense of a deliberate ignoring of guilt and
its consequences. Where a human being is concerned, he can at best renounce any explicit
or implicit claim to exact a sanction or compensation for the wrongs inflicted on him while
praying that God, who alone is able to forgive in an absolute sense, may will to do so. Human
forgiveness can only retrace the Divine forgiveness symbolically, within the limits imposed
by existence in the world. In this way, as Professor Bishop showed by means of many striking
examples, the injured party may both turn the injury he has suffered to his own sacrificial
benefit and he may also, by force of example, help to awaken in the perpetrator of the injury
an awareness of what is at stake, thus leading to an effective contrition with all the beneficial
consequences this will bring in its train. If however the offending party fails to respond to the
spiritual opportunity thus created for him, then as far as he is concerned retributive justice
must needs take its course: this holds good for the Christian scheme of things as elsewhere.

Passing now to the Buddhist way of seeing things, we find here that the idea of “ineluctable
karma”, the law of immanent justice affecting good and evil deeds alike, is so expressed that
the idea of “pardon” does not necessarily arise; rather will a Buddhist think in terms of a
karmic compensation, through the gaining of an overriding merit whereby the preceding sin
is neutralised, but not abolished as such. Hence the remark of a Ceylonese bhikku who, when
refering to Christianity, spoke of “the detestable doctrine of the forgiveness of sins.” Plainly the
venerable bhikku was baffled by an anthropomorphic phraseology which, for the Semitic mind,
presents no difficulties; the idea of a “divine forgiveness” seemed too like an arbitrary interfer[]
ence with the law of causality for him to be able to stomach it. It is indeed no exaggeration to
say that, in comparison with Islam and Christianity, the Buddhist doctrine is not less, but more,
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closely linked with the idea of inexorable justice, at least in its formal expressions. Despite
the pre-eminent place accorded to compassion in Buddhist thought and practice, no Buddhist
spokesman ever has or could have expressed himself in terms suggestive of the possibility of a
mitigation of the law of karma on its own level. That is why the terminology of “forgiveness”
hardly has a place in current Buddhist parlance: for instance in the Tibetan language the word
sipa (spelt bzod-pa) whereby our own word “to forgive” is commonly rendered really confines
itself to the idea of “forbearance”. People trying to translate Christian texts have therefore had
to resort to periphrases such as an expression meaning “to cancel a debt”. The above example
will give some idea of the difference between the two mentalities in question.

This difference in outlook has to be borne in mind when trying to assess the obvious factors
of agreement between Christian “charity” and the Buddhist “compassion,” otherwise one may
be led too far in assimilation: each of the two attitudes includes the other implicitly, yet there
are certain distinctions between them which should not be overlooked if one wishes to arrive
at an accurate result. Where Buddhism is concerned, the chief thing to remember is that the
compassion it inculcates is inseparably linked with the conviction that the law of karma is
inescapable for all beings alike; given this common fatality that will enfold them so long as
Enlightenment has not been attained, what sense can there be in harbouring resentment for
particular evils while the cause behind those evils remains operative despite any occasional
measures we may take to counter this or that? How futile any attempt at retaliation seems
when all it does is to renew and perpetuate the very process which rendered such and such an
injury possible and, in given circumstances, inevitable. Thus the whole teaching about ahimsa,
for Buddhists as for Hindus, is bound up with the idea of a justice to which all creatures are
rigorously subject thanks to their very existence.

Within this general awareness, pity for the sufferings of others and action to relieve them
makes sense as a spiritual instrument from which all stand to benefit in some degree or other;
but this incidentally does not altogether exclude the possibility that in certain cases an infliction
of punishment might, after all, be more merciful in terms of motive and consequence than
its summary remission; here considerations of function, as in the case of a ruler, will enter in:
the Muslim writer previously cited was right to draw attention to this point. To take another
example, Bodhisattvas who, by definition, are beings selflessly dedicated to the salvation of
creatures “down to the last blade of grass” are sometimes iconographically portrayed in terrifying
form; given certain circumstances, it is their merciful office itself that imposes the need to show
themselves in the guise of severity. Inasmuch as Buddhas and Bodhisattvas provide the “divine
models” for all normative attitudes and activities at the human level, it would be presumptuous,
as well as sentimental, were one to try and blind oneself to this possibility altogether.

In the field of compassion and its exercise there is one important distinction to be made
between the Buddhist and Hindu religions on the one hand and the Christian on the other—a
distinction more of practice than principle perhaps, but one which nonetheless makes a simple
classing together of these three traditions on the score of this common attitude to compassion
somewhat questionable. Whereas the Indian traditions speak of ahimsa they never fail to include,
side by side with mankind, all other animate creatures great and small. The idea of a one-sided
pity confined to one species of suffering being (be it even the “central” being of our world)
and excluding all the others more or less is, for Hindus and Buddhists alike, an unthinkable
proposition: this is true not only of saints but also of ordinary folk at all levels of society. When
I was in Tibet it was a constant source of delight, and what is more of illumination, to notice
how un-shy the wild animals and birds remained when in the presence of man. Not even the
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roughest people such as muleteers ever thought of striking or swearing at their beasts in the way
that is all too common in parts of Europe. Likewise it was a thing unknown for a child to crush
a moth (from the cradle it was taught otherwise) or to throw stones at small birds. Cases of
human inconsistency can occur of course in the Buddhist world as elsewhere, but by and large
the principle is accepted that Compassion is one and indivisible and should as far as possible be
extended to all beings entangled in the web of birth and death and for selfsame reasons.

Alas, how different has been the Christian record when viewed as a whole and that,
despite the shining example of many saints; the latter are often held up to admiration in this
respect, but far more rarely proposed as models for imitation. Here it has not been merely
a matter of average human fallibility, but often of quasi-deliberate attempts to bolster up a
wholly irresponsible attitude toward’s man’s non-human fellow-creatures by means of pseudo-
theological sophistries that are an insult to the Creator as well as to human intelligence. From a
Buddhist point of view this all takes a lot of explaining. When Buddhists read about the life of
Jesus Christ they readily recognise there the same order of compassion as the Buddha showed
by precept and practice; but when they listen to what many Christians have had to say about
the absence of any real obligation on the part of man to consider the interests of other living
things he shares the world with, they hardly know what to think: for them, nothing here seems
to add up to sense.

In this respect Islam makes a better showing, with its strong emphasis on the signs (ayat)
of Nature as primary proofs of God; the Red Indians of America make of this same principle
the cornerstone of their wisdom and their ethics. The well-known sayings of the Prophet about
the woman who was condemned to Hell for letting her cat starve and about the prostitute who
earned Heaven by giving water to a thirsty dog need no corroboration for a Buddhist; in both
these cases it was the attitude behind the act that counted and this agrees with the Buddhist
view of justice according to which the eventual karmic consequences are the exact reflection
of the state of knowledge or ignorance of the agent concerned, whereof virtue and vice are the
outer garments, made perceptible through the respective action or inaction.

To conclude, a few words should be said about the key-term dharma, common to Hinduism
and Buddhism, whereby is meant firstly the intrinsic nature of a being and secondly, by extension,
the vocation for which that being is fitted and, by further extension, the law regulating that
vocation positively and negatively through the appropriate precepts and prohibitions. From
this it will be apparent that dharma corresponds very closely to the Old Testament notion of
“righteousness,” namely the particular form justice will assume in respect of each individual
as also of the traditional collectivity as a whole. Moreover it is not for nothing that the religion
founded by the Buddha became known as the Dhamma (Pali form of the same word), which
again goes to show that Buddhism is intellectually rooted in justice first of all, with Compassion
arising within its framework as the logical concommitant of justice.

The conclusion to be drawn from all the above is surely that if justice and mercy belong
together in divinis they must perforce so belong in humanis: one may on occasion have cause
to distinguish one divine aspect from another for reasons of spiritual method, but one cannot
in principle prefer one aspect to another as such. If one does so, one is asking for that kind of
karmic reversal whereby a would-be merciful action turns to violence or even cruelty (we
have seen many such cases in recent years) simply because this is a crude way of getting an
equilibrium restored that should not have been tampered with in the first place. A compassion
which is out of balance can never remain true to its own intention.

Buddhism, which is the religion of the Mean or Middle Way, requires of us that our mercy
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part not company from justice (or intelligence) and vice versa. Personal preferences count for
nothing in this sphere.

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:)

We need hardly say that from the traditional point of view there could hardly be found a stronger
condemnation of the present social order than in the fact that the man at work is no longer doing
what he likes best, but rather what he must, and in the general belief that a man can only be really
happy when he “gets away” and is at play. For even if we mean by “happy” to enjoy the “higher
things of life,” it is a cruel error to pretend that this can be done at leisure if it has not been done
at work. For “the man devoted to his own vocation finds perfection... That man whose prayer and
praise of God are in the doing of his own work perfects himself’ (Bhagavad Gita). It is this way
of life that our civilization denies to the vast majority of men, and in this respect that it is notably
inferior to even the most primitive or savage societies with which it can be contrasted.

Ananda K. Coomaraswamy.
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Book Review

THE ENCOUNTER OF MAN AND NATURE.
by Seyyed Hossein Nasr.
(Allen and Unwin. 30s.)

Review by K.E. Pringle

PROFESSOR NASR has given this book the sub-title “The Spiritual Crisis of Modern
Man,” and he explains that the chapters are based on four lectures delivered at the University of
Chicago during May 1966; lectures given under the sponsorship of the Rockefeller Foundation.
He says, “The very fact that such lectures are held annually attests the apprehension existing in
many circles today about the misdeeds of technology and the threat of science and technology
to peace.”

The first chapter is entitled “The Problem.” Seyyed Hossein Nasr writes “..for the most
part philosophy, and in fact the general use of intelligence itself, have been surrendered to
science” but a little later he adds, “There are, amidst this scene, those who seek to demonstrate
the limitations of science and others who explore with genuine interest the problems of the
encounter between science, philosophy and religion.” This gives the opportunity for a summary
of many of the credible and less credible points of view expressed in our time, including those
of scientists, philosophers and Christian theologians.

The second chapter is entitled “The Intellectual and Historical Causes.” Seyyed Hossein
Nasr gives a documented analysis of the historical bases of the sciences from antiquity through
the medieval period to the present day and of their former relationships with the religions. The
connections between the sciences and Christianity are specially considered and the interrelations
between Islam and Christianity. He questions the validity of the views of some professional
science historians, saying, “Many have written about the concepts of matter or motion in the
ancient world as if in those days people held the same views about the physical world as the
contemporary ones”; giving as examples the symbolic significance of the “water” of Thales and
the “seven planets” of the Babylonians.

The third chapter is entitled “Some Metaphysical Principles Pertaining to Nature.” It
is devoted to the metaphysical doctrines of the Greeks and the early founders of Christian
theology, and in more detail to those of Taoism, Hinduism, Buddhism and Islam, and of the
later Christian writers, mystics and alchemists. Quoting the Tao Te-Ching, “All things under
Heaven are products of Being, but Being itself is the product of Not-Being” he writes “In this
simple assertion is contained the principle of all metaphysics...”

The fourth chapter is entitled “Certain Applications to the Contemporary Situation.” In
this last chapter the author considers what might be the beneficial effects “If there were to be
a rediscovery of metaphysics and the re-establishment of a metaphysical tradition in the West
tied to the appropriate spiritual methods and within the fold of Christianity...”

Seyyed Hossein Nasr concludes, “Of course the feasibility of applying the programme
proposed in these chapters, and the question of whether proposals of this kind ever have the
chance of being carried out in a world which does not seem to want to change its course until
events force it to do so is itself a matter to consider, one which however important we cannot
treat here. Our task, rather, has been to make this analysis...”
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The author and the publishers are to be congratulated on the publication and presentation
of this book. Professor Nasr gives comprehensive references and notes with quotations. Many
of these quotations are of particular importance, opening up the depths of the subject. There
is also a full index.

This book is recommended to those studying religion and science and to those who seek
firm ground, having come to doubt the current belief in “progress.”
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Book Review

DEFENDING ANCIENT SPRINGS.
by Kathleen Raine.
(Oxford University Press. 30s.)

Review by Philip Sherrard

This book is a collection of essays either on poets—Edwin Muir, David Gascoyne, Vernon
Watkins, Yeats, Shelley, St. John Perse—or on topics directly related to poetry—on myth and
symbol, and the use of the beautiful. The link connecting the various essays is Miss Raine’s own
understanding of poetry and its function, for the individual poets she writes of all illustrate this
in one way or another, and essential to it also is the traditional use of myth and symbol. Indeed,
the springs that are being defended are the traditional springs and the poets who have had the
insight to draw from them. From this point of view, all art—all true art—is always concerned
with the expression of themes connected with the nature of the soul and what is beyond the
soul, of the relationship between them, of. man’s death and rebirth, and the underlying pattern
of his existence; and these themes have—or had—their corresponding language of myth and
symbol, one resting upon an innate correspondence between the supernatural and the natural
worlds and enshrined in the great religious traditions. Poets stand or fall according to their
capacity to speak of these themes and to use this language. What goes by the name of poetry
and yet ignores both the themes and language of tradition—and this includes the vast mass
of modern poetry—is at best but versifying, at worst an insidious denigration of the poetic
imagination itself.

Miss Raine is illuminating in each of her essays, particularly so when speaking of the “marvels”
of St. John Perse’s poetry or when on the more familiar ground of Blake and Yeats; and a glance
at the index will indicate of the scope of her thought and reading. But what makes this book as
a whole more than a work of literary criticism, however perceptive, is the continual probing of
what is perhaps the central problem for a “traditional” artist living in our times—the problem
of communication. For it is one thing to use the traditional language of myth and symbol when
these are still wedded to the actual environment in which man is living; it is quite another
to use it when this connection is broken, when, as Miss Raine puts it, the “reality of myth”
and the “reality of fact” have no common meeting-point in the “objective” world. This is our
situation today, and that is why the poetry of someone seeking to speak of traditional themes
in our age may easily become no more than an academic and largely ineffectual word-spinning
with an imagery that has lost the power to set up any vibration in soul or body. A particularly
bad example of this is provided, for instance, by certain “mystical” Indian poets writing in
English—Aurobindo is a case in point. Here, though the themes are traditional, the language
fails to communicate in any living sense, and the reason for this would seem to be that, however
traditional, it is not rooted in the immediate existential stuff, the substantia rerum, of the
world we actually inhabit. One has only to compare this language with that of one of the poets
discussed by Miss Raine—David Gascoyne—to be made aware that a spiritual vision, however
profound, cannot become poetry unless the poet himself is first able to reach out and embrace
the most “non-poetical,” “non-traditional” particulars of the world about him.

The problem of course is not confined to the artist: it affects directly everyone concerned
with the viability of the great religious traditions in the modern world. The truth is that
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mind and imagination only too readily fossilize in what are now no more than conventional
formulae preserved beyond their natural term by the self-interested bureaucracy of religious
professionals; and since such fossilization spells the death of art, it is a process to which the
artist must be particularly sensitive. Continuity in itself is not a criterion of anything, and the
fact that something has endured for centuries may be due not to its perennial value but to man’s
spiritual impotence. Miss Raine doesn’t provide any solution to this problem—there may be
no solution; but what she has to say about the poet’s predicament in a society whose forms,
from the education provided for its children down to the bread its members eat, are specifically
intended to seal the living springs of the imagination up for ever, is of a relevance that few if
any of us can afford to ignore.
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Book Review

IN THE TRACKS OF BUDDHISM
by Frithjof Schuon.
(Allen & Unwin. 28s.)

Review by Christopher Woodman

From the very beginning of his first book, The Transcendent Unity of Religions, Frithjof
Schuon adopted towards the insidious relativisms of our times the same uncompromising
attitude which characterized the works of René Guénon. With the same severe Guénonian
economy of language, in which each sentence unfolds with an adamantine inevitability, Schuon
set forth the essential metaphysic which was to direct all his subsequent activity. “We have only
one concern—to express the impersonal and uncoloured Truth—so that it will be useless to
look for anything ‘profoundly human’ in this book, any more than in those of René Guénon, for
the simple reason that nothing human is profound; nor will there be found therein any ‘living
wisdom,’ for wisdom is independent of such contingencies as life and death, and life can add
no value to something which possesses none in itself—quite the contrary. In the spiritual realm
there is no ‘life” other than holiness, whatever may be its mode, and this always rests precisely
upon what ‘dynamists’ and other modern illogicians call ‘dead’ wisdom.” (p. 15).

Frithjof Schuon’s most recent book, In the Tracks of Buddhism, translated with great care by
one of the few capable of shouldering such a burden, Marco Pallis, does express the “impersonal”
and “uncoloured” essence of the Buddha Dharma in the modern world. Those who value the
“profoundly human” will find nothing to their liking here. The philosopher will not find a
trace of “living wisdom,” nor will the scholar, the historian, psychologist, or sociologist, find
those comfortingly categorical analyses, based on historical development, social needs, and
“borrowings” which characterize so much of the modern study of Comparative Religion.

In the Tracks of Buddhism is as difficult as it is important. Although slim, only 146 pages
of actual text, it is divided into no less than three parts and seventeen chapters, a degree
of subdivision one would expect of a much bulkier work. Yet its content is far “weightier”
than most books three or four times as heavy and few readers will be able to assimilate it in
one even quite exceptionally attentive reading. The terseness of the style, which is almost
aphoristic at times, combined with the complex brevity with which each aspect is dealt, can be
understood only with the deepest, most unreserved collaboration on the part of the reader. This
will undoubtedly alienate those who expect authors to “prove” their “points” by substantially
developing their “arguments”—in other words, to do all the work for them. The assumptions
behind this lamentable example of modern relativism were dealt with conclusively at the very
beginning of Schuon’s career; it is most important to review these preliminary ideas at this point
because the failure to grasp them will stand for many as the primary obstacle to comprehending
In the Tracks of Buddhism. “The ‘simplicity’ of an idea is by no means a gauge of its truth, as
the most modern thinkers seem to believe, and while it is undeniable that anything can be
expressed simply, it is none the less true that simple language, when used to convey truths of
a metaphysical or esoteric order, will constitute a symbolism which will be more difficult to
penetrate, at least for the profane reader, the more lofty the order to which its content belongs.
Such language, which is moreover that used by the sacred Scriptures, will run the risk of being
even less accessible than the most subtle demonstration.” ( Transcendent Unity of Religions, p.

163



Studies in Comparative Religion — Vol. 2, #3 (Summer 1968)

15). Everything Schuon says is naturally expressed through “terminological contingencies” but
because his analysis is wholly traditional, in the higher sense which readers of this journal will
appreciate, his statements can be embraced as “relatively absolute.” The tendency today is
to start rather from an “absolute relativity”’; “only too often it happens that discussion begins
about attributes before there has been agreement about things in themselves.” (In the Tracks of
Buddhism, p. 34).

As Marco Pallis so often reiterates, including in his Preface to the book in question, Buddhism
is above all others the religion of upayas, i.e. provisional or skilful means or methods. Although
Schuon approaches traditions as of spiritual and not human origin, at the same time he compares
them not as degrees of absolute truth in themselves, but as contingent upayas, according to the
spiritual effects they produce in their adherents. There must always be as many traditional
possibilities as there are samsaric forms, but the goal, which is non-contingent and cannot be
“conceived,” is always the same. It is through this approach that Schuon avoids the vagaries
of the contemporary academic reduction of traditions to different levels of “civilization” and
their interactions (e.g. Buddhism as a “reformed” Hinduism). What is more, Schuon’s method
of “relatively absolute” traditional analysis is itself an upaya; his aphoristic “manner” develops
a degree of concentration in the reader which then in turn vitalizes the actual “content.” If one
approaches In the Tracks of Buddhism with that confidence and most urgent expectation which
a familiarity with Schuon’s other works inspires, one will not simply gain new facts about
Buddhism and the relationship of its different schools, nor will one “find out” anything “more”
at all, but one will find oneself existentially drawn deeper into the Dharma. It is in this sense
that In the Tracks of Buddhism is of quite unusual importance. Schuon’s upaya, developed over
many years, and the traditional upaya above all others, the Buddha Dharma, come together in
a most extraordinarily powerful way. “In Buddhism, which is refractory to speculations of a
literalist kind, language seeks to communicate or release a state of ‘being’ rather than a ‘thought’:
understanding and being tend to be merged as far as this is possible, whence the wide use of
upayas, ‘instrumental concepts,” of which the justification is not so much a truth conceived in
the abstract as an inward transformation and intuition which is in a sense ‘existential,” if such a
paradox be permissible.” (p. 143).

One might at some point be tempted to suggest that the Guénon-Schuon approach to
the great revelations could become an entire tradition on its own, specifically Western in
character, and quite independent of any religious upaya the world has known before. It is
therefore most important to recognize from the start that this new upaya could never, under
any circumstance, become a substitute for direct participation in an existing tradition. In fact,
all the work of Guénon and Schuon is directed toward accomplishing one of two things, either
to assist those who are traditionless, and therefore have no access to the formless, to discover
the traditional form which suits them best, or to stimulate the intellect already channelled
through a traditional form to push on toward a direct perception of the formless beyond, i.e.
to transmute the exoteric into the esoteric within a particular tradition. This twofold objective
is extremely important to keep in mind as so many of us today have the inclination to go it
alone, to seek our own spiritual development, utilizing traditional techniques on occasion, but
always remaining quite independent of “established” traditional forms; this tendency may even
be reinforced by the profound spiritual excitement which both Guénon and Schuon can stir
up. For this reason it is of the utmost importance to stress the fact that the main purpose of
In the Tracks of Buddhism is not to absorb Buddhism into a vague “perennial philosophy,” but
on the contrary to facilitate personal absorption into Buddhism. For it is, in fact, the essential
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prajna paramita Buddhism, that tradition which is on the whole most unattached to objective,
apparently absolute formulations, which can perhaps most readily absorb those dedicated to
this new “Western” upaya. (This caution will of course be useless to those scholars and critics
who approach “Comparative Religion” relatively, who are reluctant to bow down humbly
before tradition at all levels and in all its manifold possibilities.)

Although something like two thirds of the present book (now “carefully revised, rearranged
and amplified”) appeared in Images de L’ Esprit (Flammarion, 1961), the total effect of In the
Tracks of Buddhism is quite new. No attempt is made to map out the whole field of Buddhism;
in fact, the book assumes that, with two notable exceptions, the reader is already comfortably
possessed of this preliminary knowledge. These exceptions are, however, very important.
Part II consists of a thorough treatment, never attempted in the West before, of the complex
symbolism and mythology of Shinto, presented as “Buddhism’s ally in Japan.” Indeed, the
alliance of Buddhism and Shinto resulted directly in the remarkable flowering of Japanese
civilization. The Translator’s Preface draws attention to the considerable contribution of this
study: “Very few Europeans have much idea of what Shinto is about; in fact many people in
the West feel a certain prejudice against it inasmuch as its ethical prescriptions, especially those
relating to chivalry and honour, were shamelessly exploited in the period that followed the
Meiji revolution by those whose interest it was to turn the Japanese sense of loyalty into an
instrument of a modern (therefore essentially Western and profane) nationalism; the disasters
of our time proceed from there.” (p. 10). Beside this important consideration, a substantial
familiarity with Shinto, providing as it has so much of the essential disciplinary background
of Japanese life, may help to counteract the grievous Western tendency to seize the unalloyed
Sudden Insight aspect of Zen as the whole process.

The other notable exception to the assumption that the reader has a general Buddhist
background involves another Japanese traditional phenomenon, Jodo, the Pure Land school of
the devotees of the Buddha Amitabha. This extreme bhaktic aspect of the Buddhist tradition has
been almost totally neglected in the West; indeed when mentioned it is often dismissed as not
orthodox, primitive and superstitious. If setting this misunderstanding straight were the only
accomplishment of this book, it would still be of unusual importance. For the problem of Jodo
crystallizes a basic theme running throughout the “discontinous (though invisibly connected)
tableaux” which build up In the Tracks of Buddhism. Despite that spiritual “economy”
which assures that each tradition has a “characteristic perspective” and answers to a unique
spiritual “necessity,” each and every “particular spiritual perspective is commonly discoverable
somewhere within the framework of a tradition that seems to exclude it; thus, theism reappears
in a certain sense in the framework of Buddhism despite its characteristic non-theism.” (p. 18).
Buddhism, which might be superficially described as a pure jnana marga certainly does not
withhold the bhaktic nourishment which is indispensable to balanced spiritual development.
So even the Theravada, which is outwardly one of the most jnana-orientated aspects of the
Buddhist tradition, includes this element in actual practice. Some Mahayanists, moreover,
may be surprised to find their way described as a “path of love,” analogous to Christianity,
though this too “comprises two poles,” the Bodhisattva (universal compassion) on the one hand
and the Void (Advaita-Vedanta) on the other (p. 152). Within the Buddhist tradition, Jodo
expresses the Bhaktic alternative most concretely and it is therefore an invaluable reminder
that Buddhism does, in fact, have room for Grace simply because “other power” is an Absolute
characteristic.

In the Tracks of Buddhism does not compromise. Most readers must expect to feel the
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heavy hammer blows directed against themselves at some point because very few indeed
will have escaped altogether those subtle ambiguities of the modern world which Schuon so
economically and yet so devastatingly exposes. The theme of the “latter days,” the Dark Age,
runs throughout. All the insidious practices based on the assumption of objective progress,
history, science, medicine, pyschology etc., are ruthlessly diminished. In the context of the
Buddhist tradition, if only because of what Schuon calls its “anti-individualist point of view,”
the modern perversions are revealed in their true colours more clearly than in the light of any
other tradition. Thus it is that the dust jacket simply expresses the author’s aim: “to present
Buddhism, not merely as a historical phenomenon and still less as a philosophical system, but
as a still living spiritual force and as a touchstone for discernment in respect of many things
which men find especially worrying at the present time.” And it is Buddhist Grace, not the
well-worn Buddhist logic, Buddhist non-theism, Buddhist self-analysis, which is the original
message of this book. “The man of our time can lay claim to no spiritual originality unless it be
a super-abundance of distress, to which the answer will be, by way of compensation, a secret
outpouring of Graces, always provided that man does not close himself from beforehand to the
celestial offer to save him. The greatest of all human miseries is a refusal to lay oneself open to
Mercy.” (p. 78).
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Correspondence
Sir,

Concerning the recent article by Philip Sherrard, on “Man and the presence of Evil in
Christian and Platonic Doctrine,” there are certain important matters of principle, which I
think demand attention. Firstly, there is his assertion of a contradiction between the Platonic
idea of emanation and the Christian idea of creation. Now if this supposed contradiction is
admissible, it could only be with regard to a most narrow and scholastic kind of Platonism.
In itself, however, it will be found to be quite unreal, as soon as all the essential doctrine is
taken into account. Most important in this connection is that of the Pralayas, represented in
Hinduism as the “day” and “night” of Brahman. Properly understood, this completely does
away with the contradiction between the idea of God as free and purely transcendent, and God
as emanating the manifest under sheer necessity. Subject to this doctrine, there is no question of
a creation existing as it were “in parallel” with God. Periodically, it vanishes in its entirety, (the
Apocatastasis, in Christian terms) to leave God “all in all,” but for as long as it exists, it does so
according to all the necessity asserted by the Platonists.

This supra-temporal periodic appearance and disappearance of ever-different creations
gives to both sides all they require. To the Christian side, it ensures the freedom of God before
the complete contingency of the creation, and to the Platonist side, it admits of the whole
ontological rigour by which the creation exists, in so far as it does exist. The periodic cessation
of the creation, by the way, was by no means unknown to the classical Platonists, as it was
taught in the Orphic Tradition. According to Erigena, the four divisions of Being were between
the Untreated, creating and not creating, and the created, creating and not creating likewise.
The first pair constitutes the metaphysical reason for the universal Substance and Essence:
Substance exists because God is eternally non-creative (the “night” of Brahman), and Essence
because He is eternally creative under the opposite aspect (the “day” of Brahman). The fact
that these two aspects are separate for us at all is due only to the conditions of our own manifest
state, and in no way to that of God.

Secondly, the assumption that Platonism does not admit of anything supreme over intellect
flies in the face of the express teachings of both Plotinus (Enn. III, tract. viii) and Proclus. In
dealing with all the inward powers of the soul, Proclus places the power of the pure intellect
subordinate to the highest of all. The latter, he asserts, is “above intellect,” and that whoever
energises according to it “will understand how the Gods alone ineffably know all things,
according to the one of themselves.” (On Providence and Fate, 24).

Finally, it must be made clear that the ideas of emanation and creation are in no sense equal
alternatives, as would appear from the above article. While both have their own truth, the
idea of creation relates to an altogether more relative point of view than that of emanation; it
considers things from the substantive pole, in which created forms really do appear as if out of
nothing, like images on a screen. But this obviously cannot conflict with the idea of emanation,
which simply gives expression to the point of view of the Principle itself. (The other idea, that
the One does not admit of complexity, is simply incredible, in view of the fact that the Orphic-
Platonic pantheon is developed on the trinitarian principle through and through).

Although these questions can only be dealt with in summary fashion in this space, there is
still one more metaphysical principle which must absolutely conclude the present issue, and
that is the “irreversibility” of all relationships between the Infinite and the finite. Briefly, this
means that while the Infinite exists for the finite being, the latter does not exist at all for the
Infinite. (Also called the One, or the Godhead). This is because even the greatest finite being
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is still as much “zero” in relation to the Infinite as the least, or otherwise the Infinite could be
approached in finite steps, and so not be itself. Consequently, no property of the finite could
possibly affect the Infinite as such, as its very existence does not.

Even though this may sound dogmatic to some readers, I would like it to be appreciated
that the purpose of these indications is only to help make it understood that true metaphysics
admits no real contradictions when complete principles are possessed.

In the second part of the same article, the same desire to find contradictions leads to yet
other important doctrinal questions, but which can still be settled by reference to the traditional
knowledge available to us. After an account as to how and why evil is inevitable according to
Platonic theory, there follows the illogical (and unscriptural) conclusion that, if evil really was
inevitable, man could have no responsibility for any of his misdeeds. This involves firstly the
comical fallacy according to which a criminal might try to justify his crime on the grounds
that statistics showed that a number of similar crimes must have been committed by that
time, anyway; or a murderer, on the grounds that the victim would have died sooner or later
in any case! At the same time, the Gospels plainly teach the inevitability of evil also, as in “It
is impossible but that offences must come,” while adding: “but woe unto him through whom
they come!” (Lk. 17 v. 1). Thus the necessity of evil in general is just as Christian a concept as
individual responsibility, (See also Rom. 9, vv. 15-24), and to this, Platonism simply supplies
the necessary background of theory.

The next question arises where it is asserted that Christian doctrine teaches that a created
world free from evil is possible, and was so intended from the beginning; that Adam of his
own free choice fell from it, and that Christ on earth actually achieved it. The trouble here is a
basic defect in terminology: in discussing the “evil” nature of matter, or finitude, Mr. Sherrard
completely ignores the fact that in this instance “evil” must not be understood in its usual
human sense. If it is so understood, there will certainly be no difficulty in making it seem against
commonsense to ascribe such a quality to creation as such. However, the essential reality of evil
(albeit negative) lies in the separation from God which creation or manifestation necessarily
involves. In this, all creation is ontologically “evil” in itself, no matter how free it may be from
everything usually denoted by this word. This truth is also implicit in Christ’s reply “Why
callest thou me good? There is none good but one, that is, God.” (Mt. 19, v.17). Of these two
senses of the word evil, it is the ontological one which must be given precedence here, because
it contains the other, and is self-sufficing; while this order of evil prevails uncompensated, the
absence or removal of what is only humanly evil has no spiritual importance.

Another misleading word here is that of “freedom,” which is used purely in its popular
sense, as the ability to do either right or wrong equally; thus evil is said to begin through a misuse
of Adam’s freedom. When used in this sense, however, “freedom” really means “freedom of
indifference,” which would certainly be opposed to necessity, were it not that this kind of
freedom can belong only to God, and never to any finite being. Actually, the only generally
valid definition of freedom is “absence of constraint,” implying the possession of a degree of
unity which contains, rather than confronts, all otherness. In this case, the “freedom” to reject
God (Unity itself) must really mean no more than the possibility of losing freedom. But this
purely negative possibility, being just the opposite of true freedom, Adam’s fall comes about
by reason of the presence in him of this same ontological “evil” which characterises all creation.
(Correlatively, one might also ask who would count the possibility of losing money as a kind
of wealth?) If Adam had been absolutely free, he could never have fallen, but in that case he
would have been God; as it was, he fell because of the one respect in which he was not free.
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Thus the idea of freedom can only be found to contradict the principle of necessity when it is
understood in its popular and quite erroneous sense.

Furthermore, it cannot be maintained, as it was in this article, that Christian doctrine
implies that the creature cannot or does not participate generically in Being. The short answer
to any such statement would be that any entity which did not participate in Being would
simply be a non-entity, a sheer illusion. The principle of Being is essentially unique, whence no
real existence can have any sufficient reason in anything else. This fact can easily be overlooked
when the principle of creation, with its implied “independence,” in the creature is believed to
be metaphysically on the same level as that of emanation. But in reality, the creationist point of
view is too partial and relative in relation to that of emanation to be able to lend any validity to
the independence of the creature.

Lastly, to say that it is man’s destiny to share God’s uncreated life without becoming other
than what he “essentially” is, is perfectly true in itself, but quite false if the essence of human
nature is identified with man’s mortal and limitative conditions, as it so often is. Man’s essence
resides in God, whose “image” he bears, and there is no orthodox doctrine which teaches that
his actual state adds anything to this. Thus the more he sheds the forms of his finitude, the
more he becomes truly himself, because he only came to be in his actual mortal state through a
profound obscuration of his real essence in the first place, as both the Bible and Platonic theory
teach in their own ways. Allied to this, the transposition of time, or temporality, into eternity
is also unintelligible, since time contributes nothing to manifestation except the greater part of
its limitations.

[ am only too aware that all these points do not seem to allow much room to balance with
an appreciation of the merits of the article in question, which are certainly not to be denied. But
if this addition to the foregoing should seem over-long, I only hope that the inherent interest
attaching to these principles brought into consideration by Mr. Sherrard will atone for it to
some extent.

R. BOLTON
Coventry, 25.6.68

CHANGES IN THE ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH

Sir,

In the Winter 1968 issue of Studies there is a letter from Lois Lang-Sims describing “what
is at present going on within the Roman Catholic Church.” The tone of the letter is largely
critical, and while I agree with some of the comments, I feel that the letter as a whole gives a
false perspective.

Let us agree that many Catholics have almost lost sight of the goal of human life, diluting
their faith by trying to compromise with the spirit of the world, which is essentially antil]
religious. The Christian who ignores the words “seek ye first the Kingdom of Heaven,” even
though it be in the interests of some high-sounding idea like “involvement,” is building his
house on sand and will be in serious danger when a major trial comes. But also let us remember
that the Christian who does seck the Kingdom of Heaven will find all the means to hand in the
Church. The text, so little quoted these days, still means the same: “Thou art Peter, and upon
this rock I will build my Church. And the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.”” The Church,
and the papacy on which it is founded, will remain to the end of the world, and will not fail to
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provide true doctrine and the means of sanctification. It is under these two aspects of method
and doctrine that I wish to discuss the present position of the Church.

The channel through which grace flows most abundantly to the Catholic is the sacred
liturgy—the Mass, the Sacraments and the Divine Office (the last, incidentally, sadly neglected
by the layman). It is hard for the mind to grasp the immense power of these things—for
example, that in receiving Christ in the Eucharist it is only our own unfitness that prevents us
achieving perfect union with Him there and then. But even a partial understanding is sufficient
to make irritations about such matters as posture or language take on a secondary importance.
The Christian who is eager to grow in the love of God will go even to a “guitar Mass” if nothing
else is available. Of course, he must be concerned about matters such as shoddy translation, but
he will never let these issues obscure his main goal.

It is true, as Lois Lang-Sims points out, that devotion to the Blessed Virgin is out of favour
with many “progressive” Catholics. According to the testimony of many saints this is an
indication that they are wandering from the way, and is sufficient ground to cast suspicion on
the rest of their thought. However, these people have no mandate for their attitude from the
Second Vatican Council and furthermore, in my experience, their attitude is not shared by the
humble, “ordinary” Catholic. An appropriate response is to redouble one’s own devotion to
Mary, and to help the unfortunate “progressives” to a truer view of things if at all possible.

Now let me turn to the question of Catholic doctrine. Readers of Studies are familiar with
the idea of a sacred tradition, in which every aspect and action of human life has a ritual
character, opening possibilities of spiritual development to members of the tradition. They
are also aware of the extremely destructive effects which western civilisation has whenever
it comes in contact with such a tradition, often obliterating everything holy, precious and
beautiful. Principal agents of the destruction are modern science, technology and industry.
Yet recent papal writings, and the documents of Vatican II, disregard the maleficent aspect
of modern civilisation, and propose “co-existence” with it. For members of other traditions
this can amount to a formidable stumbling block in understanding Catholicism. How can the
Church be infallible?

(First, and observation: God does not leave Himself without witnesses. Even in this dark
age the message of salvation must be preached, and in a language which is comprehensible to
the men of our time. Thus there must be accommodations of language and thought providing
always that truth is safeguarded.)

Now it is not true that these things, modern science, technology and industry, are essentially
false and evil—such a thing is not even possible. Stripped of false interpretations, applications
and abuses there remains a residue which is true and good, even though its significance is
much less than modern man supposes. If they appear to be inherently destructive in the face
of the ancient traditions it is because, firstly, they are often promoted with a deliberate antil]
traditional intention, and secondly they are not compatible with those traditions and so cannot
be assimilated. Christianity, on the other hand, is compatible with whatever is positive in
them. (This is illustrated by the fact that questions of science are excluded from the scope of
ecclesiastical infallibility, except in special cases. The Christian revelation does not imply any
specific type of science.) Thus it is possible to conceive of a Christian technological society in
which human activities are sanctified by the intention with which they are performed rather
than by any explicit ritual. Such is the goal set before us by the Church; and indeed there seems
to be no other way in which a Christian society could now be set up in the West. But let no-one
be deluded. It could not happen without the most far-reaching changes in our society, so deeply
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ingrained by ignorance, prejudice and all manner of vices. And though the task of conversion is
impossible by human standards the Church must continue striving to perform it according to the
will of God, as Christ Himself did not cease in His efforts to convert those who opposed Him.

JOHN SANDERSON
Woodyville, South Australia, 1.7.68

Sir,

As a Roman Catholic myself I have much sympathy with the letter from Miss Lois Lang-
Sims (in the Winter, 1968, issue of your journal) regarding recent changes in the Roman Catholic
Church, but there are a few comments I would like to make.

Firstly, in common with Miss Lang-Sims and many other Catholics, I regret the change from
Latin to the vernacular for the Mass, as much of the original beauty has inevitably been lost; but
this has not invalidated the main purpose of the service, nor, incidentally, does it affect the validity
of the priesthood. All the precious sacraments of the Church, including the mysterious “Presence”
in the Eucharist, are still there and available to all the faithful. To suggest, as she does, that the
English translation of the Mass is “unbelievably shoddy” is surely exaggerating her case; it is true
that the beauty of the service depends, rather more than previously perhaps, on the way the priest
conducts it, but, even now, it is possible to be deeply moved by the sheer beauty of the service.
It should also be mentioned that the High Mass is still sung in Latin.

Secondly, some of her statements are surprising if not actually misleading. For example, I have
consulted a number of Catholic friends and we have none of us at any time seen any need for
“many communicants” to “have to leave the church (or get themselves walked over) immediately
after returning from the altar.” One may regret the changes she mentions, but there is still adequate
time between the end of the Communion and the final prayer and end of the service. Again,
although a few “progressives” may disapprove of the “Adoration of Our Lady,” we feel that among
most of the faithful there is still very great devotion to Our Lady; there is also, in general, still great
devotion to the Blessed Sacrament.

Thirdly, although the forces of evil are at work, as in all traditions at the present time, we
must not forget the promise of Our Lord to Peter when, speaking of this Church, he said: “... the
gates of hell shall not prevail against it”; surely we must believe this promise? The tone of Miss
Lang-Sims’s letter seems to imply that all is lost; but the “progressives” though they are very vocal,
do not rule the Church, and this is shown by the very recent statements of Pope Paul, at the service
on 30th June last which marked the beginning of his sixth year as Pontiff.

On that occasion the Pope criticised those Roman Catholics who showed a “passion for change
and novelty” and he stated quite emphatically that the traditional doctrines of the Church still
stand. Among other things, he said “We believe in the infallibility enjoyed by the successor of
Peter when he teaches ex cathedra as pastor and teacher of all the faithful. We believe that Mary
is the Mother who remained ever a virgin... and that by reason of this singular election she was in
consideration of the merits of her son... preserved from all stain of original sin. We believe that the
mysterious presence of the Lord (in the Eucharist) is a true, real and substantial presence...” (from
The Times of July 1st). Finally, in a special message to priests, he reaffirmed the importance of the
celibacy of the priesthood.

F. W. MCMORRAN
London, 11.7.68.
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Is There Room for “Grace” in Buddhism?

by
Marco Pallis

To this question there are many today who without further reflection would give a
negative reply; it is a commonplace of neo-Buddhist apologetics with an eye on the fashionable
“humanism” of the Western world to stress both the exclusively self-directed achievement
of the Buddha as “discoverer” of the way to Enlightenment and also, on the strength of the
Buddha’s example, the empirical character of the opportunity open to those who would
follow in his footsteps: within its proper traditional context the first of these two statements
is valid, whereas the second one rests on more doubtful grounds and certainly needs qualifying
in several important respects. However, it can be admitted that a perspective which does not
include the idea of a personal God may seem, at first sight, to leave little room for the idea
of grace either: how could a merciful action from above, definable in terms of unsolicited gift
offered to men independently of their own effort, be reconciled, so some will argue, with the
inflexible determinism ascribed to the manifested Universe itself, as expressed in the doctrine
of concordant action and reaction, karma and its fruits? Yet this idea of “grace,” which translates
a divine function, is by no means unintelligible in the light of traditional Buddhist teachings,
being in fact implicit in every known form of spirituality, the Buddhist form included. The
question, however, is how to situate the said idea in a manner that implies no contradiction,
since it must freely be admitted that the Buddhist wisdom has not given to the idea of grace the
same form as it has received in the personalist and theistic doctrines of Semitic provenance; nor
is such a thing to be expected, inasmuch as the “economy” of the respective traditions rests on
very different premises, thus affecting both the doctrines and the manner of their application in
practice. Each kind of wisdom determines the nature of its corresponding method: Buddhism
has always made of this a governing principle of spiritual life at any degree or level.

Evidently the nature of the Christie revelation was such as to require a strong affirmation
of the element of grace from the very outset, which was not the case with Buddhism. Such
differences in the line of approach to the saving Truth are in the nature of things and should
cause no surprise given the diversifying of mankind in the course of its karmic development.
The important thing, to recognise in this case is the fact that the word “grace” corresponds to
a whole dimension of spiritual experience; it is unthinkable that this should be absent from
one of the great religions of the world. In fact, anyone who has lived in a traditionally Buddhist
country knows that this dimension finds its expression there too, vehicled by the appropriate
forms. For us it is of interest to observe these forms and clarify for ourselves the teaching they
carry explicitly or else latently; the present essay should be regarded as contributing to this
clarification.

The pursuit of Enlightenment, which is the purpose for which Buddhism exists, is paradoxical
by its own showing inasmuch as this aim appears to require an encompassing of the greater by
the less, of the imperishable by the ephemeral, of absolute knowledge by a relative ignorance;
it seems to make of Man the subject and of Enlightenment the object of the quest. Moreover,
a similar paradox applies in the theistic forms of religion; people speak of seeking God and
of contemplating His perfections even while knowing that, in terms of human measurement
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and however far along the road a man may have proceeded, God lies further still and that no
unilaterally directed human perception or effort is adequate to the Divine Truth even across
one of its aspects, to say nothing of its Essence. In Buddhist terms, no human powers however
stretched can possibly match up to the Suchness of Enlightenment. Yet Buddhahood, to which
we are invited by the teaching and tradition of the Buddha and still more by his example, is just
this; nothing less is offered to us, since it is axiomatic to the Buddhist revelation as such that
to reach this transcendent goal does, in principle, lie within the scope of every human being
in virtue of that being’s place on the axis of Buddhahood—for this is what to be human really
means—and also, more indirectly, within the scope of every being whatsoever “down to the
last blade of grass” as the saying goes, via the prior attainment of a human birth in this world or,
if another world be in question, a birth of corresponding centrality.

Forastart, it is worth pointing out that if, from the “non-personalist” standpoint of Buddhism,
the supreme goal is presented as “a state” (hence the use of a word like “enlightenment”), from
the standpoint of the Semitic religions that goal is most commonly clothed in the attributes of
personality. Nevertheless, in the latter religions the word “God” will always comprise, be it
more or less unconsciously, the idea of the unqualifiable Godhead and this is true even when
the word is being quite loosely used. Despite the anti-metaphysical bias of much Western
theological thinking it would be a mistake to conclude that the qualifying of God as “Person”
constitutes a limit in principle. In Islam this particular danger of confusion is in practice far less
than in Christianity. Outside the Semitic world, Hinduism reconciles the two points of view,
personal and impersonal, with perfect ease.

Where Buddhism is concerned, despite its preference for impersonal expressions, one could
yet ask oneself “Who’s is the state of Enlightenment?”, since the word itself, as used, does
not altogether keep clear of anthropomorphic overtones, neither does one speak of a Buddha,
once enlightened, as “It”: all of which goes to prove that in this sphere, as in others, it is not
the words used but the manner of using them in a given context which counts; both modes of
expression, the personal as well as the impersonal, are possible and therefore legitimate since
each may serve as an upaya or “provisional means” to evoke, rather than to define, a reality that
is inexpressible in terms of our earthly experience. Provided it has this effect on those for whom
it is intended, the means in question becomes acceptable. Given our common human condition
as thinking and talking animals, there is no reason to fight shy of a more or less anthropomorphic
terminology when discussing even the most sublime of subjects provided one does not forget
the truth that, if speech is good, speech nevertheless arises from the rupture of a silence which
is better still. “The Buddha’s silence” regarding the nature of the Ultimate is, among his many
and various upayas, the most enlightening of all. When the Buddha spoke no word but merely
held up a flower Zen took birth; there is a profound lesson in this story.

Fortified by this precaution, it is now possible to approach our chosen theme by quoting a
famous passage from the Pali Canon wherein lies concealed a key to the understanding of what
“grace” means in a Buddhist setting; here is the passage in question—"“There is, oh monks, an
unborn, an unbecome, an unmade, an uncompounded; if, oh monks, there were not here this
unborn, unbecome, unmade, uncompounded, there would not here be an escape from the
born, the become, the made, the compounded. But because there is an unborn, an unbecome,
an unmade, an uncompounded, therefore there is an escape from the born, the become, the
made, the compounded.” (Udana VII 1-3).

The above quotation is plainly couched in the language of transcendence; any Christian
or Muslim could have used these same words when referring to God and the world. This
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transcendence is propounded by the siitra as providing real grounds for human hope. What it
does not do, however, is to define the link between the two terms under comparison; we still
need to be shown the bridge over which change-fulness must pass to reach the eternal. This
link or bridge in fact corresponds to that very function of divine Grace which is the object of
our present investigation.

The key to the problem lies in a property of transcendence itself: given the incommensurable
gap apparently fixed between Enlightenment and the seeker after enlightenment—ignorant by
definition—it is self-evident to anyone who thinks at all, and still more so to anyone possessed
of a metaphysical flair, that such a seeking on the part of a human being with his necessarily
imperfect vision and limited powers does not really make sense when taken at its face value
alone; Enlightenment (or God for that matter) cannot possibly be situated at the passive pole
in relation to Man’s endeavour, it cannot per ‘se become object to Man as subject; if our human
language sometimes makes things seem so, it is high time we became aware of its inadequacy.
Buddhism for its part will add that here is patent evidence of the illusory character of the
human claim to selthood, to which all our conceptual aberrations are severally and collectively
imputable.

To put the above argument somewhat differently: Man cannot possibly be the active agent
in an operation wherein Enlightenment plays the passive part; whatever may or may not be
suggested by appearances the truth has to be read the other way round since Enlightenment,
awareness of the Divine Reality, belongs outside all becoming by definition, it is wholly “in act”;
so that wherever one discerns contingency or potentiality, as in the case of our human seeking,
this of necessity pertains to samsi ra, to the changing, the impermanent, the compounded.
It is this very character of potentiality, experiencable positively as arising and negatively as
subsiding, which makes samsara, the Round of Existence, to be such as it is.

The consequences of the above observation are momentous: for if there is to be a wooing
of Enlightenment by Man, it is nevertheless the former which, in principle and fact, must
remain the real subject of the quest as well as its ostensible object. It has often been said
that in Enlightenment the subject-object distinction is cancelled out—a truth to bear in mind
even if, in our present state, this remains more of a puzzling thought than a verified reality.
Metaphysical intuition, however, already allows one to know—or shall we say, to sense—that
intrinsically Enlightenment is the active factor in our situation and that it is Man who, for all his
apparent initiative and effort, represents the passive term of the supreme adequation. Meister
Eckhart puts this whole question into proper perspective when he says that “in the course of
nature it is really the higher which is ever more ready to pour out its power into the lower than
the lower is ready to receive it.”... for, as he goes on to say, “there is no dearth of God with
us; what dearth there is wholly ours who make not ready to receive his grace.” Where he said
“God” you have but to say “Enlightenment” and the result will be a Buddhist statement in farm
as well as content.

The great paradox, for us, is that we still cannot help viewing this situation in reverse, a
misplaced ego-centricity makes us do so; we all have to suffer the congenital illusion of existence
in which every creature as yet undelivered shares in greater or lesser degree. Buddhism invites
us to get this thing straight in the first place, prior to showing us that the two viewpoints on
Reality, the relative and absolute, samsara and nirvana, essentially coincide, as the Heart Siitra
explicitly teaches.

In China the Taoists have always spoken of the “Activity of Heaven”; for us to speak
of the “Activity of Enlightenment” is in no wise far-fetched. This is in fact the function of
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grace, namely to condition men’s home-coming to the Centre from start to finish. It is the very
attraction of the Centre itself, revealed to us by various means, which provides the incentive to
start on the Way and the energy to face and overcome its many and various obstacles. Likewise
grace is the welcoming hand into the Centre when Man finds himself standing at long last on the
brink of the great divide where all familiar human landmarks have disappeared: only he who
came down from Heaven can ascend to Heaven, as the Gospel says, but about this mystery it is
useless for ignorance to speculate, let alone speak. Till the great leap in the dark is taken, faith in
the Buddha’s Enlightenment must be our lamp, since all that stems from Light is light and even
our darkness, did we but know it, is none other than the dazzlement inflicted by a radiance too
intense for samsaric eyes to bear.

The attractive influence of Enlightenment, experienced as providential and merciful
emanation from the luminous Centre strikes on human consciousness in three ways that might
be described respectively as:

(i) Invitation into Enlightenment
(i) Companionship of Enlightenment
(iii) Reminders of Enlightenment

The first-named corresponds to “conversion,” the gift of faith. The second corresponds to man’s
being “in a state of grace,” in virtue of which his apparent weakness is enabled to envisage tasks
and surmount obstacles far beyond ordinary human strength. The third way coincides with the
supplying of various “means of grace,” that is to say upayas consecrated by tradition—scriptural
teachings, methods of meditation, initiatic rites and the like; moreover the whole inspiration
of an art properly describable as “sacred” issues from this source. In short, whatever serves as
a reminder of Enlightenment or helps to keep attention in that line of vision is a “means of
grace” in the sense here intended. It is worth dwelling on the above three factors of attraction
in somewhat greater detail.

Invitation into Enlightenment: This phrase has been coined by way of describing a man’s
first clear experiencing of an over-riding call to turn his religious life into a reality. Antecedent
circumstances, such as a person’s background formation or the degree of his or her intellectual
maturity, need not be taken into account in the present instance, all one is concerned with
being the nature of the event itself. Till “the thought of Enlightenment” has gained a place in
one’s consciousness, one can hardly claim to be “travelling” in a Buddhist sense. The awakening
of faith remains a great mystery; its negative concomitant will always be a certain turning away
from the world and it is only later (save by rare exception) that any question of integrating the
world positively, in the sense of the essential identity of samsara and nirvana as expressed in
the Heart Sttra (this was mentioned before), can play an effective part in one’s preoccupations.
“Non-duality” is not for the beginner; presented as an abstract theory this idea can even be
harmful for a mind insufficiently prepared because leading only too easily to pretentions of
an ego-inflating kind, hence the danger of much that passes for Zen or Vedanta today. The
reticence of some religious exoterisms on the subject, which it is the fashion to blame, is by no
means unjustified in the light of the results.

An important thing to notice here is that the sense of spiritual urgency, whether coming to
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a person suddenly or else by hardly perceptible steps, is experienced as a call to activity whereof
the person himself is in the first place the passive recipient, having done nothing particular to
bring it about; this is typical and normal and admirably fits in with the description of a grace
as being “free gift.” All at once a peremptory urge takes root in that man’s soul telling him
that Enlightenment is the only thing of worth in its own right and that all other things, be they
great or small, can only be properly valued in proportion as they contribute to that end or else
impede its attainment. Once this has happened the essentials of spiritual life are there, namely
discernment between the Real and the Illusory and the will to concentrate upon the Real:
this latter definition comes from Frithjof Schuon. However elementary may be one’s present
awareness of this twofold call, whereof Wisdom and Method are the respective expressions, it
can be said with certainty that a foretaste of Enlightenment has been received; it is as if a ray
spontaneously emitted from the Centre has come to effect a first incision in the shell of human
ignorance because the Buddha-nature in a man wishes to be delivered. More than this cannot
be said about something that baffles all the calculations of the ordinary mind.

Companionship of Enlightenment: If invitation into the Way is something of a unique event
in a human life, the graces to be experienced in the course of following that way are multiple
in the sense that they repeat that first call at various stages of spiritual development in the form
of an urge to proceed further, to deepen this experience or that, to eliminate such and such
causes of distraction or to concentrate on this or that aspect of awareness. This process can be
illustrated by comparing it to the climbing of some mountain ridge leading to a summit. At the
start of the ascent the thought of the summit alone possesses one’s mind, but when once one is
actually on the ridge each successive pinnacle or gash needing to be circumvented will engage
all one’s attention to the point of temporarily eclipsing remembrance of the summit itself. The
nearer obstacles do in fact continue to reveal the existence of the summit by implication, but
also in a sense they veil it: in other words, each obstacle in turn serves to symbolise the summit
and thus becomes a factor of awareness in a relative sense; thus do the things encountered in
samsaric existence prove the latent presence of Enlightenment even while appearing to hide
it. A “symbol” is a key to knowledge; an “idol” is a symbol taken for a reality in its own right:
this is a fundamental distinction to bear in mind because symbolism, properly understood and
applied, is the very stuff of the spiritual alchemy whereby the samsaric lead may be transmitted
into the Buddhic gold it is in principle. In all this process, be the Way long or short, the
companionship of Enlightenment is operating like a ferment, an ever-present grace filling the
gap, as it were, between our human incapacity and the apparently super-human task to which
we are committed thanks to a human birth.

Seeing that the Way with its stages has just been mentioned in correlation with the effusion
of grace, this will provide an opportunity to discuss one question that has often been a cause
of confusion, namely how we are to situate our own present life in the general scheme of
transmigration as set forth by Buddhism; for this purpose a brief digression will not come
amiss.

The question might be put this way: when considering the path to Enlightenment are we
to take into account, as some might ask, the extended possibilities implied in successive births
(sometimes reckoned by the million) or should we confine our attention to present existence
while ignoring the rest except in the sense of a more or less schematic representation of samsara,
the world’s flow, as conditioned by the continual interplay of action and reaction, karma and its
fruits? This is indeed a pertinent question to put, since it touches something quite fundamental
in Buddhism, namely the truth that to know samsara’s true nature is to know nirvana, nothing
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less. The converse also holds good: for if one may be allowed to paraphrase a sentence of St.
Thomas Aquinas, “a false opinion concerning the world will fatally engender a false opinion
concerning Enlightenment (St. Thomas says “concerning God’)”; the two awarenesses hang
together, Reality being one.

Coming as a fresh and unfamiliar idea, transmigration often makes a strong appeal to a
Western mind just because it seems to provide for “a second chance,” that is to say for the
possibility of taking the way to Enlightenment by easy stages instead of having to stake one’s
all on a single throw, as the Semitic eschatologies would appear to suggest. For one who takes
this complacent view of his human opportunities, it is only too easy to read into the doctrine
of samsaric rebirth something closely akin to the current belief in a one-directional “progress”;
whether this belief be clothed in the more scientific-sounding phraseology of “evolution” on
Teilhardian lines or otherwise makes no matter.

Now such a view does not square with Buddhism inasmuch as it misses the chief point
about transmigration, namely its essential indefinitude—this can never be said too often—as
also, incidentally, the high degree of improbability attaching to any kind of human rebirth when
weighed up in terms of karmic consequence. It is not very logical (to say the least of it) to spend
most of one’s earthly life in the pursuit, not of Enlightenment, but of all that is unnecessary and
trivial and then to expect this life to repeat itself in human form; yet this is precisely the case
of a majority of people and not less true of those whom the world regards as highly civilised
and admires for their manipulative dexterity or their insatiable erudition: what right have these
people to expect privileged treatment when the time comes for them to be weighed on the
karmic scales? Have they ever given a thought to that saying about “human birth hard to
obtain” which runs through Buddhism like a refrain? If one wishes to be honest with oneself
one has to admit that in most cases rebirth as a worm would be a merciful requital; certainly
one is being less than prudent if one assumes that the hells of Buddhism are only there to
accommodate murderers and gangsters: how many of us would ever have the nerve to commit
murder? To what kind of rebirth, then, is it likely that a frittered consciousness will lead, or a
persistent lukewarmness in respect of truth?

The Semitic eschatologies, which offer man the single alternative “salvation or perdition,”
can at least claim an empirical realism for this narrowing of choice on the grounds that such
an attitude makes for a sense of urgency in life and is therefore, spiritually speaking, an upaya
adjusted to its purpose. For the Buddhist, what in fact replaces the Christian’s fear of God’s
wrath is the fear of interminable wandering through samsara, now up now down, but never
free from suffering: any attempt to read into the samsaric process an idea of something like
a uniform cosmic movement endowed with an optimistic trend is as un-Buddhist as it is
improbable in itself.

In point of fact whenever Enlightenment is attained this is always from the vantage-point
of a particular human life, or an equivalent state if another world-system be in question; the
individual called Prince Siddhartha who became Sakya Muni Buddha perfectly illustrates
the above statement. One must not slip into thinking of Enlightenment as if it were the last
and sweetest of a long drawn out harvest of samsaric fruits. Good karma, any life well spent,
contributes to one’s enlightenment, firstly because virtue is dispositive to knowledge while
vice does the reverse, and secondly because within the scale of samsaric possibilities good
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karma promotes the emergence of fresh creations' in relatively favourable surroundings as, for
instance, in countries where Enlightenment is not forgotten, which is no small advantage in
this world. To this extent a life well and intelligently spent is not irrelevant to one’s attainment
of the goal even if one stops short somewhere on the path. To admit this is, however, very
different from turning this possibility of good karma into an excuse for postponing one’s best
efforts till a future life assumed to be better than the present one. This very attitude almost
makes it certain that it will be worse. In any case, so long as one remains a samsaric being any
kind of relapse is possible; it is salutary to bear this in mind while putting all one’s effort into
immediate opportunities consonantly with present grace. Above all it should be remembered
that Enlightenment, if and when it comes, spells a reversal of all samsaric values or, in a still
deeper sense, their integration. If it be currently said of a Buddha that “he knows all his anterior
births” this is because he is identified with the heart of causality, the mysterious hub of the
wheel of becoming where no motion ever was or could be. Beings still in samsara do not enjoy
this possibility, so that it would seem in every way more practical for them to make the best of
a human opportunity while they have it, instead of banking on a future that could be anything
from a paradise of devas to an infernal sojourn amid fire or ice.

A most important thing to remember in all this is that the attainer of Enlightenment is not
“this man so-and-so” but rather that it is by the ending of the dream of one’s own “so-and[]
soness” that Enlightenment arises. As far as knowledge of samsara is concerned, what is needed
is for each thing to be put in its own place, neither plus nor minus, including one’s own person.
When all things have become transparent to the point of allowing the Uncreated Light to shine
right through them there is nothing further to become. Becoming is the continual process of
resolving internal contradictions, fruits of the dualistic tree, by means of partial compensations
leading to fresh contradictions and so on indefinitely. To understand this process with full
clarity is to escape its domination. The Buddha has shown the way.

With this question behind us, let us take up the last of our three headings, Reminders of
Enlightenment, but this need not long detain us; it is enough to have listed a certain number
of type examples of “means of grace” as supplied by the tradition under various forms and in
view of various uses. All traditional civilizations abound in such reminders; once one is aware
that such exist it is easy to observe the workings of grace through the medium of these forms.
Nevertheless, there remains one example that deserves quite special attention as a supreme
reminder and means of grace: this is the sacramental image of the Blessed One found in every
corner of the Buddhist world. We will take up this subject in due course.

The next channelling of grace to be offered to the reader’s attention is one that takes us
into a spiritual dimension close to the heart of things: this is the function of guru or Spiritual
Master, of him who initiates a man into the path that leads, via the higher states of conscious[]
ness, to the threshold of Enlightenment itself—so near and yet so far, since the final passage
remains pure mystery whereof grace only holds the key. In a very special sense the Spiritual
Master is the representative of “the spirit that bloweth where it listeth”; his qualification for
such an office devolves on him outside any determinable test if he be not yet discovered, his

! The words karma and creation come, by the way, from a common root.
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very seeking confers light; when found, his favour may yet be granted or withheld without any
reasons given; his displeasure is the bitterest medicine for any man to swallow. In his Master’s
presence the disciple is expected to behave as if the Buddha himself stood before him; in the
Christian initiation centred on the “Jesus Prayer” the same advice is given, with substitution of
the person of Christ.

In relation to the Sangha the guru stands for its essence; this is true even if the Master be not
himself a bhikku, though obviously he often is that too. The famous guru of Mila Repa, Marpa,
was a consecrated layman with a family, than whom no greater Master has existed anywhere;
just as, in the matter of discipleship Mila Repa is unsurpassed, to say the least of it. His own
poems, the most beautiful in the Tibetan language, ring of the guru’s grace at every turn, even
though as far as personal effort is concerned Mila Repa’s persistence in the face of Marpa’s
calculated (but ever so compassionate) snubbing is something so unheard of as to make one
think that a man must be born a Tibetan to stay such a course.

However, the human guru is not the whole story; there is another guru to be considered,
interior this time and whose visible counter-part the outward guru is. “Intellect” is his name,
Plato’s daemon, though later usage has debased a word which by rights should be confined to
the intuitive intelligence in-dwelling at the heart of every being and especially of man, the
immanent grace about which Christ said “the Kingdom of Heaven is within you.” When the
outer guru has done his work, he hands over to the inner guru leaving him to do the rest.

Intellect can save us because it is that, in us, which needs no saving seeing that Enlightenment
is in its very substance. Stemming from light, itself is light, leading back to light, The great
puzzle is our egotism, our false sense of selthood and consequent reluctance to let go what
never makes us really happy. Our recurring dissatisfactions are also guru, all we have to do is
to trace these dissatisfactions to their primary cause. This is the positive message of suffering,
a message that also harbours a hope, one that surely cannot for ever remain unheeded. The
Buddha’s “First Truth” really teaches nothing different.

Let us now take a brief flight out of this suffering world in order to visit the homeland
of grace and the source of its bountiful stream. Mahayana Buddhism speaks of three kayas
or bodies of Buddhahood or, if one so prefers, three mansions of Enlightenment considered
respectively as Essence or Suchness, Fruition or Bliss and lastly as Avataric Projection into the
world; the corresponding Sanskrit names are Dharma-kaya, Sambhoga-kaya and Nirmana-kaya
and it is especially of this third body that something must now be said, as relating directly to
the question of grace and its manifestation among beings.

A quotation from a short but highly concentrated Tibetan siitra composed in verse, The Good
Wish of Great Power, will provide us with the essential data, here is the passage: “Uninterruptedly
my Avatdras (Incarnations) will appear in inconceivable millions and will show forth various
means for the conversion of every kind of being. Through the prayer of my compassion may all
sentient beings of the three spheres be delivered from the six samsiric abodes.”

Traditionally, the “revealer” of this siira is given as the Buddha Samanta Bhadra, the “All
Good”; significantly his name is preceded by the prefix Adi—or primordial, thus stressing the
principial nature of the attribution. Concerning the primordial Reality whereof this Buddha is
spokesman it is also said that neither the name of nirvana nor of samsdra applies to it, for it is
pure “non-duality” (advaita) beyond all possible distinction or expression. To realize this truth
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fully is to be Buddha, awake; not to realize it is to wander in samsaric existence: the siira says
this expressly. The Vedantine Selfhood is but another way of conveying this truth.

In their ceaseless warfare waged against men’s proneness to super-impose their own concepts
on the Divinity as such, the Buddhist sitras have introduced the word “Void” to suggest the
total absence of positive or negative definability; hence also the Buddha’s title of Shunya-murti,
“Form of the Void”—a contradiction in terms which again serves to underline a truth that
eludes all attempts at positive enunciation.

As soon as one passes over to attribution, by saying of Divinity that “it is” or “is not” this
or that or else by giving names such as “all good” etc. one is perforce in the realm of Being;
the merciful epithet mentioned above is, among names, one of the first to impose itself. The
visible sign of this merciful presence is to be seen in the stream of avataric revelation (hence
the use of the word “millions” in the sutra), the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas who appear in the
various world-systems and, through their own Enlightenment, show the way of deliverance to
creatures. Our siitra concludes with the following words: “May beings of the three spheres one
and all by the prayer of my contemplation... finally attain Buddhahood.” This grants the very
Charter of Grace and of its operation in the world, it hardly calls for further comment.

All that can usefully be added is perhaps to point out that if, in Christianity for example,
the aspect of “Divine Personality” may sometimes seem to have obscured the Suchness of the
Godhead Itself, in the case of Buddhism, though this danger has been sedulously avoided, a
certain personal expression of the Divine is nevertheless to be found there in “distributive”
form, namely as the heavenly Sangha of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, with the former standing
for its static and the latter for its dynamic aspect, as mercy when projected into samsara itself.
In the final section of this essay, when the Pure Land doctrine is discussed, this question will be
taken up again.

After this excursion to the heights we must come down to earth again and examine one
concrete means of grace, mentioned before, which perhaps more than all others has helped to
keep remembrance of Enlightenment alive among men: this is the image of the Buddha making
the “earth-touching” (bhumi-sparsha) gesture. No corner of the Buddhist world but knows and
loves this image; both Theravada and Mahayana have produced marvellous examples of it. If
there be a symbolical representation to which the word “miraculous” properly applies, this
surely is the one.

The story of how a Buddha-image came to exist at all is instructive, since Buddhism at the
beginning did not incline to anthropomorphic imagery, preferring more elementary symbols. It
is said that several abortive attempts were made to put the Buddha’s likeness on record from
motives of a personal kind such as the wish to remember a loved and revered figure and so
on; a certain confusing of appearance and reality is always involved in such cases, hence the
prohibition of the “graven image” by Judaism and Islam, for instance. However, in this case the
compassion of the Victorious One intervened; he was prepared to allow an image of himself
provided this was a true symbol and not a mere reproduction of surfaces—this distinction is very
important. Yielding to his devotees’ prayers the Buddha projected his own form miraculously
and it was this projection which provided the model for a true ikon, fit to serve a purpose other
than that of personal adulation such as a sacred theme by definition precludes.

I should like to quote here from a book recently published in England in which a whole
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chapter is devoted to the traditional Buddha-rupa; its commentary on the subject is uncommonly
illuminating. This book is published by Perennial Books, London, under the title of Sacred Art
in East and West, the author being Titus Burckhardt; here is the quotation, which has been
somewhat shortened. After mentioning the above story about the frustration of the artists and
the miraculous projection the author continues:

“..the sacred ikon is a manifestation of the grace of the Buddha, it emanates from his
supra-human power... If one considers the matter fully one can see that the two aspects
of Buddhism, the doctrine of karma and its quality of grace, are inseparable, for to
demonstrate the real nature of the world is to transcend it; it is to manifest the changeless
states—here the reader may recall the Pali quotation in the early part of this essay—and
it is a breach made in the closed system of becoming. This breach is the Buddha himself;
thence-forth all that comes from him carries the influx of Bodhi.”

The enlightening function of the sacred image could not have been better put.

Before going into the various details of the image itself it were well to refresh our memory
about the episode in the Buddha’s life which this particular posture is meant to perpetuate.
Everyone will remember that shortly before his Enlightenment the Buddha-to-be proceeded
into the great primeval forest near the place in Bihar now called Bodh-gaya and there found a
spreading Pipal tree (ficus religiosa) at the foot of which a seat stood ready prepared for one
destined to become the Light of the World; the tree itself obviously stands for the World’s
axis, the Tree of Life as Genesis calls it. Just as he was about to take his seat there Mara the
tempter appeared before him, challenging his right to the adamantine throne: “I am prince of
this world” Mara said “so the throne belongs to me.” Then the Bodhisattva stretched forth his
right hand and touched the Earth, mother of all creatures, calling on her to witness that the
throne was his by right and Earth testified that this was so.

In the classical form of this image the Buddha is always shown sitting upon a lotus: choice
of this water-plant is in itself significant inasmuch as in the traditional lore “the waters” always
symbolise existence with its teeming possibilities, that samsara which the Buddha was to show
the way to overcoming, not by mere denial but by showing forth its true nature. As for the
figure itself, its right hand points downward to touch the earth as in the story while its left hand
is turned upward to support the begging-bowl, sign of a bhikku’s estate. Just as the bhikku in
his bowl catches whatever the passer-by may choose to cast into it be it much or little, not
asking for more but letting it serve his own sustenance for the day, so also man has to accept
the heavenly grace as the free gift it is. In the two gestures displayed by the Buddha-image the
whole programme of man’s spiritual exigencies is summed up.

Towards the earth, that is to say towards the world to which he belongs by his existence,
man’s gesture is active; such an active attitude is always needed where the world and its manifold
temptations and distractions are concerned. Towards Heaven and its gifts, on the other hand,
the spiritual man is passive; he is content to receive the dew of grace as and when it falls and to
refresh his more or less flagging powers with its aid. As for the ignorant man, he does just the
reverse, showing himself soft and accommodating towards the world while making all kinds
of conditions of his own choosing where the things of Heaven are concerned, if indeed he
deigns to give them any thought at all. For the truly mindful man, even his own karma can be
both grace and guru, not merely in the sense of reward or sanction imposed by a cosmic law,
but because karma is a potent and inescapable reminder of Enlightenment as the crying need
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of man and as the only unequivocably reasonable object of his desires. Accepted in this sense
karma, be it good or evil, can be welcomed as Savitri once welcomed Death when he came to
claim her husband and by her resignation overcame him. Contemplated rightly, the Buddha’s
sacramental image tells us all these things: for us, it is the means of grace par excellence.

Sufficient has by now been said (or so one hopes) by way of answering our original question
as to whether Buddhism leaves any room for grace. One last illustration, however, will serve to
clinch the argument by showing that the idea of grace can play a predominant part in a doctrine
that nonetheless remains Buddhist in both form and flavour: this is the Pure Land doctrine (J6dé
in Japanese) centred round the vow of the Buddha Amitabha and using, for its single operative
means, the invocation of his name. The name itself means “Infinite Light” and the Buddha
thus denoted is the one who presides over the Western quarter where his own “Buddha-land”
is symbolically situated. It must be mentioned, in passing, that Europeans who feel drawn to
Buddhism have hitherto been inclined to avoid the Pure Land form of it just because of its
insistence on grace, described there as tariki (=other power), which reminded them too much
of the Christianity they believed themselves to have left behind: Western seekers have on the
whole felt more drawn to jiriki (=own power) methods, those where personal initiative and
heroic effort are greatly stressed—hence their preference for Zen (or what they take for such) or
else Theravada interpreted in an ultra-puritanical, not to say humanistic sense; not for anything
would these people be mistaken for miserable, God-dependent Christians! I hope, however to
show that the two lines of approach, jiriki and tariki, are by no means as incompatible as some
affect to believe and that, despite contrasts of emphasis, the two belong together and are in fact
indispensable to one another.

Taking Zen first, one thing that many of its foreign admirers are apt to lose sight of is the
fact that, in its own country, those who feel called into that way will already, since childhood,
have been moulded by the strict discipline of Japanese tradition in which respect for authority,
an elaborate civility and the acceptance of many formal restraints all play their allotted part
and where all the basic assumptions of Buddhism can also be taken for granted; nor must one
forget the Shintd element in the tradition, with its cult of Nature on the one hand and its
inculcation of the chivalrous virtues on the other: the Japanese soul would not be what it is
without both these influences to fashion it. Thus prepared, a man can face both the severity of
a Zen training and also that element of the outrageous in Zen which so fascinates minds anxious
to react against the conventional values of their own previous background, with its ready-made
morality and its conceptual triteness. All these things have to be seen in proportion if they are
to be rightly understood.

For those who think that Zen is pure “self-power” without any “other-power” admixture
it is well to point out that at least one of the manifestations of grace listed in this essay plays
a most important part there: this is the guru or roshi who, since he is not the disciple, must
needs represent “other power” in relation to the latter, say what one will. That Zen, despite its
constant exhortation to personal effort, does not exclude the tariki element was proved to me
(if it needed proof) by a Japanese Zen lecturer who came to England some years ago. At the
end of his talk T went up to the platform and asked him “Is it correct to say that, as between
“own power” and “other power,” each always will imply the other? If one is affirmed can one
then assume the other as latent, and vice versa?” “But of course,” the speaker answered, “they
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are two sides of the same coin, this is self-evident; and moreover is not Zen a non-dualistic
doctrine?”

A story that has provided many Japanese painters with a subject will further serve to
illustrate this same point. This is the story of Zen’s redoubtable Patriarch, Bodhidharma, and
of his crossing the ocean borne on a reed or sprig of bamboo: for “ocean,” samsara is to be
understood, this being the traditional symbolism of the waters all the world over.

It is said that on one occasion Bodhidharma came to the sea-shore wishing to cross to the
other side; finding no boat he suddenly espied a piece of reed and promptly seized and launched
it on the water; then stepping boldly on its fragile stalk he let himself be carried to the farther
shore. Now Bodhidharma was a Sage; he knew that “own power” and “other power,” dedicated
freewill and grace, are in essence the same and his own use of the reed for a vehicle rests on
that very awareness. For us onlookers, however, the point to note is that Bodhidharma found
that reed on the sea-shore, he neither created it nor brought it with him. Who was it, then, that
placed that reed there ready to be discovered? The “Other Power,” it could be no other. The
reed came to the Zen Patriarch as a grace, to which in the first place he could but be passive;
then having received it, he responded actively by an appropriate initiative and crossed the
waters of samsara to the other shore. Hereby the moral of the Buddha-image is pointed once
again, if in different form.

By contrast with Zen, the Pure Land doctrine offers itself as a typical way of grace; hence
the suggestion put forward by some that Jidd, in its early Chinese days, was influenced by
Christian teachings brought to China by members of the Nestorian sect from Syria—a gratuitous
hypothesis if ever there was one, since Jidi in all essentials remains a typically Buddhist form
of wisdom. The following brief outline of the Pure Land teaching will make its theoretical
position sufficiently clear for present purposes.

A certain Bodhisattva of the name of Dharmakdra was about to enter the state of
Enlightenment when, moved by compassion, he said to himself: “How can I bear to enter
nirvana when all the multitude of beings have to stay behind, a prey to indefinite transmigration
and suffering? Rather than leave them in that state I vow that if I am not able to deliver them
down to the last blade of grass, then let me never reach Enlightenment!” But in fact (so the
argument runs) he did reach Enlightenment and now reigns, as the Buddha Amitabha, over the
Western quarter; therefore his vow cannot have failed in its object; suffering beings can and
must be delivered, if only they will have faith in Amitabha’s vow and call upon his Name. This
they do through the Nembutsu, the formula “Hail to Amitabha Buddha” (in Japanese Namu
Amida Butsu). Invocation of this formula in selfless reliance on the vow is, for the Pure Land
devotee, his constant means of grace, the sign of his unconditional surrender to the “other
power.” To think of effort or merit or knowledge as “one’s own” inevitably implies clinging to
a fancied selthood, disguise this as one will; it violates the first and last condition of deliverance.
Who can speak of self-power when he lacks the first idea of what self means?

From here, the Pure Land dialectic goes on to say that in the early days of Buddhism men
doubtless were stronger, more self-reliant, they could take severe disciplines and follow ways
of meditation of the jiriki type. But now thanks to our bad karma we are living in the latter
days, dark and sin-ridden, when men have grown weak, confused and above all, hopelessly
passive. Well then, says the Pure Land teacher, let this very weakness of theirs be turned to good
account; let it offer itself humbly to Amitabha’s grace, yielding before the power of his vow.
If by the force of his vow the righteous can be delivered, how much more will this be true of
sinners whose need is so much greater! Compare with this the words of Christ “I came not to
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call the righteous, but sinners, to repentance”; in their implications the two statements are not
all that different.

It is of interest to note that in Tibet a method of invocation exists that is in many ways
reminiscent of the Nembutsu; it uses a six-syllable formula of which the mystical associations
are too complex to be discussed in a few words; it is enough to know that it is called the Mani
mantra and that its revealer is the Bodhisattva Avalokitésvara (Chenrezig in Tibet) who in the
heavenly Sangho personifies Compassion. For present purposes the significant point to notice
is that Chenrezig himself is an emanation of the Western Buddha Amitabha, having taken birth
from his head, a mythological feature showing the evident kinship of Mani and Nembutsu. A
difference worth noting, moreover, is that whereas Amitabha’s mercy, being that of a Buddha,
has a “static” quality, the Compassion of Chenrezig is “dynamic” as befits a Bodhisattva who,
by definition, operates in the world as helper of suffering creatures. Every Bodhisattva as such is
in fact a living embodiment of the function of grace.

Before concluding this essay I cannot forebear from pointing out a case of what may be
called “spiritual coincidence,” as between two widely separated traditions, the Buddhist and
the Islamic; this coincidence is attributable neither to borrowing nor to any cause of a haphazard
kind, but stems from the very nature of things.

In the Koran its opening line is Bismi Lahi’r-Rahmani’r-Rahim which has usually been
translated as “In the Name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful”: in Arabic a common
root renders the connection between these two names still closer. Now some well-instructed
Muslim friends have explained to me that the difference between the above names consists
herein, namely that Ar-Rahman refers to God’s mercy as an intrinsic quality of the Divine
Being whereas Ar-Rahim refers to that quality as projected into the Creation—it expresses the
dynamic aspect of mercy, mercy poured forth and reaching creatures in the form of grace; from
which it would appear that a more apt translation would have been “In the Name of God the
Merciful, the Compassionate,” since compassion always has a dynamic quality—it must find
an object for its exercise. It is easy to see that these two names respectively correspond, in all
essentials, to Amitabha and Chenrezig: a shining confirmation from an unexpected quarter!
But let not this surprise us unduly; for in the Pure Land of Enlightenment is it not true to say
that all ways will most certainly meet?
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Shakta and Shakti
by

Usha Chatterji

THE cult of the Mother Goddess is as old as humanity. It is believed that in antiquity the
cult extended to all the countries and thrived in all the civilizations from the Nile and Euphrates
to the Aegean Sea; “Looking to the east of the Euphrates we see the Dusk Divinity of India, the
Adya-Shakti and Maha-Shakti, or Supreme Power of many names as Gagadamba, Mother of
the World, which is the Play of Her who is named Lalita,” (Sir John Woodroffe).

In India, the Great Mother has been worshipped from the Himalayan mountains in the north
to Cape Comorin in the extreme south; the word Cape Comorin is a corrupted form of Kanya
Kumari or Kumari Devi, the Virgin Daughter, as the goddess is often called. The Vedas speak
much of the goddesses. Their images are radiant with beauty, power and intelligence. From the
Vedas themselves the Shakta Tantras, cult-books of the Goddess, derive their inspiration. In the
Rig-Veda the goddess Sarasvati receives much homage: “Pure, Sarasvati, with all her bounties,
rich in thoughts, inspires us towards truth, causes in us the required virtues, Sarasvati by her
divinity awakens in us consciousness, illumines us in our thoughts.” She is intelligence, science,
arts, and all knowledge.

The word shakti comes from the root “shak,” “to be able, to have power”. Any thing, any
activity, has power; if the power be not visible, it is latent. This is Adya-Shakti, Primordial
Energy, or the force that emanates from everything. Shakti is the kinetic quality of Brahman,
the inexpressible Godhead. “Herbert Spencer, the philosopher of modern science, carrying the
investigation beyond physical matter, holds, as I have already said, that the universe, whether
physical or psychical, whether mind or matter, is a play of force mind, life and matter being
each varying aspects of the one cosmic process from the First Cause. This again is an Indian
notion.” (Shakta and Shakti, by Sir John Woodruffe). This “force” is Shakti, ““The Divine
Energy”, as expounded in the Shakta branch of the Hindu religion. It is the “Cosmic Principle,”
the “Eternal Being,” symbolised as Jaggadamba or The Mother of the Universe. The world in
Sanskrit is known as Jagat which means “the moving thing.” The Hindus believe everything to
be in a state of ceaseless activity and perpetual movement.

For the Hindus the word shakti always bears many meanings shakti means “power” and in
the highest causal sense is God as Mother; in another aspect, it implies the limitless universes
that emanate ceaselessly from Eternal Being. The idea of Shakti, although generally implying
the Diety of the Shakta or God as Mother, also equally means the “power” of God as such.
“Obeisance to Her, who as Pure Being, Consciousness, Bliss, Power, exists in the form of Time
and Space and all that is therein, and who is the radiant [lluminatrix in all beings,” says the
Yoginihradaya Tantra.

“Today Western Science speaks of Energy as the physical ultimate of all forms of Matter.
So has it been for ages to the Shaktas, as the worshippers of Shakti are called. But they add that
such Energy is only a limited manifestation (as Mind and Matter) of the Infinite Supreme Power
(Maha-Shakti), of Becoming in “That” (Tat) which is unitary Being (Sat) Itself.” (Shakta and
Shakti, by Sir John Woodroffe).

Thus we see that the idea of godhood, for many Hindus, has not been associated with an
exclusively masculine image. On the non-manifested plane, beyond godhood, there is Brahman,
formless, omniscient, omnipresent, omnipotent. But on the manifested plane God takes forms,
and He is then addressed as Ishvara, who assumes the forms of Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva.
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On the manifested plane, some ascribe a male image to these forms, others see God through
the form of a woman; God then becomes Shakti. Shakti, in fact, is the Divine Energy of God;
without this energy, God is immutable; Shiva without Mahashakti remains inert.

Every deity we see in the Hindu Pantheon is a partial expression of Ishvara, or of the
manifested God, and each deity is always accompanied by His consort, who is Shakti or the
goddess. Brahman is beyond; beyond speech, beyond description, beyond qualification. Since It
is infinite, our limited human language cannot attempt to describe It. Ishvara, on the dual plane,
is personal and accessible to all; although He is not in fact separate from the Absolute Brahman
He is realised as non-separable only after spiritual realisation.

Deity or Ishvara is within the pale of human cognisance and description. Shakta is the
worshipper, the devotee, the knower of Shakti. Shaktas believe that the real nature of Shakti
is beyond speech, description and conception. They identify Shakti with Brahman the Absol[]
ute. But just as Ishvara, Being, appears under three principial aspects as Brahma, Vishnu and
Shiva, so do the manifested multifarious aspects of Shakti correspond to the various goddesses,
inasmuch as the Maha-Shakti is manifested in different images.

The aspect of Shiva-cum-Shakti represents the dual concept of being and power. Shiva is
the power-holder; He is “being-consciousness bliss” while Shakti is power and becoming. Shiva
represents the consciousness aspect of the real; Shakti represents this aspect as mind, life and
matter. Shiva is the release or liberation (moksha) aspect of the real, while Shakti is the form
of the universe as samsara, the World’s Flow. But before passing through this vast universe of
samsara and there acquiring the grace of the Mother, there is no liberation or release for beings.
As Shiva-Shakti are in themselves one, similarly moksha and samsara are at root one.

Ardhanarishvara, the image of Shiva and Shakti shown as an androgyne figure, illustrates the
equality and indispensability of the two. The Indian mind has by this concept consciously or
unconsciously defined the status of womanhood. Art and literature abound on this subject.

Shiva-Shakti: Shiva symbolises the unchanging aspect of the reality and Shakti its changing
aspect. “... God in mother form as the supreme power which creates, sustains and withdraws
the universe... God is worshipped as the great Mother, because in this aspect, God is active and
produces, nourishes and maintains all...”

The Shakta who worships her lotus feet, the dust of which are millions of universes,
knows the power aspect of the immanent Being which is therefore called Shakti. In her
static transcendent aspect the Mother or Shakti is of the same nature as Shiva or “the God”.
Philosophically speaking, Shiva is the unchanging consciousness and Shakti is its changing power
appearing in mind as well as matter. Shiva-Shakti is therefore consciousness-power.

The Indian bird which is often referred to in metaphysical doctrines as Hamsa, the Swan,
symbolises this same truth: Ham being Shiva and Sah being Shakti, this bird, as it swims in the
blissful waters of the mind, symbolises their union.

The central idea of the Indian religions is that the universe or cosmos is an order. It is not a
chaotic entity, without bindings or relations or rule; therefore one has to be the perfect knower,
the Jnanin, in order to swim first in the ocean of life, then in the ocean of bliss.

It is Brahman acting through Its trinity of powers (Ichchha=Will; Jnana=knowledge;
Kriya=action) which is really the cause of all. It is out of this conjunction of the three, that
the world (Samsara) with its ceaseless flux and influx of births, deaths, transformations and
transitions, mutations and reincarnations is drawn in, as it were, at the end of a cycle to reappear
in a ceaselessly new creation until liberation is achieved. The cremation ground, which is one
of the high places of the Shakti worshipper, is but the symbol of this cosmic dissolution. The
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Shakta should not only visit it every day but should meditate on its sacred ground and be aware
of it constantly in his mind. We have known many Shaktas who after a full day of work in an
office would spend their nights at the burning-ghat in meditation.

The image of Mahakali dancing on the sacred soil of the cremation ground over the white
breast of Shiva as he lies inert, attended by jackals feeding on a bleeding skull, is not a rosy
picture of God. But it is eminently symbolic of the cosmic truth, which does not have to
comply with the wishful thinking of mankind.

The goddess under this aspect is called Kali, because she devours kala or Time. Her black
flowing hair is time itself. The white bones of the dead are strewn around her; like the scene of
the burning ground they symbolise the dissolution of all things. Her own dark form is the Void
(Shunya). As Digambari she is naked, but Her nakedness is space itself. “The series of universes
appear and disappear with the opening and shutting of Her eyes”. The Mother’s play or this
cosmic manifestation is a continual process of creation, maintenance and dissolution, usually
symbolised by the Hindu Trinity, Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva. She is standing on the white
breast of Shiva, because Shiva is the transcendental aspect of consciousness. “She and He are the
twin aspects of the same.” The garland of skulls hanging around her neck (vamamala), fifty-one
in number, according to some Shaktas represent the letters of the Sanskrit alphabet; according
to other devotees they signify supreme knowledge. In a general way these letters symbolise the
universe of names and forms (namarupa).

Shakti or power of spirit is considered as pure consciousness; by constant evocation in us
of that idea we ultimately release ourselves from the bonds of matter. Prakriti, which is the
ground of Maya-Shakti, is veiled. In order to pierce through this thick layer of illusion or to
pass beyond Maya, we have to identify ourselves with Supreme Spirit or Shakti, the pursuit of
which is the path of light. This is the central inspiration in all the Hindu sects, or in religions
emanating from Hinduism.

The desire of the universe creates the endless chain of life, like an endless silver tissue of
illusions; but the moment the sword of knowledge is unsheathed the tissue is cut through. The
darkness of Maya, as emanated by Maya-Shakti, is temporary, yet it will last as long as the
knowledge of the Divine Mother is denied by ignorance (avidya); nevertheless those in quest of
that supreme knowledge of the Mother are never denied the attainment of knowledge. At the
Shakta’s invocation, Shakti from her impersonal aspect becomes personal; as Ishta-Devata she
initiates the Shakta and shows him that it is within himself that the realm of pure consciousness
is to be found. Then Shakta and Shakti become one; but, until then, it is a hard, long battle,
for the “ego” is difficult to efface. It is this “ego” of the Shakta which deludes him on all the
erroneous paths, thus causing him ceaseless sufferings as well as temporary pleasures, through
its arousing of greed, desire, pain, deaths and births; victory over the “ego” is the immersion of
the Shakta in the Shakti.

Maya-Shakti is an attribution of Shakti by which She projects her creation, her infinitely
varied creation of which there is no beginning and no end—except in the cosmic dissolutions,
which are periodic. The outward garb of Shakti is the phenomenal world, her projected creation
is like a dream, as the Vedanta describes it. Shakespeare spoke truly when he said that “we are
such stuff as dreams are made of.”

Shakti procreates out of her will the Cosmos, which she absorbs and dissolves in the regular
cosmic dissolution. The whole of life, visible or invisible, is the underlying substance of being[]
in-itself. Maha-Kali or Maha-Shakti or the Great Mother is that life.

Sir John Woodroffe says “The whole world is a living manifestation of the source of all life
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which is Absolute Being. It is sometimes made a reproach against Hinduism that it knows not a
“living god”. What is meant I cannot say. For it is certain that it does not worship a “dead god,”
whatever such may be. Perhaps by “living” is meant “personal”. If so, the charge is ill-founded.
Ishvara and Ishvari are rulers in whom all personalities and personality itself are. But in their
ground they are beyond all manifestation or that limitation which personality, as we understand
it, involves. Man, the animal and the plant alone, it is true, exhibit certain phenomena we have
commonly called “living”. But it does not follow that what does not exhibit the phenomena
which belong to our definition of life is itself altogether “dead”. Life cannot emerge from the
“dead”. Life comes from life. Where the visible ends or the invisible begins, where the plant
life, vegetable and animal life begins and ends, there is really no clear line of demarcation. This
entire gamut of existence is referred to Maha-Shakti or Maha-Maya. The Great Mother creates
her own dreams, absorbs, re-creates continuously.”

Shakti or Maha-Maya manifests Herself in all forms of life or matter and non-matter.
In plant life, for instance, she manifests Herself. All ancient Hindu documents talk of the
sensibility both of plants and minerals. Udayana said that plants have a dormant consciousness.
Chakrapani affirmed also that plants possess a kind of “comatose consciousness”; whatever
degree of sensation might separate the lowest animal from the highest of vegetable or plant-life,
the matter is uniquely one of degrees. Even Manu mentions the pleasure and pain of plant-life.
These ancient Hindu notions of “all-pervading life” come from the idea of a Cosmic Principle,
underlying everything. In the epic of Mahabharata the sage Bhrigu tells the sage Bharadwaj that
plants possess various kinds of senses as they react to sounds, heat, vision, smells and taste. So,
we see what universal qualities were vested in these ancient Indian sages.

The Great Mother creates, destroys, transforms constantly. The man who has realised the
divine soul he is carrying within himself must do everything in his power to break the shackles
of illusion. He must liberate himself by meditating on the Mother, in order to lose his identity
as atma (soul) in Paramatman (Supreme Spirit).

But before man can have the privilege of release from this chain of birth and death and
transformation he must reflect that he has passed through all the lower states of consciousness;
this means according to the classical estimation 8,400,000 (eighty-four lakhs) existences as
plants, aquatic animals, insects, birds, beasts and monkeys before being born as man. Then he
is born 200,000 (two lakhs) times in the inferior qualities and species of mankind. Only slowly
and gradually does man begin to be conscious of a higher and better life. The science of yoga
is intended to help him in his quest of Light and Liberation. Until he is finally liberated from
this phenomenal world he will return to earth again and again; as his return is sure, so is his
liberation. In fact, spiritual liberation is the birthright of man.

This view is held by all branches of Hinduism; Vaishnavism, Shaivaism and Shaktism are
alike in this respect; none of them differ in any of the basic principles. Likewise the Lord
Buddha talked of his previous births before attaining Buddhahood, as plants, as a stag, etc. So,
all the religions born out of the fold of Hinduism hold the same view.

The difference between the Shakta and the Advaitavadin lies in this, that the Shakta as long
as he worships Shakti lives on a dual plane no matter how much he believes intellectually in
the non-duality of the Supreme Being, whereas the Advaitavadin is one with Brahman. The day
the Shakta identifies himself with the Real, he becomes the Advaitavadin. As soon as avidya or
ignorance is eliminated, the Light will shine of its own accord.

There exist many schools of Shaktism, like the different schools of Vedanta and Mayavada,
commonly identified with the Advaita Vedanta, as also the schools of Shaivagama, Shuddhadvaita
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or Vallabhacharya, etc. There is not just one way prescribed for the whole mass of humanity
to the exclusion of all other ways. Nor are the philosophical schools of India divorced from
the religious branches. Rather, the different religious sects are linked together by the principles
held in common. The religious life is supposed to conduct man to dharmic life and thence to
those metaphysical ideas which are the keys of spiritual liberation. The ultimate Wisdom is
silence. Meanwhile, each one chooses the way that suits him best. The true Shakta also lands
on the threshold of the Ultimate, whether he be called Sri Ramakrishna or Sri Ramprasad or
Totapuri. Truth has no doors closed. The science of self-perfection through yoga is common to
all the religious sects; the Shakta, by practising the yoga system, realises gradually that he has
developed certain powers, latent in all human beings. If he does not stop short at using these
powers (which can become most tempting) he will progress and attain Truth. The pitfalls of
temptation are deep and dark, they can disrupt the entire spiritual life, wrench it from its
normal course, luring the sadhaka (devotee) into the realms of power, lust, pleasure and pain.
It is up to the sadhaka to be always aware of the true way “sharp like the razor’s edge,” as the
Upanishad puts it.

The Shakti cult has often been confused with “magic”. Magic is a big word. The power latent
in a human being, a quasi-material force or power-force in the world, is a definite if abnormal
element which, through the practice of certain methods, can train the mind to produce desired
results, good or bad; but it is up to man to discriminate and either stop on the threshold of
illusion in the dual plane or else pursue Truth. Great Shaktas resemble the great saints of other
religions.

The darker side of Shaktism, which at times has provoked criticism or scandal is, according
to the genuine Shaktas, something which crept into this sect in a time of degeneration. I have
known Brahmin families of Rajputana, traditionally Shakta for many centuries, who were pure
vegetarians. They frowned upon all the so-called impure side of Shaktism. Sir John Woodruffe,
the greatest exponent of Shakti in the West, says very correctly that the alleged “black magic”
to be found in the Shakta sect was due to certain later Shaktas who, after having developed
and tasted power, could not resist using it and even in some cases used it for evil purposes,
which can easily happen where occult practices are concerned. There are many other Shaktas,
however, who by this means try to do good and help others; but it happens that evil is more
spectacular and thus tends to attract more notice than good. I have known Shaktas who have
all their life only rendered services to the suffering, using whatever occult power they had
acquired.

If, as sometimes happens, a Sicilian bandit prays in front of the image of Mary for success
over his intended victims, this does not by any means reflect on Christianity itself. This is true
also in Hinduism, where there never has been any centralised religious authority to control
people and their thoughts. People have written and expressed their views and thoughts freely.
That is why we see such great diversities in Hinduism. Divine Revelations such as are recorded
by the great sages of India, which really constitute the basis of the Hindu religion and its
different sects, differ in their form, but their messages and ideals have remained the same; if
certain darker shades as described above have occasionally crept into certain sects in the course
of time including the Shakta sect, these form no part of the tradition revealed through the great
Rishis (Sages) of India.

Shaktas believe that Spiritual perfection and attainment of Liberation (moksha) is not
obtained by dogmatic adherence but is an experience, in fact the most important experience
that life has to offer.
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For the sake of attaining spiritual light in the Shakta sect the Goddess is the prime object of
invocation. The image of the Goddess Kali or Jaggadhatri or Durga is for the Shakta the symbol
of the whole Cosmos and the Cosmic Principle, both at once. It is in total identification with
this Eternal Principle at the time of meditation that a devotee rises to the level of Jnanin or
“gnostic,” the Jnanin to that of Yogin or being in a state of “union”, and the Perfect Yogin to the
state of totally losing all self-identity, a matter of experience and knowledge. This experience
can be gained by one’s own effort or with the help of a spiritual guide or guru. The tradition of
India is such, namely that the truth-seeker finds a guru with great difficulty after a long search,
no matter to what sect he belongs. Self-appointed gurus have no place in the real tradition.

The Shakta devotee tries to establish the same link with his Ishta, (tutelary divinity), as
do the devotees of the other sects. A true Shakta knows no fear, for fear is only possible on
a dual plane of existence. If and when one says “Sa’ham” (“I am She”) or “So’ ham” (“I am
That”), from that moment duality ceases, and with it fear. But to say it is not enough; one has
to experience the reality behind the words. The whole idea of spiritual liberation is dependent
on experiencing the ability to secede forever from the illusion of the dual plane. A drop in the
ocean loses its identity. But before being able to realise this non-dual plane of existence, rituals
are prescribed for the devotee so that he may canalise his human mind. Rituals in the Shakta
sect, as in the rest of the Hindu religion, have a precise purpose; each ritual requires effort or
sadhana. By merely hypocritical exterior efforts, perfection cannot come about. One has to
be conscious of a daily spiritual experience within oneself. A great amount of human effort is
needed to enter this path; a self-improvised meditation dwelling on “bliss”, while evading any
kind of strict discipline and austerity—this is usually practised by charlatans and bluffers. The
great saints of India as well as of other countries have first passed through the hard channels of
spiritual life. It cannot be otherwise. With daily austeries and efforts for mental purification,
one comes to a level where rituals are no longer required. Great yogins and holy men do not
have to perform rituals.

Before arriving at this exalted stage the daily practice of rituals, meditations and recitations
of holy texts is prescribed by the tradition for all; in order to elevate the thoughts of a man he
has to be ceaselessly made conscious of God.

The exterior forms of worship for the Shaktas, in the way of rituals or yantras, is relatively
simple as compared to the subtler forms of meditation and concentration.

The Shakta considers his body as the Universe (Atma-Shakti) within which lies the latent
Ishta, the self or atman. It is by the gradual “unfolding” of various existential sheaths that the
Absolute Atman becomes One with the Sadhaka or Shakta. The dual plane of existence is in
fact the long dark night of the soul for the Shakta, as it is for the Bhakta or mystic following the
path of love. After the long night the Shakta becomes the Jnanin or Knower.

Many of the Hindu religious festivals celebrate the Shakti divinities with great pomp.
The grand festival of Dassera, as it is called in the south of India, or Durga-Puja in the north,
commemorates the victory of the Goddess over Evil, symbolised by the demon. Rama had
thus thanked Her after his victory over Ravana. India in all the indigenous languages is called
“Bharata-Mata.” The sacred Bharata-Mata is identified with a goddess. Durga, Tara, Yaggadhatri,
Kali, Maheshamardini, Sarasvati, Parvati, Lakshmi, Annapurna, Chandi, and many other images
of the Goddess in various aspects of her multitudes of manifestations have been worshipped all
over India since the dawn of time. Practically every village has its protecting deity.

Sri Lakshmi signifies: splendour, abundance, beauty and goodness.
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Bhuvaneshswari: the Mother of the Universe.

Durga: Light overcoming Darkness.

Annapurna: the bounteous, She who is ever providing food.

Chandi: the Goddess who slew the demon whom even the gods could not kill, symbolising
Truth conquering Evil.

Most Hindu girls are named after one of these goddesses. In many Hindu houses the images of
goddesses are either kept permanently on the altars or else consecrated during religious festivals,
in which case they are made of clay and are immersed in the rivers once the celebration is over;
which again signifies that the image was not an end in itself, but only a temporary means.

The “Bodhana” ceremony at the Durga Puja is the symbol of awakening the Shakti of
the Mother Durga, or the rousing of the consciousness of the Kundalini latent in us all. This
‘awakening is attained by years of yogic practices, meditations, austerities and the repetition
of mantra or sacred formula. In the Shakti cult the rousing of Kundalini has great importance.
In his remarkable book Sir John Woodruffe explains it very clearly in scientific terms and that
is why I am quoting him: “The Merudanda is the vertebral column. Western anatomy divides
it into five regions; and it is to be noted in corroboration of the theory here exposed that
these correspond with regions in which the five chakras are situated. The central spinal system
comprises the Lalana, Ajni, Manas, Soma Chakras and the Sahasrara; as also the spinal cord
extending from the upper border of the Atlas below the cerebellum and descending to the
second lumbar vertebra where it tapers to a point called filum terminale. Within the spine is the
cord, a compound of grey and white brain matter, in which are the five lower chakras.

It is noteworthy that the filum terminale was formerly thought to be mere fibrous cord,
an unsuitable vehicle, one might think, for the Muladhara chakra-kundalini shakti. Recent
microscopic investigations have, however, disclosed the existence of highly sensitive grey matter
in the filum terminale, which represents the position of the Muladhara. According to western
science, the spinal cord is not merely a conductor between the periphery and the centres of
sensation and volition, but it is also an independent centre or group of centres. The Sushumna
is nadi in the centre of spinal column. Its base is called the Brahmadvara or Gate of Brahman.”
(Shakta and Shakti by Sir John Woodroffe).

The physical body of man is supposed to be composed of five different modes of material
substances; these commence at the spine. The aim is to arouse Kundalini, the Immanent Goddess.
At the end of the spinal column lies the Cosmic power, but only in a dormant stage until it is
aroused and reaches the throat. On the forehead, between the eyebrows, is the psychical centre
and the sixth centre of mind. The symbolic seat of consciousness is the upper part of the brain.
These are the main centres used in this yoga.

The experience of the Unlimited Supreme begins only when one’s Kundalini is roused.
From then on, man’s limited world experiences cease because they simply cease to satisfy him
any more. He begins a new life, flushed as it were by the stream of knowledge and by inner
forces and insight.

The entire system of the science of Yoga is based on this. The word “yoga” comes from yuj
which means to join. Here it means that the human spirit is linked with Divine Spirit and that,
by the practise of yoga, the dark veil of ignorance is pierced by Light thus bringing about union
with the Sublime.

In the daily rituals the Shakta has to sit on his seat (asana) cross-legged, meditating and
repeating the sacred mantra; mantras differ from sect to sect. The science of mantra is found
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in the Vedas. The devotee has to perform the rituals to obtain shakti or power. In the process
of the ritual, as if corresponding parts of the deity are to be found there, the devotee places
his hands on certain parts of the body, finishing this rite (called Nyasa) by certain gestures as
though besmearing his entire body with the Divinity. The word tantra, usually linked with the
Shakti cult, has been derived from the root tan=to spread, while the suffix tra is from a root
meaning “to save.” Thus Tantra is the holy scripture from which knowledge (jnana) is spread
in order to save people. Although, there are separate Tantrik scriptures for the Agama, Shaiva
and Vaishnava sects, all Tantra is really a theology based on revelation or experiences of the
spiritual order.

The Tantras say: “It is impossible to hold the entire firmament between a pair of tongs just as
it is impossible to worship an attribute-less Brahman through a mind full of attributes.” Rituals,
austerities and meditations are able to conduct the seeker to knowledge of the Brahman. Tantra
replaces the Attributeless, as an object of contemplation, by Shakti (the Creative Energy in
all its forms, personified as feminine) which thus becomes the object of worship; the subtler
aspects of Shaikti can be reached through her physical mantric forms.

The basic monotheism of the Shakta Tantra cult is unquestionable, for one who properly
understands it.

The psycho-physical experience of the Universe by the individual is indispensable and is
recommended by all sects of the Hindu religion.

Agama shastras are concerned with the manifested Ishwara revealed again and again in the
Upanishadic epoch. The Tantras fall into the same category.

The Kali Tantra says, as do the Upanishads: “Having meditated in this way, a devotee
should worship the Mother (Devi) as his own soul (atma), thinking “I am Brahman”. The
Kubjika Tantra also says: “A devotee should meditate on his own self, as one and the same with
Her.”

The moral teaching in the 8th chapter of the Mahanirvana Tantra reminds us very much of
Manu’s Code, the Bhagavad Gita and the Buddhist sermons and all their ethical and devotional
qualities.

“That man is released from the bonds of action who, renouncing Name and Form, has
attained to complete knowledge of Reality of the Eternal and Immutable Brahman... Liberation
does not come from Japa, Homa, or a hundred fasts; man becomes liberated by the knowledge
that he himself is Brahman... All imagination of Name and Form and the like are but the play
of a chid...” (Mahanirvana Tantra).

In these daily rituals of the Shakti cult symbols are of great significance. In the symbolic
language used there the yantras (literally “instruments”) symbolise the Deity, their purpose
being to facilitate for the devotee the concept of the goddess. Shiva is represented by a triangle,
which is supposed to be the most perfect and easiest form symbolising the Hindu Trinity, and
also representing Trinity in Unity and many other triads such as Willing, Knowing and Acting.

By recitation of certain mantras as also by certain gestures of a single hand or both hands
coupled with sustained effort of sincere concentration, also by ordered respiration, the Shakta,
like the other practitioners of the Hindu religion, is able gradually to purify both body and
mind, the physical as well as the psychic elements of his human make up.

The objects used to carry out a Shakta ritual resemble those of other Hindu rituals. (1)
Asana, or seating the image; (2) Swagata or welcoming the Diety, like one welcomes a guest;
(3) Padya, washing the feet, like one does to a guest (4) Arghya, or any offering, general or
special; (5) Achamana or sipping water to purify the mouth; (6) Madhaparka or offering honey,
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melted butter, milk and curd; (7) Snana or bathing; (8) Vasana or clothing after bath; (9)
Abharana or wearing jewels; (10) Ghanda or perfumes; (11) Offering of Flowers; (in the Shakta
cult the chosen flower is the red Hibiscus whereas for the Vaishnavas it is a Tulsi (sweet Basil)
leaf and for the Shaivas Bilwa leaf); (12) Dhupa or incense; (13) Dipa or Lights; (14) Naivedy
or food; (15) Vandana or prayers.

Metaphysically, one has to reckon with Becoming, the experience of Samsara, thence rising
to Perfect Experience or transcendent Being which is Liberation or Nirvana.

“What is there in the great Devi Sukta of the Rig Veda (Mandala X, Sukta 125) which the
Shakta Tantra does not teach? The Rishi of this revelation was a woman, the daughter of Rishi
Ambbhrina. It was most befitting that a woman should proclaim the Divine Motherhood. Her
hymn says, “I am Sovereign over the Treasury of all treasures; the chief of all objects of worship
whose all-pervading self all Devatas manifest; whose birthplace is in the midst of the causal
waters the breathing forth gives form to all created worlds and yet extends beyond them, so
vast am | in greatness.” (Shakta and Shakti by Sir John Woodroffe).

Like the rest of Hinduism, Shaktism also lays stress on the theory of karma and emphasises
that jiva (the human soul) cannot attain liberation until man gives up the desire for the fruit of
action even in his spiritual life, renouncing the world in his own mind. The infinite number of
universes, plurality of lives and worlds, the Devas and Devis (gods and goddesses) Heaven, Hell,
are but aspects of the Maha-Shakti.

It sounds simple when the holy texts say: “The temple of Chidimbaram is right in one’s
heart”, but to be able to realise this, one has to go through much experience, discipline and
knowledge.

Spiritual experience is more important than elaborate theological explanations of the
Immortal and Eternal, this has been the general trend of Hindu thought. Consequently in the
cult of Shakti the devotee, with the help of a spiritual teacher or guru, is also supposed to go
through certain disciplines, which can help him to realise the presence of Divine Consciousness.
However, there is no absolute guarantee that, by merely practising these disciplines, a man will
be entitled to spiritual realisation. Something more than just austerities is required of him.

Lord Brahma is supposed to have told the Sage Vashishta, concerning Shakti, the Goddess:

“Do thy worship to Her with all thy heart. She will grant thee thy boons. She is the Supreme
Force. She shines like ten million suns. She is like ten million lightnings. She saves all beings
from dangers. She is cool like ten million moons. She is the spouse of Kala, Kalakamini. She is
the beginning. She helps in crossing the ocean of life, samsara. She is Buddheshwari (Mistress of
Intelligence). She is in the Atharvaveda.” (quotation is from the Rudramala).

Real religious feelings and experience are universal, for they emerge from the depth of the
same human heart. Yet at times the Tantras have t distinctive exposition of their own, which
makes them definitely stand out, carved as it were in granite, instead of marble or alabaster;
there is no getting away from the fact that man’s expression varies. If some Tantras differ from
other Indian religious documents, this simply shows that the freedom of human expression
included this possibility.

Oh! mother of Pilgrimages or virtues
of mental control or of Liberation
of austere vows or of charity

I know not.

In thee I find my only refuge
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And my only help—Oh Bhavani.
(Shankaracharya, Hymn to the Goddess).

The great Vedantist and exponent of the “non-dual” wisdom Shankaracharya composed
many moving hymns to the Goddess. So many other mystics and sages of India have composed
beautiful songs and hymns in her honour. Shakti in its spiritual cult excludes caste distinctions;
here Brahmin and Shudra are distinguished according to their spiritual merits only. Shakta saints
have come from all the castes. Like the Mother Ganges, the Goddess rushes from Her source
in the pure abode of the Himalayas, and every second Her waters rush towards Her children.
Similarly, there is not an hour when one of those hymns dedicated to Shakti the Goddess is not
sung, the words of which, with the perfumed smoke of incense rise towards heaven from the
soil of India carrying with them the noble aspirations of countless devotees.

“The Father, the Mother, all is Brahman”—says the Sage.
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Towards a Christian Anthropology
b
Patrick Ay Moore

“The Self-existent pierced the openings of the senses outward; therefore, one
looks outward and not within oneself.” (Katha Up. 11.1.1)

AN exterior, centrifugal orientation of the powers of the soul and of the psychic and organic
life they serve is, with the rarest exceptions, a basic condition of human experience. It is
cognate with that ignorance in which Hinduism sees the mortal imperfection of human nature;
with the endless skein of desire and suffering from which the Buddhist seeks release; with the
forgetfulness of his theomorphic nature which for Islam is the chronic infirmity of humanity;
and with the malice ab origine which, in the Judeo-Christian perspective, is the root of human
deficiency. Ignorance; desire, aversion and suffering; an existential forgetfulness; malice: these
characterize unregenerate humanity, and while they do not define human nature they do to
a considerable degree define our ordinary outlook; and they constitute tares which no man,
unaided, can uproot or transmute. All the traditions and revelations of mankind have been
unanimous in this respect: their sacred anthropologies, whatever their differences of perspective
and emphasis, all agree that the man of ordinary experience is an existentially imperfect creature
whose disequilibrium and consequent suffering will increase if the theory and orientation they
recommend and the means of redress they offer are ignored. Moreover, they all agree explicitly
or implicitly that man does not possess himself, that he is radically deficient in self-knowledge
and consequently is not his own master.

Midway in our life’s journey, I went astray
from the straight road and woke to find myself
alone in a dark wood. How shall I say

what wood that was! I never saw so drear,

so rank, so arduous a wilderness!

Its very memory gives a shape to fear.

Death could scarce be bitterer...!

* * *

How I came to it I cannot rightly say...

Inferno 1.1.10.

We may leave to the modern mentality, with its meretricious optimism, the myopic
presumption of human perfectibility and of humanity’s control of its own destiny. Collectively
and individually, humanity will go out as far as its reins permit; then, if not overcome and
despairing, we must make our return. End and beginning are inevitably the same.

It could not be otherwise, however, than that “the senses are pierced outward,” that our
mundane life be externally oriented; for this is the expression, in the human situation, of the
law that creation or manifestation can only develop in a sense extrinsic to its Principle. Self-
possession, justice and peace have no history. Nor did the androgynous Adam (i.e., he who was
made from the earth), pro-genitor of the human race, have a history until the creation “bone
from my bone and flesh from my flesh” of the aesthetic Eve, whose name means “life.” Their
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thirst for experience is coincident with the rupture of a primal equilibrium and with their new
found duality, itself a reflection in our world of a penultimate duality between the poles of
which is played out all that exists under the Sun.

But an equilibrium was shattered, an injustice done which has its reverberations in the
entire environment; for man is the center of his world and his inner harmony or disharmony is
projected around him and reflected back towards him. “Cursed is the ground for thy sake; in
sorrow shall you eat of it all the days of your life... With sweat on your brow shall you eat your
bread until you return to the earth as you were taken from it.” (Genesis III, 17, 19). And in a
similar vein, the Upanisads: “Verily all creatures here run about day after day, desiring to get
food... This world was fashioned by Brahma with a desire for food.” (Maitri Up. VI 12). “From
food, verily, are produced whatsoever creatures dwell on earth. Moreover, by food alone they
live. And then also into it they pass at the end.” (Taitiriya Up. II 2.1.). We understand by bread,
by food, not the literal significance alone, but whatever sustains our rational, affective and
organic life—i.e., the substance of experience, our becoming.

For the Christian there is a most important sense in which our experience, our daily bread,
is susceptible to an anagogic transposition rendering it symbolic of that which was done in
principio. The bread and wine, under which forms the “lamb slain from the foundation of the
world” is communicated to us—the bread and wine which form the elements of the Holy
Eucharist, are properly supplied by the participating faithful who, after the consecration in which
these elements are transubstantiated, receive them back again sacramentally. “Panem nostram
supersubstantialem da nobis hodie” is the Vulgate rendering of this petition. Our participation
in the Eucharistic sacrifice is incomplete unless we both make an offering of ourselves and
receive the sacred species; and this implies the ultimate transubstantiation of the participant
himself into Christ, the Logos of God. The Christian, in his humanity, participates further in
the Eucharist; in the Latin rite, the drops of water added to the wine before consecration signify
human nature and constitute, in one important respect, the water of “the spirit, the water and
the blood” which on earth testify to Christ; the blood being the consecrated wine, and the spirit
the words of the priest who pronounces the formula of consecration (cf. I John V, 7, 8).

All experience, then, is necessarily a reflection of that which was done in the beginning, in
principio, and of that which is even now taking place in divinis. It cannot be otherwise; we are,
willy nilly, made in the image of God—an image we can certainly befoul or ignore, but which
we are powerless to unmake.

...Each thing, proceeding as it does from a metaphysical principle from which it derives
all its reality, translates or expresses that principle in its own fashion and in accordance
with its own order of existence, so that from one order to another all things are linked
together and correspond in such a way as to contribute to the universal and total harmony,
which in the multiplicity of manifestation, can be likened to a reflection of the principial
unity itself.

(The Symbolism of the Cross, René Guénon).

If creation or manifestation in its totality and in its total equilibrium is properly conceived
as a reflection of the primordial unity, it is, unfortunately, much less easy to see particular
creatures, events, or phenomena as such reflections; were it not so our world would, perhaps,
be peopled with saints. There are things and acts, however, which do show forth divinity in a
manner to which extrinsic proof is irrelevant: the sun in itself and in its apparent movements;
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the pole star; the moon; the oceans and the rivers that flow into them; mountains; virgin nature;
the love of man and woman; in short, most if not all “natural phenomena.” Similarly, the
genuine taste of beauty; virtue; sacrifice; not to speak of the sacred scriptures and the intricate
symbolism they set forth. “From the beginning of the world the invisible mysteries of God are
grasped by the intelligence through creatures, even His eternal power and Divinity” (St. Denys
the Areopagite). That we do not see through more things, that we do not see more of the
particulars of our common experience as so many epiphanies, is due precisely to our manner
of seeing (i.e., knowing), and can in a very valid sense be considered as our choice, a choice
incarnated in our human condition; and if not “my” choice originally, few will deny that it is
now all too frequently my choice—again, with the rarest exceptions. Adam, in his innocence,
knew the essences of creatures, seeing in them their divine paradigms; “blessed are the pure
in heart, for they shall see..” We, in our conceits, see only the outer semblances of things and
the aspects of their utility in terms of our desires of the moment. Knowing creatures, ourselves
included, extrinsically and incidentally, we know in part and fearfully and with a dissatisfaction
inherent in their and our finitude.

There are certain barriers which separate the personal (i.e., individual) existence of the
soul from the stream of cosmic life.. the intellectus agens... which runs through the
whole of creation. There is a dam which keeps the soul confined within the natural and
normal borders of human existence and protects it against the flood of the divine stream
which flows... all around it; the same dam, however, also prevents the soul from taking
cognizance of the Divine. The “seals’ which are impressed on the soul protect it against
the flood and guarantee its normal functioning. Why is the soul, as it were, sealed up?
Because... the ordinary day to day life of human beings, their perception of the sensible
world, fills and impregnates the mind with a multitude of sensible forms or images...
As the mind perceives all kinds of gross natural objects and admits their images into
its consciousness, it creates for itself, out of its natural functioning, a certain mode of
existence which bears the stamp of finiteness. The normal life of the soul is kept within
the limits determined by our sensory perceptions and emotions, and as long as it is full of
these it finds it extremely difficult to perceive the existence of spiritual forms and things
divine. (Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, G. Scholem).

The soul, or more specifically our individual consciousness, is hedged about on every side in
this our mundane life, and “we have received the most remote habitations as punishment for
our outlandish ignorance” (Timaeus); yet it is true that “we are a plant not of an earthly but of
a heavenly growth” (ibid.).

The seven human elements of the Primordial Tradition can be resumed in a triad... and...
are quite compatible with the triad: body, soul, spirit... The human being is not an entity;
it is an aggregate, and in reality an aggregate of elements not naturally coherent among
themselves, because they differ essentially one from the other. These three elements
which make up man as we know him, exist independently of one another; there are
bodies without souls; there are souls without spirits or bodies, as the invisible fluids
(i.e., forces) emanating from physical, celestial or wandering forces (unindividualized
psychic energies; cf L’ Erreur Spirite, René Guénon); there are spirits without bodies
or souls as that which Catholics refer to as the “choirs of angels’ and which respond to
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an absolute reality... The elements which compose man do not have to be together to
exist; but it is their union (in this world) which constitutes man. Before (i.e., logically,
in the symbolism of temporal sequence) their union there was as yet no humanity;
after their dissociation there will be no more humanity. Humanity is formed by their
temporary coherence. It is therefore not on these elements themselves but on their
conjunction and cohesion that the phenomena of birth and death, particular to our
species, are exercised. We must even say that these elements, taking each singly, are
indifferent to birth and death, which can only affect their modalities or their protean
qualities. Nevertheless, the human aggregate, if it is not as homogeneous as one might
expect, is substantial; it possesses interiorly a cohesive force which it obeys... This force,
which is an emanation of the will of heaven, pertains properly to ourselves; this force
which holds together the human aggregate and which brings to birth and animates the
human individual is the personality... The individuality is, in appearance, the personality
considered within a cycle; it is not really even that; for the personality exists entirely
outside the individual, and is not affected either by the individual’s birth or death nor by
any of its changes within a cycle. Precisely, the individual is the resultant of the exertion
of the personality on a human composite. In consequence the individuality is absolutely
tied to the composite, and is transformed with it; the personality subsists always like
unto itself. The personality, in so far as it is exercised on the composite, is called the
human personality; but this is only an avatar, only a temporary measure of its value; it
is applied today on the human composite, yesterday on the composite which preceded
it, and tomorrow on the composite which will follow it; and it is always like unto itself;
for the nature and determinants of a force are independent of its point of application.
The individual is therefore protean and contingent; the personality is immortal; and it
contains the indefinite succession of individuals (the Lord is the only transmigrant)... It
is in this immutability of the person that our vague desire of the infinite is satisfied; the
much more definite affection which we have for ourselves through our fellows must
be placed in this immutable personality; it will suffice for us, if we can sublimate these
affections and detach ourselves from inferior aspirations which are too gross to follow us
through’ our indefinite ascension... This it is which in Christianity is the immortality of
the soul. This it is which is at once the witness and the measure of our eternity. (La Voie
Metaphysique, Matgioi (Albert de Pourvourville).

The Personality is “in” the spirit, the spirit in the soul, and the soul in the body; or, more
realistically and in the sense of “spiritual envelopment,” the body is in the soul, the soul in the
spirit, and the spirit in the personality; our personality being our proper principle, “fused but
not confused,” in the divine Word, the locum possibilium in which all things under the Sun find
the principle of their existence. Even in our fall, dispersion and confusion there thus. “.. stands
One in our midst whom we have not known” (John I, 26); One whose presence reminds us
that “he who gathers not with Me scatters” (Luke XI, 23). One stands in our midst whom we
know not; yet it is he by whom we know all things that we know and by whom alone we can
know. He is the “light which enlightens every man who comes into the world” (John 1, 9), and
“the light of His countenance is signed upon us” (Ps. IV, 7). All created things are “life in Him”
and this life is the light of men” (John I, 3-5).

“At the summit of the mental complex... our common sense... resides the consciousness...
It alone of the human faculties is permeable by the divine ray which animates all things...
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the point of intersection between the mental..” (Vers la Connaissance Interdite, Ludovic de
Gaigneron) and the spirit, the created intellect, “... the celestial ray which constitutes the tie
between God and man and which conducts man to God... the buddhi of the Hindus...” (Apercus
sur I’Esoterisme Chretien, René Guénon).

The soul and the spirit are always together, but follow a perpetual dialogue and are never
confounded. The soul is individual but it is the same spirit (being beyond form) which
is present to all souls. The soul is mediatrix between the body and the spirit; it is a kind
of spiritual body which permits the soul to carry light even to matter and which permits
matter to carry even to the spirit emotion and trembling. It is only the soul which is
endowed with consciousness, for consciousness is born of the struggle between flesh and
spirit. The soul inclines now to the one side, now to the other; now it listens to all the
voices of nature, now it seems enlightened by a supernatural light. Consciousness resides
in this oscillation which it never interrupts, in this initiative which inhibits its stability, in
this choice which it renews indefinitely. The body does not participate in consciousness
(except by reflection); it is beneath it; it is the consciousness which participates in the
spirit, and not the spirit in the consciousness; the spirit surpasses it; it is the principle
which illuminates consciousness and one cannot say of the sun which enlightens all the
rest that it is itself enlightened. Now we well know that our consciousness is weak and
miserable, that it never opens sufficiently to permit the penetration into it of all that
the spirit has to offer; the spirit is constricted in the soul where the individual captures
it within his own limitations (i.e., reflects the spirit incompletely); but the individual
always aspires to dilate these limitations and to find again his lost unity. (La Conscience
de soi, Louis Lavelle).

Unregenerate man is by nature in a state of constant flux, if not of flight and dispersion.
It was the role of religion to maintain those to whom it was addressed, i.e., all of a particular
people, in a state of relative equilibrium; to order and set limits to curiosity, imagination and
desire, and to impress on man’s experience some similitude of divine paradigms by which
he could gradually sublimate his interests and energies. “Thy will be done on earth as it is
in heaven.” This is yet true in principle, but the popular tendency—now worldwide—is
to reduce the requirements of religion to the merest externals; even among those who still
consider themselves believers, the intelligence is all too often brought to bear on anything
but the Kingdom that is within; ... today theologians are absorbed in social problems and
have no time for God” (Rev. Jules Monchanin). Again, no one is personally responsible for the
quality of the times, yet we all share this quality. Is not our common choice likely to be this
or that distraction, rather than the “one thing needful”? There is a thirst operative within the
professions, education, science, commerce, the press, and now even within religion, which
ceaselessly requires something new—a something which, needless to say, becomes ever more
fleeting and vacuous. The natural exteriorization and centrifugal tendencies of the mind are
exacerbated in every possible manner, as if it were a matter of duty.

Corporeal nature is your wife, O soul, and Intellect is your father; and a blow given by
your father’s hand is better than a kiss given by your wife. You cannot separate yourself
from your father; for the bond of kinship between you and him cannot be broken,
whether you part from him or live with him; whether there is anger or good will between
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you; under all conditions alike, kinship stands fast (Hermes, de Castigatione Animae).

The misogynic implications are more apparent than real; what is needed for male and female
alike is to allot everything its proper place—a prudence which is likely to be perfect only in
the degree to which our self-knowledge is perfect. Given our good will, however—itself a gift
of Providence—Providence itself compensates for our ignorance in a measure determined by
Providence.

We are captives in one of the most restricted orders of a finite universe. No matter how
much we may “extend our horizons”—which commonly means empirical horizons—either
in a sense of diminution or of grandeur, we remain within essentially the same boundaries and
experiential limitations. The truth of our nature cannot be changed, however one might wish
to deny it, or emphasize one element at the expense of another; or to ignore the spiritual, the
formless, in favour of the aesthetic—or the vastly less common contrary. But the fact of our
attitude can be changed; and there is no question as to which element within us is the greater:

It is fitting that the workman should use the tool and not the tool the workman; that the
rider should guide and spur the horse and not the horse (however noble the animal may
be) the rider; and that the sovereign should direct and govern the people, and not the
people the sovereign. If in such things as these the natural order is maintained, the result
is harmony and beauty; but if the relations are reversed, the result is confusion, ugliness,
and disorder... You are not dealing fairly, O soul, you are neither just nor wise. Your
father addresses you with teachings and warnings, the issues of which are salutary for you
and the fruits thereof full of delight; but you turn away from him and turn to your wife
and to her deceptions and lures and to her sweet flatteries, the fruits of which are cares
and sorrows, and the pain of unsatisfied desire (Hermes, de Castigatione Animae).

The mind becomes in a manner all things that it knows; and as we are “a plant not of an
earthly but of a heavenly growth,” the mind can become remarkably spiritualized and gain a
foretaste of a joy that is supra-mental. Similarly, identifications with finite objects are at best
fleeting; at worst horrendous and deadly. But all identifications leave their mark for better or
for worse.

Thence it comes my name receives a brand

And almost thence my nature is subdued

To that it works in, like the dyer’s hand.
(Shakespeare)

Almost innocently and unconsciously we identify with the objects of our curiosity and
desire; then, willy nilly, with the state of curiosity and desire. “For the good of man as regards
the senses of the body is not the good of man as man, but the good according to the reason. More
men, however, follow sense” (Summa Theologica 1, 49.3). The extrinsic orientation persists
with all its woe and ultimate despair. It is a question of identity and of theory behind the
identification. Practically, what is needed is a turning away, an interiorization of our faculties.
“Some wise man... seeking life eternal, with his eyes turned inward, saw the Self”” (Katha Up.
IL.1.1). “The Soul’s true good is in devotion to the Intellectual Principle, its kin; evil to the Soul
lies in frequenting strangers. There is no other way for it than to purify itself and so to enter
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into relationship with its own; the new phase begins by a new orientation.” (I Ennead 11.4).
“Man will never aspire to God unless he deem himself mightier than all the world, stronger
than passion or the lure of the flesh or the burden of contrition; unless he regard himself as more
than finite, himself an eternity, in union with the First Cause by some measure of resemblance.”
(Yves de Paris).

Again, a theory is necessary; all the major traditions, Deo gratias, provide this. For the
westerner, the most accessible and the best suited for our particular aesthesis is unquestionably
Christianity. Not a residual Platonism, nor a Hinduism without roots beyond the Indus, and not
any of the occult schools; but one of the one or two main streams of the Christian tradition,
with all it contains that is valid and all and only the validities it contains. “You have not chosen
Me, but I have chosen you” (John XV, 16) is a vocation addressed to each of us; as also,
mutatis mutandis, to all those within each extra Christian tradition. One may be appalled by the
apparent paucity of contemporary Christianity; certainly such an impression could find some
support. He who makes a beginning, however, may find that the suspected paucity lies rather
within himself

For the understanding of truth is given to those who have become participants in the
truth. Those who are not participants in the truth and are not initiated therein, when
they seek this understanding, draw from it a distorted wisdom. Of such men the Apostle
says: ‘The natural man receives not the things of the Spirit.” (St. Gregory of Sinai in the
Philokalia.)

Or, more succinctly: “Live the life and you will understand the doctrine.” (St.
Bernard).

“All you who thirst come to the waters...” (Isaias LV, 1). “Anyone who drinks of the water
I give him will never thirst again; the water I give will become in him a fountain of water
springing up to eternal life.” (John IV, 13, 14). “This is eternal life, that they shall know Thee,
the one true God, and Jesus Christ whom Thou hast sent.” (John X V1I, 3). This is the “... repose
of the Seventh Day, reserved for the elect of God.” (Hebrews IV, 9). In these passages—and
there are numerous others—we have the clearest possible formulation within the Christian
canon, of the key doctrines of metaphysical realization: totalization of the being, and liberation
from the cosmos.

Now no one is so egregariously silly as to ask ‘How do you know that a life of unchangeable
wisdom is preferable to one of change?’ For that very truth about which he asks "How
do I know it?’ is unchangeably fixed in the minds of all men and presented to their
common contemplation. And the man who does not see it is like a blind man in the sun
whom it profits nothing that the splendour of its light, so clear and so near, is poured
into his very eyeballs. The man on the other hand who sees but shrinks from this truth is
weak in mental vision from dwelling long among the shadows of the flesh. And thus men
are driven back from their native land by the contrary blasts of evil habits and prefer
lower and less valuable objects to that which they know to be more excellent and more
worthy. (St. Augustine, de Doctrina Christiana).

When one asks the separate self to renounce himself for the sake of that grace.. by
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which descends into it the very principle of knowledge and love, this self experiences
a sentiment of joy and enthusiasm at such a promise, because it feels that it is about to
break its limits and enlarge itself indefinitely. And on the other hand it is inevitable that
it opposes this action, which supplants it, with a desperate resistance: for it feels it must
disappear, that it must yield place to another whom it does not yet know, in which its
most familiar being will, so to speak, be consumed; the thought of its own annihilation
causes an inexpressible anguish which must be transformed into a total and sweet renun[]
ciation. (La Conscience de soi, Louis Lavelle).

“He who would come after Me, let him renounce himself and take up his cross (i.e.,
himself) and follow Me.” (Matt. X VI, 24).

The beginning of self-knowledge is to know that one is nothing, and by reverberation to
affirm the being of God in whom, with Christ, rests the secret of our identity.

The title of this essay may well seem redundant; for it is not that Christianity lacks a doctrine
of man in the scriptures, in the fathers, or in the great scholastics. Our understanding and
penetration of the scriptures, however, has been progressively attenuated—especially of late by
modern exegetical treatment. Whatever clarifications may have resulted from linguistic analysis
and refinement, and from an improved understanding of the cultural scene as it is thought to
have existed at the beginning of the Christian era, these minor clarifications have been more
than offset by the far-reaching obfuscation stemming from an historical and academic point of
view—as if said point of view could provide the sole key to all knowledge and understanding.

The same considerations apply to much of the contemporary study of the fathers. There
have been in recent years many efforts to publish new editions of these classical Christian texts
but there is as yet little evidence of a new assimilation of their more interior, even gnostic,
approach. Too often one encounters an assumption of superiority vis-a-vis the fathers, as if
the contemporary moralistic outlook were an adequate vantage point from which to judge
something which far surpasses it.

With the scholastics there was anew synthesis of Christian dogma and Aristotelian philosophy;
but despite the glories of this achievement, the new synthesis was clearly a retrogression from
the more interior and immediate point of view of the Greek and even of the Latin fathers.
The scholastic viewpoint was more exterior, less speculative; more rational and descriptive,
less intuitive and percipient. Man was considered solely in his individuality, as soul and body;
if soul was used by the scholastics to cover what they considered as the essentials of spirit and
soul, this subtlety was soon lost on their successors. With post-Tridentine theologians one finds
both a suspicion of anything suggesting a speculative interest and an endless repetition of that
very inadequate Cartesian dichotomy of spirit and matter. The door was then opened to all the
confusions resulting from the failure to distinguish between the psychic and the spiritual. Our
understanding of our own nature has suffered, needless to say, from this degringolade; today we
see Christian spokesmen, in their efforts to understand human nature, borrowing from all the
modern theories which alienate man and reflect his alienation.

An understanding of man’s nature, implying an understanding of our principle and destiny,
is most necessary for anyone who has a serious interest in truth or in anything but the most
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superficial integrities. If, as some believe, the time has come to rediscover the truest and most
profound meanings in Christianity (and may the Lord teach us His way and lead us in the path
of integrity), then we must begin—as always—with ourselves. And this means an adequate
theory of man. And if we find this to some extent lacking or inaccessible within Christianity,
we can take encouragement from the position recently expressed (in Concilium, Vol. I, No. 3)
that the Church has been asleep to the voice of the Holy Spirit speaking through extra-Christian
traditions, nor has she heeded this voice within her own midst. We can find no better exterior
support than in the voice of the Holy Spirit uttered through the most orthodox metaphysical
traditions of the major religions, for omne verum a quocumque dicatur, est a Spiritu Sancto (St.
Ambrose). And according to St. Thomas, “revelation has been made to many pagans.”

Then, our thirst awakened but not quenched, we will “drink water from our own cistern,
and the streams of our own wells” (cf. Prov. V, 15). “Whoever knows his own essence returns
to it.”

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:)

I wept into the sea; it did not overflow.

Author Unkown
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The Spiritual Function of Civilisation
by
Abu Bakr Siraj ad-Din

(An Address given in Arabic at the Azhar University, Cairo, during the Islamic Conference of
1964).

WE have heard many times during this conference the words “development’’!. (tatawwur)
and “progress” (taqaddum) and “renewal” (tajdid) and “renaissance” (nandah), and perhaps it
will not be a waste of time to pause and consider what they mean. “Development” means
moving away from the principles; and although it is necessary to move a certain distance from
the principles in order to make applications of them, it is of vital importance to remain near
enough for contact with them to be fully effective. Development must therefore, never go
beyond a certain point. Our ancestors were acutely conscious that this danger point had been
reached in Islam hundreds of years ago; and for us, who are so much further removed in time
than they were from the ideal community of the Prophet and his companions, the danger is all
the greater. How then shall we presume not to be on our guard? How shall we presume not
to live in fear of increasing our distance from the principles to the point where development
becomes degeneration? And indeed it may well be asked as regards most of what is proudly
spoken of today as development: is it not in fact degeneration?

As for “progress”, every individual should hope to progress, and that is the meaning of
our prayer Lead us along the straight path.?> The word “development” could also be used
of individuals in the same positive sense. But communities do not progress; if they did, what
community was better qualified to progress than the first Islamic community in all the impetus
of its youth? Yet the Prophet said: “The best of my people are my generation; then those that
come after them; then those that come after them.” And we must conclude from the Quran
that with the passage of the centuries a general hardening of hearts is inevitable, for it says of
one community a long length of time passed over them so that their hearts were hardened; and this
same truth is to be understood also from what the Quran says of the elect, that they are many
in the earlier generations and few in the later generations. The hope of communities must lie, not
in “progress” or “development”, but in “renewal”, that is, restoration. The word “renewal”” has
been used so far throughout this conference mainly as a rather vague synonym of “development,”
but in its traditional, apostolic sense, renewal is the opposite of development, for it means a
restoration of something of the primordial vigour of Islam, and it is thus a movement of return.
That is, a movement in a backward rather than a forward direction. Renewal has taken place
from time to time, often more or less suddenly, when a renewer has been providentially sent to
arrest development and to pull back the community to a closer contact with the principles.

As to “renaissance” it might in itself be used in the same sense as “renewal”; but this word
“renaissance” has very inauspicious associations, because the movement which is called the
European Renaissance was nothing other, if we examine it carefully, than a renewal of the
paganism of ancient Greece and Rome; and that the same “renaissance” marked the end of the
traditional Christian civilization, and the beginning of this modern materialistic civilization. Is

! The conference in question was officially held “in response to the spirit of development,” and there are reasons to think that
it was intended to be something of a parallel to the Vatican Council.

2 Quotations from the Quran are in italics
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the “renaissance” which we now hear of as taking place in the Arab states different from that
one, or is it of the same kind?

There is not one of us, whether he be Arab or non-Arab, who does not rejoice in the
independence of the Arab states and of Islamic countries in general; and it was to be hoped that
this independence would bring about a return to the noble civilization of Islam. But what do
we see? We see the doors flung wide open to everything that comes from Europe and America
without the slightest discrimination. And it is to be noticed that the terms, mandub (strongly
recommended)® and makrith (strongly discouraged) have changed their significance. Thus, in
the eyes of the champions of this “renaissance” which we are now supposed to be enjoying,
what is to be “strongly discouraged” is everything that is left of the Islamic civilization in the
way of customs* such as wearing the turban and not shaving off the beard, whereas what is
“strongly recommended” is everything that comes from the West. It may well be that only a
very few actually go so far as to say that this or that is to be discouraged because it belongs to
the civilization of our pious ancestors or that a thing is to be recommended because it comes
from the West. But to judge by the facts, one might imagine that such words were on every
tongue, such thoughts in every head. And what is the result of this? The result is that the rising
generation is more ignorant of the practices of the Messenger of God, and more cut off from
those practices, than any generation that has come into existence since the dawn of Islam. How
then shall we augur well of the present situation? And how shall we not shrink from the word
“renaissance” as from an evil omen?

All this was foreseen by the Prophet. He said: “You will follow the ways of those that
were before you® span for span and cubit for cubit until if they went down into the hole of
a poisonous reptile you would follow them down.” That descent is now taking place; and it is
called “development” and “progress”.

More than one delegate has mentioned, during this conference, that Islam embraces the
whole of life, and no one doubts this. But what is actually happening today in many if not most
Islamic countries is that life is embracing Islam—embracing, no, for it is a stranglehold rather
than an embrace! Life is crowding religion out, pushing it into a little corner and stifling it more
and more so that it can scarcely breathe.

And what is the remedy?

By way of answering this question, let us recollect certain outer aspects of our civilization—
I mean, the Islamic civilization—aspects whose function was, and can be again, to act as a
protective shell for the kernel, that is, for the religion itself. The fabric of our civilization is
woven out of the example set by our Prophet; and particularly significant in this connection is
the fact that his house was a prolongation of his Mosque. Thus for twelve hundred years—and
more in many Islamic countries—the houses of his people were prolongations of the Mosques.
The Muslim would take off his shoes when he entered his house just as he would take them
off when he entered the Mosque; he would sit in his house in the same manner as he sat in the
Mosque; he would put such ornaments on the walls of his house as he saw on the walls of the

3 In Islam—and the same must be implicitly if not explicitly true of all religions —every earthly possibility falls in to one
of five categories, being either obligatory (fard), strongly recommended (mandub), allowed (mubah), strongly discouraged
(makriih) or forbidden (haram). It is against the second and fourth of these that a subversive movement will direct its efforts, at
any rate to begin with, for since they are less absolute than the first and the fifth, it is easier to break through their defences.

4 Sunan (sing. sunnah), that is, customs of the Prophet.

5 The Jews and the Christians.
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Mosque; nor would he put in his house any ornaments which would not be suitable for the
Mosque. Thus he was continually surrounded by reminders of the spiritual dignity and spiritual
responsibilities of man; and he dressed himself according to the same principles. His clothes
were in keeping with the dignity of man’s function as representative of God on earth, and at
the same time they made it easy for him to perform the ablution, and they were in perfect
conformity with the movements of the prayer. Moreover they were an ornament to the prayer,
unlike modern European clothes which rob the movements of the prayer of all their beauty,
and impede them, just as they act as a barrier between the body and the ablution.

All that I have mentioned is outward: but the outward acts upon the inward and a man’s
clothes and his home are the nearest of all things to his soul, and their influence on it is perpetual
and therefore incalculably powerful. There can be no doubt that these outward things were
one of the secrets of the depth of piety among Muslims, for twelve hundred years; and this
brings us back to the saying that Islam embraces the whole of life. Thanks to the outer aspects
of the Islamic civilization the whole of life was in fact penetrated by religion; and I see no other
remedy for our present religious crisis but a return to that noble civilization whose function
it is to create a worthy setting for the spirit of the religion, a setting which makes relatively
easy the fulfilment of our ritual obligations. Nor can the community dispense with the help of
anything that makes this spiritual life easier, for man was created weak. But this return can only
be accomplished by the widespread setting of examples.

Arabs, you are in the abode of Islam,® where after your independence you are free to do
what you will; and we look towards you from outside that abode and place our hopes in you.
Do not disappoint us.

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:)

In the philosophy that we are considering, only the contemplative and active lives are reckoned
human. The life of pleasure only, one of which the end is pleasure, is subhuman; every animal
“knows what it likes,” and seeks for it. This is not an exclusion of pleasure from life as if pleasure
were wrong in itself, it is an exclusion of the pursuit of pleasure thought of as a “diversion,” and
apart from “life.” It is in life itself, in “proper operation,” that pleasure arises naturally, and this
very pleasure is said to “perfect the operation” itself. In the same way in the case of the pleasures
of use or the understanding of use.

Ananda K. Coomaraswamy.

¢ Dar al-Islam, strictly speaking that part of the world which is under Islamic law, but here used more loosely to include any
state that is officially Islamic.
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True Listening
by
Gerard Casey

On the breaking of the Bread, Thou are not broken, nor art Thou divided.
St. Thomas Aquinas
Sermon of the Body of Our Lord

“Why is it that true listening is a faculty of only a few? Why is it that so often

so-called dialogues are but a collection of monologues conducted with closed
ears and hearts?”

Kraemer

“The Communication of the Christian Faith.”

WHILE not attempting to answer Kraemer’s question in any full sense we would like
to indicate some of the problems involved in our attempt as Christians to enter into fruitful
dialogue with the scientific thought of the west and the metaphysical doctrines of the east. In
this connection at least part of the answer to the question is to be found in the fact that many
of us try to both speak and listen without any clear understanding as to what we mean by
words like science, metaphysic, revelation, religion and many others. Much of the conflict in
the world today between great historic cultures and traditions, and much of the difficulty of
arriving at mutual understanding in depth arises from this cause. It would be fair comment to
say that this is the case often even when eminent and deeply sincere authorities in various fields
are engaged in the attempt to enter into true understanding. There is not rarely a fundamental
lack of clarity in the use of words, which results in a deepening confusion and inability to
communicate. In many cases it seems as though the underlying structures of consciousness deny
even the possibility of understanding modes of thinking and living and being alien to our own.
Yet often this seeming incapacity arises from a defect of the will conditioned below the surface
consciousness.

In what follows an attempt is made to clear away some of the misunderstandings that arise
whenever we approach these problems. The purpose is to stimulate discussion while remaining
if possible clear as to the meaning of the terms we are using.

This being so it is necessary to attempt definitions of some words fundamental to the
discussion and to accept these definitions as valid at least within the framework of the present
study.

1. Revelation is that which establishes in truth man’s relation to that which transcends
process.

2. Religion is the attempt to incorporate revelation in cultural and historical forms, i.e.,
in process.

3. Metaphysic is the attempt to arrive at knowledge of that which transcends process.

4. Science in its pure form, which is all we are here concerned with, is the attempt to
arrive at knowledge of the laws governing process.

These definitions, though very generalized and abstract, are sufficient for our present
purpose, and it is clear that if we accept them there is in principle no conflict between them.
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It is also clear that they involve each other in the sense that each needs the others to establish
itself in its own fullness and integrity. This mutual need and interdependence is the necessary
consequence of the presence in each case of what we have called “process,” which is that in
the structure of the world which is constantly moving and changing. A complete and authentic
tradition would be achieved by a balanced fusion of all four elements in which each remained
true to itself without distorting the others. There are however in the world elements arising
from the facts of process, freedom and evil which forever prevent this achievement “under
heaven.” Yet the necessity lies upon us always to be striving towards its realization.

Certain consequences implicit in the definitions given above, when taken together as
constituting a description of an authentic tradition considered in its totality, should be noted.
Revelation—the Word—in its source prehuman and transcendent, and as such inaccessible
without grace, which is an eternal outflow of divine creativity and mercy into the temporal
world, is in principle both complete in itself, and that which enters into, completes and renders
authentic our religious and metaphysical and scientific strivings. This means we must clearly
recognise that revelation is present in all human activities in so far as they participate in truth at
any level. In examining any particular traditional form, however, we become aware of certain
distortions, certain impeding and negative elements, certain irruptions of evil.

The distortions will usually arise from a lack of balance induced in the form by the powerful
influence of the central human tendency in the collectivity concerned. Thus we see in the
eastern traditions the strong urge to pure metaphysical realisation has tended to weaken the
other factors which are nevertheless present. We see in the modern west the striving towards
scientific understanding and control of process resulting in an almost complete discounting
of the meta-physical order, and a grave weakening of the religious culture. In ecclesiastical
Christianity, as it took form in the middle-ages, the religious cultus almost obliterated the
scientific perspective. In Islam the emphasis on divine transcendence has made it difficult for
Muslims to realise the divine immanence: to this the fate of Hallaj bears witness.

The impeding and negative elements present in all historic forms arise from the obscurity
and weight of the human substance involved, and inhibiting historical, geographical and climatic
factors.

The irruptions of evil break forth under the pressure of satanic forces present in the world
which can by no means be discounted in the light of revelation or of history.

The point we are making here is that all historic forms without exception show such
failures and ambiguities and all fall short of the glory of God.

Against this general background we now consider some of the implications of our
understanding of revelation in relation to the great historic traditions of man. Revelation
in so far as it is essentially and supremely that which establishes in truth man’s relation to
the transcendent is clearly manifested in all its divine fullness in Christ. This is so because
metaphysic and science as such are not in principle centred on man. Pure metaphysic seeks as
it were to forget man in order to realize the transcendent, though in practice it is always forced
to take man into account. Pure science likewise seeks to forget man except in so far as he is
involved in process—for science is by its very nature centred upon achieving an understanding
of process. If accepted these considerations force us to see in Christ the fullness of revelation.
This will also mean that all religious forms are in fact centred on Christ whether manifest or
“hidden,” and can only be properly understood in the light of Christ. This will not mean that
historic “Christian” forms are necessarily more filled with the spirit of Christ than others. Christ
Himself infinitely transcends any and every historic form and all alike lie under His judgment
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and mercy. Yet in so far as Christianity is more consciously and decisively centred on Jesus of
Nazareth the incarnate Christ, it should and possibly does reflect His grace out into the world
in a more abundant way than other religions. It should not need saying that this possibility in no
way implies any cultural superiority in a “Christian” civilization which is in fact far from centred
on Christ. There remains too the tragic paradox—and this is a fact never to be forgotten—that
the manifest presence of Christ always attracts attack from the forces of evil in forms more
intense and malignant than those assailing the “hidden” and universal presence of Christ in all
human societies. Such demonic forces are not only a source of acute danger and suffering to the
“non-Christian” world, but it may well be that only with the help of all the spiritual resources
present in that world will the “Christian” world overcome the evil at work within itself. It
may be also that only in accepting this help will we come to a true understanding of what the
coming of Christ into the world means with all that it implies.

To turn next to the far eastern traditions. It cannot be too clearly understood that these
traditions are centred in the metaphysical perspective and that in them the religious striving
as such is subordinated to the metaphysical aim of pure knowledge of the transcendent. Yet to
seek to understand these doctrines as rational speculative systems of thought comparable to the
systems of western philosophers in which discursive reasoning processes play a predominant
part, is to misunderstand their nature. The basic teachings are to be understood rather as
descriptions of spiritual states arrived at as a result of highly developed disciplines and modes
of contemplation, and such discursive reasoning as appears is a subordinate and secondary
rationalization of achieved states of consciousness. The basic striving underlying the techniques
used is always in the direction of achieving an ever more radical exteriorization of and detachment
from process, and the aim is to realize the pure subject underlying all process. To the radically
objectified structure of consciousness of the majority of western men such an aim is so baffling
as to approach for them something close to complete unintelligibility. This is indicated by the
widespread and persistent attempt by many western thinkers, both philosophical and religious,
to interpret oriental metaphysic as analagous to western mysticism. This attempt breaks down
on the fact that this mysticism reveals an objectified structure of consciousness in accordance
with the general objectification of the western mind in all its forms. The mystic sees God as
the absolute object and seeks union with God through modes of striving essentially devotional.
The eastern sage seeks to realize the absolute subject through techniques of concentration and
abstraction from process that are essentially intellectual. The faculty used is an intellectual
intuition that increasingly divests itself of process and therefore cannot be identified even in
a qualified sense with either discursive reasoning or devotional relationship. The contemplal]
tive intelligence seeking to realize within itself the eternity of the transcendent intellect is
not surrendering itself to “individualism and arrogance.” The pure subject is the transcendent,
universal and divine intellect, and the individual in approaching it must needs rid himself of all
notions he may have of any special value in himself as an individual. He is no more reasonably
to be accused of “individualism and arrogance” than the man who wearying of indoors walks
out into the light of the sun. The basic difference in orientation between mystic and sage reveals
itself clearly in the typical modes of expression used by say a mystic of the stature of Boehme
as compared with those used by the Buddhist Nagarjuna or the Hindu Shankara.

The state of consciousness achieved by the sage, or its value for the whole of the spiritual
world within which he lives and moves and has his being, cannot be participated in, or
understood or judged by men of alien traditions whose whole structure of consciousness would
have to be, as it were, dismantled before they could even begin to move towards the possibility
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of sharing in it in some remote degree. This being so it would be wiser to suspend all attempts
at judgments issuing in denials that such modes of spiritual striving can be a response to a true
inward revelation comparable in value to objective revelation in history as understood in the
Semitic traditions. The insistence of many Christian theologians that oriental traditions are
purely immanent and are not related to any inner source of revelation or flow of grace can only
arise from misunderstanding or a perverse wilfulness. To speak in terms intelligible within the
Christian tradition which should be acceptable to these theologians, it must be said that their
judgments as to where and under what conditions the Holy Spirit can or cannot move are
presumptuous and reveal a surprising lack of humility in the face of divine mysteries. Christ
mediates grace through the Holy Spirit to all men when and where He wills to do so, and if He
mediates it in ways unseen and through traditional forms strange to men nurtured in Semitic
religious traditions then let such men remember His words: “In my Father’s house are many
mansions”; “other sheep I have which are not of this fold”; “the wind bloweth where it listeth,
and thou hearest the sound thereof, but cans’t not tell whence it cometh, and whither it goeth:
so is everyone that is born of the Spirit.”” Christians also face offences and stones of stumbling
in the way to Truth.

We will now consider the influence and meaning of science in so far as it penetrates
sometimes as a disturbing and distorting factor and sometimes as a corrective factor into
our general religious and cultural situation. Science in that it seeks a position of ever greater
detachment from process in order to examine it with a cool and discerning eye remains an
ever-necessary sanative influence in dispelling sentimentality and superstition. With a fearless
and uninhibited gaze it strives to see the process as it is and refuses to be deflected by non[l
scientific presuppositions of any kind. This is all to the good and unless it remains present as
an element in our thinking we are always liable to fall into subjective fantasies. This remains
the greatest service science has rendered us. Unhappily however the intense preoccupation
of the scientific outlook with process increasingly induces an incapacity for either genuine
metaphysical insight or religious response to revelation, which uncorrected leads to an extremely
dangerous blindness and naiveté outside the purely scientific field. That a society predominantly
in the grip of such limited thought-forms inevitably finds itself in acute danger and a state of
threatening disintegration hardly needs stressing at the present time. In so far as the Western
world today reveals this extremely dangerous imbalance in its structures and strivings in favour
of the scientific perspective—and it must be acknowledged this imbalance affects not only
secular society but also and equally the religious tradition—then it is clear that the eastern
metaphysical traditions could be the source for us of a desperately needed corrective. In fact it is
not too much to affirm that not until we accept this corrective will we attain to a true and sane
understanding of the limitations of science and be in a position to deal with the dangers arising
from its misuse. In connection with this necessity it is significant that some eminent scientific
men are displaying an interest in and understanding of the eastern traditions which reveals an
instinctive turning in the right direction for the corrective they need. Equally it is clear that
many orientals have become acutely conscious of the distortions produced in their societies by
their predominantly metaphysical bent and of the high price they have had to pay for this at the
socialogical level, and are consequently seeking to assimilate emphases from western traditions
both scientific and religious which will help them achieve a truer balance.

In one direction—that of cosmology—both modern science and eastern metaphysical
doctrines pose problems for Christian theology that have not yet in any profound sense been
faced. Christian thinkers need to take more seriously the words of St. Paul: “For the invisible
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things of Him from the creation of the world are clearly seen, being understood by the things
that are made, even His eternal power and Godhead.” The customary evasive talk of one unique
world with a beginning and an end neatly fitted to the notions of so many of our theologians
in no way disposes of the infinity of worlds endlessly flowing from the infinite creativity of
God. The truth is that this “one-unique-world” theology is more or less adequate only in a
strictly limited sense as applied to this particular world of man, and the Biblical revelation is a
revelation to this particular world. To say this is not to deny the full divinity of Christ or the
absolute validity of His revelation, for this revelation is at one with revelation as it must be to
any possible world which cannot be other than centred on God through the second Person of
the Trinity. In this matter Christian theology must sooner or later come to terms with a cyclical
cosmology understood as the reflection in creation of the hidden cyclic inner infinities of the
Godhead. “For the Spirit searcheth all things, yea, even the deep things of God.”

Surely even the few brief glances we have taken here at the problems before us reveal the
need for true humility and true listening among us all whether we be scientists or theologians,
western men or eastern men, unbelievers or Christians?

Christians especially must ever be open to receive the unsearchable riches of Christ’s grace
as revealed in the neighbour that lives outside the radiations of His grace as inwardly received
through faith in the historic traditions of Christianity.
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Man in the Universe
Permanence Amidst Apparent Change
b

y
Seyyed Hossein Nasr

THERE is no domain in which change and transformation reign with the same supremacy
and totality as in that which concerns nature and man’s relation to it as well as his knowledge of
it. Modern science, which has acted as a catalyst during the past centuries for change in so many
other fields, is itself based upon change and impermanence. Were it to become stationary and
immutable it would cease to exist in its present form. And since this is the only science of nature
known to modern man, the whole relation between man and nature, as well as the nature of
man himself and the Universe that surrounds him, is seen only in the light of flux and change.
The view that man’s position in the Universe and his knowledge of it, not to speak of the object
of this knowledge, is constantly changing has come to appear as so obvious and evident as to
make any other point of view seem absurd and well-nigh impossible to understand. Modern
man is bewildered at even the possibility of an element of permanence in his relation with the
Universe, not because such an element does not exist, but because the problem itself is never
considered from the point of view of permanence.

It is often forgotten that before man began to view his relation to nature only from the
aspect of change and impermanence, he had become himself inwardly detached from the
immutable principle of the Intellect, the nous, which along with revelation is the only factor
that can act as the permanent and immutable axis for the machinations of human reason. With
the weakening of gnostic elements in Christianity the rational faculty of Western man became
gradually estranged from the twin sources of immutability, stability and permanence: namely,
revelation and intellectual intuition.! The result was on the one hand the nominalist trend,
which destroyed philosophical certainty, and on the other this reduction of man to the purely
human cut off from any transcendental elements, the man of Renaissance humanism. Such a
concept of man itself implied sheer change and becoming—which are apparent even outwardly
during that period in those rapid transformations of Western society which have given the
Renaissance its transitional character. But even then man’s concept of the Universe had not as
yet changed. His science of nature was still essentially medieval, comprised of Hermetic and
Scholastic elements. It is only his conception of himself that had changed, leading in turn to a
change in his concept of the Universe and his own place in it.

It is always essential to bear in mind the time-lag between the religious and metaphysical
revolt at the end of the Middle Ages expressing an attempt on the part of Western man to
cut himself away from his celestial and immutable archetype and to become purely terrestrial
and human, and the scientific revolution which carried this secularized vision of man to its
logical conclusion by creating a purely secular science, Man, once he came to consider himself
a predominantly secular being, developed a science that considers the changing aspect of things
alone, a science that is concerned solely with becoming rather than being, and this is a most
logical happening if we remember that even etymologically secular is derived from the Latin
secularis one of whose meanings is change and temporality. The destruction of the sacred vision

! See S. H. Nasr, The Encounter of Man and Nature, the Spiritual Crisis of Modern Man, London, 1968, pp. 63 ff.
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of man and the Universe is equivalent to the destruction of the immutable aspect of both man
and the Universe. A secular science could not have come into existence without being wholly
concerned with change and becoming.

If we keep in mind the historical factors that brought into being a world-view in the West
based solely on the changing aspect of things, it should be possible for us to reconstruct and bring
back to light permanent elements in the vision of modern man without appearing to speak of
absurdities; but this can only happen if there is an understanding of traditional metaphysics and
the language of symbolism through which the metaphysical truths have always been revealed.?
Metaphysics, or the science of the permanent, can be ignored or forgotten; but it cannot be
refuted precisely because it is not concerned with change qua change. That which deals with
permanence cannot become “out of date,” because it is not concerned with any date as such.
The permanent elements in the relation between man and the Universe remain as valid now as
ever. Only they must become known once again after the long period during which the West
did not search for permanent elements in change and even sought to reduce permanence itself
to change and historical process.

From the point of view of traditional metaphysical and cosmological doctrines there are
several elements of permanence in the relationship between man and nature and in man’s
own situation in the Universe. The first and most basic element is the fact that the cosmic
environment that surrounds man is not ultimate reality but possesses the character of relativity
and even illusion. If one understands what is meant by the Absolute then by the same token
one understands the relative and comes to realize that all that is not Absolute must of necessity
be relative. The aspect of the world as maya, to use the Hindu term or samsara in the Buddhist
sense, is itself a permanent element of the cosmos and man’s relation to it. The Universe,
in its cosmic aspect, was always maya and will always be maya. The Absolute is always the
Absolute and the relative the relative, and no amount of historical process and change can turn
one into the other. Historical process can cause a people or even a civilization to forget for a
while the distinction between the Absolute and relative and therefore to take the relative for
the Absolute as modern science seems to have done. But wherever and whenever metaphysical
discernment appears, the distinction becomes clear and the world becomes known for what it
is, namely maya. The changing element of the world which the concept of maya implies is itself
a permanent feature of the world. It is in the nature of the world to be changing, to undergo
generation and corruption, to experience life and death. But the meaning of this change can
only be understood in terms of the permanent. To have understood that the world is maya is
to have understood the meaning of Atman or Brahman that transcends maya. To know that
the world is impermanent or samsaric in nature is to know by extension the presence of the
nirvanic state beyond it.> The changing character of the world reveals metaphysically the per[]
manent reality that transcends it. To realize the relativity of things is to know, by extension of
the same knowledge, about the Absolute and the Permanent. Throughout history, in all periods

2 See F. Schuon, The Transcendent Unity of Religions, trans. by P. Townsend, London, 1953, pp. 9 ff, and R. Guénon, La
métaphysique orientale, Paris, 1951.

3 See. F Schuon, In the Tracks of Buddhism, trans. by M. Pallis, London, 1968, where the relation between nirvana and samsara
is discussed in all its amplitude and depth
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of human culture, this metaphysical distinction has existed. It lies in the nature of things and so
is there for all to see, provided they turn their vision towards it. Only, in certain periods such as
ours the relative has come to be idolized as the Absolute. Today, one often hears the claim that
all is relative. But the same people who make such a claim often bestow an absolute character
on the domain of the relative itself. Without always being fully aware of it they have mistaken
both Brahman and maya, due to a lack of discernment and true knowledge, an ignorance which
itself stems from maya. But when there is metaphysical knowledge there is also awareness of
the relativity of things in the light of the Absolute, and this fundamental truth is a permanent
element in man’s situation in the Universe, and concerns his destiny as a being who is called
upon to seek to transcend the cosmic crypt into which he has fallen and to return from the
domain of the relative to the Absolute.*

Another element of permanence in the relation of man to the Universe is the manifestation
of the Absolute in the relative in the form of symbols understood in the traditional sense of
the word.> A symbol is not based on man made conventions. It is an aspect of the ontological
reality of things and is as such independent of man’s perception of it.°® The symbol is the
revelation of a higher order of reality in a lower order through which man can be led back to
the higher sphere. To understand symbols is to accept the hierarchic structure of the Universe
and the multiple states of being.

During phases of the historical process symbols which are given special significance and
power in a revealed religion through the revelation itself can gradually lose their efficacy either
partially or completely, as a result of the weakening of the spiritual basis of that religion as can
be seen in the case of the de-mythologizers of our day. Nevertheless, the symbols of nature are
permanent and immutable. What the sky signifies symbolically, as for example the dimension
of transcendence and the Divine throne, ("arsh) to use the Islamic image, is as permanent as the
sky itself. The sun symbolizes the Universal Intellect as long as it goes on shining and the tree
with its extended branches is a symbol of the multiple states of being as long as trees grow on
the surface of the earth. That is why one may speak of a cosmologia perennis, of a qualitative
science of nature which is always valid and which reveals an aspect of nature which is, to
say the least, no less real than the changing aspect studied by modern science.” The main
difference between the traditional and modern sciences of nature lies in the fact that modern
science studies change with respect to change, whereas traditional science studies change in
the light of permanence through the study of symbols which are nothing but the reflection of
permanence in change.

A civilization may develop a science which turns its back upon the qualitative aspect of
things revealed through symbols to concentrate upon the changes which can be measured
quantitatively; but it cannot destroy the symbolic reality of things any more than can a qualitative

4 Concerning this theme in its Islamic setting, see S. H. Nast, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines, Cambridge
(US.A.), 1964, chapter XV.

5 The meaning of traditional symbols cannot be treated here. This question has been amply dealt with in the writings of F.
Schuon, R. Guénon, T. Burckhardt, and A. K. Coomaraswamy as well as H. Zimmer and M. Eliade.

¢ “The science of symbols—not simply a knowledge of traditional symbols—proceeds from the qualitative significances of
substances, forms,..., we are not dealing here with subjective appreciations, for the cosmic qualities are ordered both in relation
to Being and according to a hierarchy which is more real than the individual..” F. Schuon, Gnosis, Divine Wisdom, trans. G. E.
H. Palmer, London, 1959, p. 110.

7 On the cosmologia perennis, see T. Burckhardt, Scienza moderna e saggezza traditionale, Torino, 1968; see also his Alchemie,
Sinn and Weltbild, Olten, 1960, which deals with permanent values of Hermetic cosmology.
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and symbolic study of natural phenomena destroy their weight or size. Today through the
destruction of the “symbolist spirit”,* men in the West have lost the sense of penetrating into
the inner meaning of phenomena which symbols alone reveal. But this impotence does not
mean that natural symbols have ceased to exist. The symbolic significance of the homocentric
spheres of Ptolemaic astronomy, which the immediate appearance of the heavens reveals,
remains valid, whether in the theoretical Newtonian absolute space or in the curved space of
relativity the earth moves around the sun or the sun around the earth. The homocentric spheres
symbolize states of being above the terrestrial sphere in which man is presently placed. The
states of being remain true whether we understand and accept the natural symbolism which the
heavens themselves reveal to us in our immediate and direct contact with them, or whether we
destroy this immediate appearance and the symbol in the name of other theoretical consideral]
tions.

In fact even new scientific theories, if they conform to any reality at all, possess their own
symbolic meaning. To correspond to reality means to be symbolic. If the Ptolemaic spheres
symbolize man’s position with respect to higher states of being, the galactic space of modern
astronomy itself symbolizes the indefinitude of the relative, the vastness of the ocean of
samsara. It is itself proof of the fact that man’s intelligence was created to know the Infinite
rather than the indefinite. But in a more direct sense, the symbolic meaning of the phenomena
of nature, not to speak of scientific theories based upon them, represents a permanent aspect of
things and of man’s relation to the cosmos. It is upon this permanent character of the symbolic
content of the phenomena of nature that one can construct a symbolic science of nature, a
traditional cosmology which remains of perennial value and permanent importance, and which
is of particular significance today when the purely quantitative sciences of nature and their
manifold applications threaten the existence of both man and nature.’

Yet another permanent feature of the relation between man and the Universe, at least
according to a certain aspect of the situation, is the way that nature presents itself to man. Today
man seeks to change all his social, political and even religious institutions with the excuse that
nature itself is always changing and therefore man must change likewise. In fact just the reverse
holds true. It is because man’s mentality has lost its anchor in the permanent and become itself
a fleeting river of ever changing ideas and images that man sees only change in nature. If modern
man has read evolution into nature, he had begun to believe in evolution in his mind before
observing it in nature itself. Evolution is primarily not the product of natural observation but
of a secularized mentality cut off from every avenue of access to the immutable, which then
began to see its own fleeting nature in outward nature. Man always sees in nature the reflection
of his own being and his conception of what he himself is.

If we study the world about us we see that in fact the terrestrial environment in which men
saw permanence for millenia has not changed in its general features. The sun still rises and sets
the same way now as it did for ancient and medieval man, who looked upon it as the symbol
of the Divine Intellect. The natural forms still reproduce them-selves with the same regularity
and through the same processes as in older historical periods. Neither the petals of the rose nor
its scent have changed since Dante and Shakespeare wrote about them. Nor in fact has man
himself evolved biologically since there has been a recorded or even unrecorded human history.

8 Concerning the “symbolist spirit” see F. Schuon, “The Symbolist Outlook”, Studies in Comparative Religion, Winter, 1966,
pp- 50 ff.

® The author has dealt fully with this question in his Encounter of Man and Nature.
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Today’s man is biologically the same as the men of old who believed in permanence and trans[]
cendence. If modern men have ceased to so believe they had better find some other excuse than
their own biological or natural evolution.

In this question of the permanence of natural phenomena as they appear to man there
is a diametrical opposition between the traditional and that modern point of view which
is its direct inversion. Today all things are considered to be changing, yet the hypothesis of
uniformitarianism is used with such certainty in geology, paleontology and even anthropology
that one would think it was a proven law. On the one hand it is said that laws have been
uniform and so we speak of events having taken place millions and billions of years ago without
considering precisely what it is that we mean by a “million years.” On the other hand we say
that nature changes all the time, without considering the possibility that what appears as a “law
of nature” today may itself have changed over the ages or under particular circumstances and
conditions. If we cannot walk on water, there is no logical reason why such and such a medieval
saint could never have done so.

The traditional view of nature reverses this situation completely. In place of change it
substitutes permanence and in place of uniformity and immutability of natural conditions,
qualitative change. The changing processes of nature are viewed as permanent patterns which
through repetition integrate time and process into the image of eternity.'” The apparent
uniformity of nature is in turn modified by the theory of cycles, the yugas of Hinduism or
adwar and akwar of certain schools of Islamic thought, which do not mean mere repetition of
the same patterns but rather bring out the qualitative difference between different epochs both
in the cosmos and in human history. The modern inversion of these two realities has destroyed
the vision of permanence in nature as well as the realization of the qualitative differences in the
various cycles. In fact this inversion is itself proof of the reality of the cosmic cycles and only
confirms what all authentic traditions teach about them.!!

For this reason alone older works of natural history and mythology have become closed
books and at best are interpreted in a purely psychological manner, whereas they can be
understood in the light of the fact that there is a qualitative difference between the cosmic
milieu of the ancient natural environment and our own. There was not the same crystallization
and condensation, the same separation of matter from spirit. The water of Thales was still full
of the animating spirit of nature and in fact symbolized the psycho-physical substratum of
things. It was very far removed from the post-Cartesian dead matter with which Lavoisier was
experimenting twenty-four centuries later.

Yet, between this change and that permanence and across this inversion of views there
remains one immutable element: that is, the way in which the phenomena of nature appear to
man. The sky, the sea, the mountains, the seasonal cycles, these realities manifest themselves
now as in the millenia before, except for certain qualitative differences involved, and they
are the majestic testament of the Immutable manifested in the process of becoming. Men
who love nature are essentially in quest of the permanent, and nature in fact itself gives the

19 On the relation between linear and cyclic time as it effects both history and cosmology, see M. Eliade, The Myth of the
Eternal Return, trans. by W. Trask, New York, 1954; see also, A. K. Coomaraswamy, Time and Eternity, Ascona, 1947, where
the metaphysical relationship between time and eternity in different traditions is elucidated.

"' The downward tendency of the Kali Yuga or Dark Age which itself obliterates the vision of qualitative time for most men
is admirably treated by R. Guénon in many of his writings, especially The Reign of Quantity and the Signs of the Times, trans.
by Lord Northbourne, London, 1951.
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lie to those who want to limit all reality to change and becoming. Such philosophies never
arose among people who lived close to nature but have always been the products of sedentary
environments where an artificial atmosphere has enabled men to forget both nature and the
permanent elements which she reveals to man, elements which evoke in man those factors that
are permanent and anchored in the immutable strata of man’s own being.

As far as the present sciences of nature are concerned, much though they differ from the
various traditional cosmologies, even here there is an element of permanence if one takes modern
science for what it really is. Of course by the very fact that modern science has consciously
turned its back upon the metaphysical and symbolic aspect of things, it is cut off from the
traditional view of nature through its own point of view and must ignore any metaphysical
significance that its own discoveries may possess. Yet, these discoveries, to the extent that they
have a connection with the reality of things, do possess a symbolic significance. For example
the fact that order repeats itself in all planes of material reality from the galaxy to the atom,
or the fact that with whatever unit science deals with, whether it be the biological cell or the
atom, there is a harmony of parts within a whole, represent permanent features of any science
of nature whether one bothers to take these facts into consideration or not.

Even in a more evident manner, one sees the repetition of certain patterns and problems
throughout the history of science, a fact which more than any other has attracted many modern
scientists to its study. No matter how much science changes, the encounter of man’s mind
with nature seems to produce certain permanent features. Take for example the problem of
continuity and discontinuity of bodies, which had occupied Aristotle and the Greek atomists,
the Muslim Peripatetics and theologians as well as the modern physicists; or the relation of
the One to the manifold, or between order and disorder or between chance and determinism;
these are all problems that recur perennially in all forms of science. Many scientists turn today
to the history of science to find inspiration for new methodologies in order to face problems
of contemporary physics or biology which are basically related to the problems of the ancient
and medieval sciences. The recurrence of these patterns and problems is yet another element
of permanence in a domain that is the most changing and fluid of all fields, just because men
have turned their backs upon Unity to view multiplicity, to study the contingent without
considering the Principle.

But perhaps the most important permanent element in man’s relation to the Universe is
his “existential” situation in the hierarchy of universal existence. Traditional man knew with
certainty where he came from, why he lived and where he was going. Modern man, however,
for the most part knows neither where he comes from nor what his end will be and therefore,
most important of all, why he is living. Nevertheless, like the traditional man he faces the two
points which determine the beginning and end of his terrestrial life. He is born and he dies. This
fact has not changed one iota nor will it do so through the cheap form of would-be immortality
that modern man seeks, if unconsciously, through such artificial means as heart transplantations.
The only difference is that what was once certainty has become today doubt and fear. But the
reality of birth and death remains, and no amount of modern science can unravel the mysteries
of these two “eternities” between which stands the flickering moment of earthly life."?

It is these two “infinities” which determine the character and meaning of the finitude that

12 “Modern Science, which is rationalist as to its subject and materialist as to its object, can describe our situation physically
and approximately, but it can tell us nothing about our extra-spatial situation in the total and real Universe”. F. Schuon, Light
on the Ancient Worlds, trans. by Lord Northbourne, London, 1965, p. 111.
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stands between them. With respect to these two “infinities” the situation of man has not
changed at all even if the destruction of the medieval cosmologies has destroyed for most
men the metaphysical doctrine of the states of being which that cosmology symbolized so
beautifully. Man is still a finite being with an intelligence made to understand the Infinite
and the Absolute and not merely the indefinite and the relative, whereof the total grasp lies
forever beyond the ken of any human science. With respect to the Absolute and all the states
of being which comprise the Universe man is what he has always been and will always be, an
image of the Absolute in the relative, cast into the stream of becoming in order to return this
becoming itself to Being. Today there is so much talk of change that men are hypnotized by
their own phrases and forget that just beneath the surface of these ever moving waves of change
lies the immutable and permanent sea of man’s real nature. The situation of this permanent
nature which man carries within himself wherever he comes face to face with the Real, in its
metaphysical sense, has never changed nor can it ever alter. The ontological situation of man
in the total scheme of things is forever the same; it is, more than all the other elements of
cosmology and the sciences that relate man to the Universe, a situation of permanence midst
apparent change.
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Book Review

ISLAM AND THE DIVINE COMEDY.
by Miguel Asin Palacios.
(Frank Cass and Co., Ltd., 65s.)

Review by R. W. J. Austen

This quite remarkable and interesting book which appeared originally in Spanish under the
title of La Escatologia musulmana en la Divina Comedia is from the pen of the renowned scholar
priest Miguel Asin y Palacios who devoted much of his life to the study of Islamic philosophy
and mysticism in general and the works of Muhyiddin Ibn *Arabi in particular. It is from his
very considerable knowledge in this field that the author seeks to show not only that the Divine
Comedy derives many of its literary and philosophical inspirations from earlier Muslim sources,
but also that its author, Dante, was himself very much inclined towards Muslim philosophy.

The book is divided into four main parts. In the first of these a detailed comparison is
made between the Muslim legend of the Nocturnal Journey or Mi'rdj in its various forms
and developments and the Divine Comedy. On the Muslim side he draws upon the Qur’an,
the Hadith, various legends, scholastic theology, philosophy and Sufism. In doing so he seeks
to trace the development of both the Isra and Mi raj traditions and their eventual fusion. In
particular he illustrates the many similarities as between the Divine Comedy and Ibn ‘Arabi’s
account of Muhammad’s Ascension and also al-Ma’aris Risalat-al-Ghufran.

In the second part the author compares the descriptions of Heaven, Purgatory and Hell
in the Divine Comedy with accounts of these places to be found in a whole host of Muslim
traditions and legends. Throughout the first and second parts he is concerned to show that many
of the ideas and images of the Divine Comedy whose origin remained a mystery to students of
Dante and which had therefore been attributed to Dante’s originality are, in fact, traceable to
the eschatological lore of Islam.

In the third part Palacios attempts to show that even those Christian legends current before
Dante’s time which may be considered to have influenced him in the writing of the Divine
Comedy are also themselves influenced both by Muslim legends on the subject and also by
more ancient legends transmitted to Christendom by Islam. Among the Christian legends he
cites those of St. Brandan, Tundal and Alberic. He further claims that this influence is shown by
the fact that many of the Christian legends concerning punishment in the after-life conflict with
the Church’s teaching of eternal damnation and conform more to the Islamic idea of respite
from punishment.

The fourth part is devoted to the thesis that not only was it possible that Dante had access
to the Muslim material dealt with in the first three parts, but that it was almost certain in view
of the widespread currency of Muslim Learning throughout Europe. This Muslim intellectual
influence is traced from its origins in Moorish Spain and the Middle East in considerable detail.
Finally the author makes a very convincing comparison between the thought and writing of
Dante and the great Murcian Sufi Ibn ‘Arabi. Of particular interest is his comparison of Dante’s
Convito, an allegorical love poem with spiritual commentary, and Ibn ‘Arabi’s Tarjuman all]
Ashwag, a very similar work.

This book, which was very revolutionary in its time, is full of interest and, above all,
information, particularly on Muslim eschatological tradition. Collected in the book are amultitude
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of well documented traditions and legends, not to be found elsewhere in translation.

As to whether the author has succeeded in proving his case, the answer must be, on the
whole, in the affirmative. In this respect the first and fourth parts are the most convincing. With
regard to the second and third parts one suspects that he might be on less firm ground, since
many of the images must of necessity have arisen in both religions’ traditions spontaneously.

It would appear that three main motives inspired Palacios to write the book. The principal
motive is undoubtedly his desire to demonstrate the massive influence of Islam upon Christendom
during the Middle Ages at all intellectual levels. This is a desire natural in a sincere student of
Islamic culture at a time when the West dominated the world in many spheres and when the
notion of an Islamic contribution to Christian achievement tended to be rejected without a
hearing. Another motive, albeit perhaps a minor one, is the desire of the patriotic Spaniard to
cast some doubt upon the assumed originality of Italy’s foremost literary figure. Last, but not
least, the author also hoped to show, as he had sought to do in his other works, that it was not
that primitive Arabian creed of the Qur’an and the Prophet which had so heavily marked the
culture of the Christian West, but an Islam itself refined and improved by Christian influences.
Here the author is once again the champion of Christendom, refusing to see any true spirituality
except in his own faith. Indeed this attitude towards Islam, so common among scholars in his
time, and the many derogatory asides he makes on both the Qur’an and the Prophet mar what
is otherwise a most readable and informative work.
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