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Oriental Dialectic and Its Roots in Faith  
by  

Frithjof Schuon  

WHEN comparing the literatures of East and West, one often has the impression that the 
critical faculties of Orientals and Westerners are situated on different planes; Westerners cannot 
help feeling shocked by certain peculiarities and inconsistencies in the dialectic of Eastern 
peoples: these include the use of weak arguments to support a strong thesis while ignoring 
strong arguments, or developing them insufficiently, as well as a common tendency—at least 
among some groups—toward exaggeration. It is tempting to conclude that spiritual zeal and a 
critical sense are mutually exclusive; it is quite obvious that this cannot be so in principle since 
two positive qualities are involved, but one is forced to admit that it is largely so in practice, 
and this is because of the unequal distribution of natural gifts in a humanity far removed 
from primordial perfection. In brief, the difficulty consists in combining spiritual subjectivity, 
which is concerned with salvific efficacy, and outward objectivity, which is concerned with 
the exactness of phenomena; we say “outward” and not “metaphysical” since metaphysical 
objectivity is included in spiritual subjectivity and in fact conditions it; otherwise it would 
not be spiritual. It goes without saying that this incompatibility—which is always relative— 
concerns collectivities and not necessarily individual people, but since it is present in the 
collective mentalities, it affects traditional language and even the most gifted of individuals. 

Be that as it may, when the Westerner confronts certain extravagances of language in 
Muslim texts—for the Near East is more especially in question here—it is clearly not wrong 
for him to notice the existence of these imperfections, whether real or apparent; he is seriously 
deceiving himself, however, if he imagines that homo occidentalis is endowed with a critical 
sense fully operative on every plane or that the critical sense—or need for logical satisfaction— 
typical of the ancient Greeks in particular and Europeans in general is operative in every realm 
and thus constitutes an overall superiority. To be sure, the critical sense that prevents us from 
accepting an inconsistency, even one that is strictly verbal, is a mode of discernment; but it is not 
discernment as such, which operates on the most essential planes of human existence in such a 
way as to bring this existence into accord with its sufficient reason. The Westerner possesses a 
sense of exactness and proportion on the plane of facts and their expression—setting aside any 
question of ignorance or prejudice—but he makes it impossible for himself to benefit from this 
gift at the level of his ultimate interests; the most striking proof of this is the disintegration of 
Western civilization in general and modern thought in particular. 

The implicit and symbolic nature of Oriental dialectic coincides in a certain way with 
sacred dialectic as such; as for the hyperbolism that is so frequently used, it may be a legitimate 
rhetorical means of spiritual suggestion, but at the emotional level it results from the temptation 
of the exiled soul when faced with the supernatural and its marvelous and immeasurable 
aspects. Pious exaggeration believes it may violate the principle of measure—which requires 
that a thing be expressed in conformity with the means of expression—because the essences to 
be expressed elude the narrowness of the terrestrial world and language; but the expression is at 
fault—strictly speaking—as soon as it attributes the limitlessness of essences to sensible forms, 
especially when it does so in a quantitative and unthinking manner. Perfect symbolism adopts 
an intermediate attitude: like a miracle it projects the marvelous into the formal order; but a 
miracle is not disproportionate, nor does perfect symbolism fail to maintain the measure proper 
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to the formal order while showing forth the marvelous; it thus avoids appearing arbitrary, im-
probable, or absurd—all the qualities a certain type of religious emotionalism seems to have 
difficulty escaping. 

At the level of sacred dialectic the Gospel provides us with examples of hyperbolic 
symbolism: when Christ says that it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle 
than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of heaven or that it is enough to have faith no 
larger than a grain of mustard seed in order to move a mountain, he is expressing himself in 
a typically Semitic manner. The point on the one hand is that it is impossible for the soul to 
enter Glory directly as long as it remains attached to perishable things—for it is attachment, 
not possession, that makes a vice out of wealth—and on the other hand that faith, insofar as 
it is sincere, contains within itself a supernatural and therefore humanly immeasurable power. 
Formal exaggeration has the function of suggesting a conditio sine qua non of salvation as far as 
wealth is concerned and a quality of effective participation in absoluteness in relation to faith. 
Similar remarks could be made concerning the injunctions to turn the other cheek and refrain 
from passing judgment, as well as other expressions of this kind, all of which are examples of 
an isolating dialectic in which a particular relationship is implicit. 

* * * 

According to certain devotees of Vishnuism, the Name of Rama is greater than Rama himself, 
and this is because “it is only by the power of this Name that the Lord is accessible”. There 
is no point in denying the flagrant contradiction contained in this proposition or in trying to 
cloak it in euphemisms; on the other hand one cannot in good conscience blind oneself to the 
obvious fact that the function of the formulation is to isolate a particular element of spiritual 
reality—in this case the Name of Rama—and then to underline its pre-eminence in connection 
with salvific effectiveness. It is as if one dared to assert that the Eucharistic host is greater 
than Christ because the host is in fact what confers grace in an immediate and quasi-material 
manner; this is an extraordinarily ill-sounding and paradoxical ellipsis, to say the least, and it 
can scarcely be justified by the desire to offer special devotion to the sensible manifestation of 
a saving hypostasis. In fact the Western mentality tends to be resistant to such contortions, and 
its restraint—considered in itself—is unquestionably a quality one would like to see given its 
full value in an equivalent spiritual realism.1 

The traditions of India, Assyria, and Egypt provide us with examples of what has been 
called henotheism, which is a cult involving several divinities, each of whom is looked upon 
as the supreme God while it is worshiped.2 When the Name of Rama is regarded in practice 
as the major divinity, one ends up replacing the worship of the transcendent God with that 
of the efficient God—to speak analogically and to the extent that such a distinction can be 
meaningful; only the emotional subjectivism of bhaktas could explain so great a “stroke of 
ingenuity”. If the Name of Rama possesses any effectiveness, it is only because it “is Rama”, 

1 It should not be forgotten, however, that Christianity itself is Oriental. The cult of the “Heart of Jesus” is at the very least 
an example of what happens when worship is directed toward a single aspect of the Hypostasis, if not of the subordination 
of essence to form. In the expression “Mother of God”—the intention of which was to strike a blow against Arianism—the 
ellipsis is of the most daring kind since it seems to subordinate the Absolute to the relative, and it is scarcely less extraordinary 
than the Vishnuite hyperbole exalting the Name of Rama. 
2 The term “henotheism” is from Max Müller; the expression “kathenotheism”, proposed by the same author, seeks to bring 
out the successive nature of worship in these cults. 

4 



Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 5, #1 (Winter 1971)  

an elliptical formulation that is as daring as possible within the framework of what is logically 
permissible; obviously the greatest homage one can render this Name is to recognize that it can 
be identified with the Named, not that it is more than the Named. 

If henotheism is a phenomenon proper to certain religions of antiquity—though in Hinduism 
it is still alive—in a broad sense the henotheist mentality is characteristic of the entire East to 
one degree or another; we notice it whenever a single aspect is cut off from its context within 
a larger whole—the point being to stress some specific relationship—and then presented as 
a superlative within the limited framework of this same relationship. Thus the superlativism 
of Arab dialectic consists in emphasizing a given quality or defect by means of a logically 
unacceptable hyperbole while remaining silent about the particular relationship that makes 
the superlative intelligible; this is not unconnected with the importance the Arab and Islamic 
mentality attaches to the image of the sword and the experience of instantaneity: in sayings 
that begin “the best of things is . . .” or “the worst of men is . . .” or “he will have the greatest 
reward who . . .” or “he will have the greatest punishment who . . .”, thinking is comparable to 
the stroke of a sword; it is an act rather than a vision. 

According to Islam, all the Prophets are equal in their dignity of prophecy and character of 
impeccability, though some are greater than others in relation to a particular grace; Muhammad 
is their synthesis, and since he is thus the first in his celestial reality he is the last in time, 
according to the principle of inverse reflection. What this means is that a certain aspect of the 
Muhammadan phenomenon—one that seems quite contingent—is interpreted as manifesting 
a unique and supereminent quality; now this is entirely in line with henotheist logic, for it 
is in just the same way—because of a given quality shared with the Absolute—that Vishnu, 
Shiva, or other divinities become alternatively or separately the supreme God. This obviously 
presupposes that the quality in question is really prefigured in a certain manner in God or that 
it indicates the supereminence in question by direct or inverse analogy; the degree of this super-
eminence may be directly divine as in the case of the Hindu gods or more relative as in the case 
of the Arab Prophet. The fact that this Prophet was the last founder of a world religion—and 
from a criteriological point of view it is sufficiently remarkable that he foresaw this fact since 
in his time Islam amounted to nothing, humanly speaking—is an objective sign, precisely; in 
the case of a phenomenon of this order of grandeur, a henotheistic interpretation is clearly 
acceptable, though of course only for Islam and not in every cosmic sector.3 In a similar manner, 
if a given God or Goddess of Brahmanism appears as the supreme Divinity, this is because he 
or she rules a cosmic sector extending all the way from the devotee, through the particular 
Heaven of the God or Goddess, and right up to Paramātmā and including—on the earthly 
side—the whole form of worship offered to the specific Divinity. 

Just as the chronological posteriority of the Arab Prophet may—or must—be interpreted 
in the cosmic sector of Islam as marking the principial anteriority of the Muhammadan Logos, 
so the human femininity of the Blessed Virgin, hence her subordination, can indicate a real 
celestial superiority in a particular connection: given the spiritual and cosmic supereminence 
of the personage, femininity appears in this case as the inverted reflection of pure essentiality, 

This leads us to mention in passing a subject of the greatest importance: every Revealer inwardly perceives his identity with 
the total Logos, though he does not necessarily perceive himself as having the same degree of identity as other Revealers unless 
the perspective he incarnates requires it; he will therefore see the others as carrying out particular functions not only of the 
total Logos but of himself as well since he knows he is concretely identified with this Logos; this is the source of the notion of 
the “mandate of Muhammad”, for example, which is understood as including all celestial Messages. 
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which amounts to saying that in her “transcendent body” (dharmakāya) the Virgin is the 
virginal Mother of all the Prophets; she is thus identified with divine Femininity or the Wisdom 
that was “in the beginning”.4 

* * * 

When Junayd opines—with a logic that has now been sufficiently described—that a moment’s 
forgetfulness of God compromises a thousand years of obedience, the very extravagance of the 
proposition allows one to see immediately that sincerity of faith is the premise from which he 
deduces the obligation to remember God always: to believe that God is One—to believe it 
sincerely and therefore totally—is not to forget it even for a moment; it is to plunge one’s whole 
existence into this conviction. To lose sight of Unity is to place oneself outside of unitary faith, 
hence outside of Islam, whence the invalidity of the rites accomplished in the past, even if they 
were performed for a thousand years. This totalitarianism or ostracism recalls mutatis mutandis 
that of Saint Symeon the New Theologian, who maintained that Baptism remains valid only 
in the context of a spiritual perfection that is renewed every instant: just as sanctity proves the 
efficacy of Baptism for Symeon, so perpetual mindfulness of God proves the sincerity of faith 
for Junayd;5 the unicity of God demands the totality, perpetuity, and ubiquity of faith. When 
compared to the reality of the Essence, Junayd believes, all other things must shrink to the point 
of never excluding a consciousness of the One—if they do not in fact disappear altogether. 

The following two examples bear witness to the same state of mind: a certain believer asks 
God for various favors not because he wishes to obtain them but “to obey the divine command” 
expressed in the Koran—as if in commanding or permitting personal prayer God was not 
considering the ends of this prayer and as if He could appreciate a form of obedience that 
disregarded the sufficient reason for the act commanded or permitted! In this case “command” 
is actually a rather grand word, for in reality God does not command us to have needs or make 
requests of Him but rather invites us out of mercy to ask Him for what we lack; we can pray 
for our daily bread or for a cure just as we can pray for inward graces, but there is no question 
of praying for the sake of praying because God ordered for the sake of ordering. The second 
example is the following: another believer, unlike the first, begins with the idea that everything 
is predestined, and he therefore abstains from formulating any prayers, in spite of the “divine 
command” this time, because “everything that must happen will happen anyway”—as if God 
would give Himself the trouble of commanding or permitting superfluous attitudes and as if 
prayer too were not predestined! To be sure, man is a “servant” (ʿabd), and servitude (ʿubūdiyah) 
includes obedience, but it is not just a matter of “art for art’s sake”; servitude exists only for 
the sake of its contents, especially since man is “made in the image of God”; to forget this is to 
empty the very idea of man of all its substance. 

What the first of these believers undoubtedly has in mind is the virtue of obedience: he wishes 
to show that this virtue—or “mystical taste” (dhawq)—has priority over all logical motivations 
and secondary ends; looked at this way, obedience is obviously of greater importance than 

4 A Sufi—probably Ibn Arabi—has written that the divine Name “She” (Hiya), not in use but nevertheless possible, is greater 
than the Name “He” (Huwa); this refers to the Indetermination or Infinitude, both virginal and maternal, of the Self or “Es-
sence” (Dhāt). 
5 In a similar way a Muslim author has maintained that fasting is valid only if it is accompanied by various kinds of inward 
abstinence; this opinion is unacceptable, however, from the point of view of the Law. 
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obtaining some desire. Disobedience is the very nature of the worldly man (dunyâwi); hence it 
is necessary to carry out an initial inversion or conversion (tawbah) and then to repeat it at every 
moment. The spiritual man is thus the perfect servant, even to the point of “disappearance” 
(fanāʾ); things have value only through obedience. 

The same thing is true in the second example: it too signifies that one must not set any 
personal wish in opposition to divine decrees. Logically such an intention is absurd and un-
realizable, but spiritually it means that the soul should seek to maintain itself in what might 
be called an ontological attitude; only the divine Will is real, and it is necessary to put oneself 
at the disposal of this sole Reality—an impracticable attitude, strictly speaking, but one that 
may have its value when considered as an intention or tendency. On the other hand one is in 
danger here of an individualism in reverse, leading in turn to an irresolvable sentimentalism and 
moral automatism, which are in fact incompatible with the metaphysical consciousness they 
are meant to convey; Christian humilitarianism offers numerous examples of the contradictions 
involved in an annihilation of self that is in fact an emotional inflation of the ego. In Islamic 
terms it could be said that even indirect individualism is a sin of “association” (shirk)—the 
association of something else with God—as well as a sin of “hypocrisy” (nifāq), and this is true 
from the moment one claims to acknowledge that “there is no divinity apart from the sole 
Divinity” and to extinguish oneself for this very reason, while in fact merely indulging in a noisy 
drama of annihilation. 

But let us return to the perfect obedience, or fideism, that renounces any wish to understand 
beyond a certain intuition that has been deemed sufficient: according to this way of seeing and 
feeling, the attitude of intellectual—hence neutral and apparently “uncommitted”—observation 
is pervaded by a compromising undercurrent of outwardness and profanity, even impiety; from 
this point of view the critical spirit appears as something more or less sacrilegious and seems 
for this very reason to disrupt peace of heart and serenity of soul; it is therefore said that one 
must be contented with the taste of Truth, which has no need of the proofs required by doubt. 
Moreover, from the standpoint of fideism there is no need to verify “from without”—by a 
profane mental intervention—what is certain “from within”; the door must not be opened 
to the temptation of doubt and the vicious circle of an unproductive and finally destructive 
philosophical restlessness; thought will never satisfy thought. There is in this sentiment an 
incontestable truth—although in practice it favors an emotionalism lacking all sense of propor-
tion—for discursive thought entails a grave danger, and this is because its own nature gives it 
no motive to stop, ratiocination being without end; its movement is like that of a spiral, and it 
can never exhaustively attain the Real. 

Mental movement is quieted only in faith, which rejects it, or in gnosis, which integrates it 
and realizes its positive content; in both cases further movement may or may not come about, 
and if it is does—as at some point it must—it will in any case have a purely descriptive and 
provisional function, limited by either dogma or gnosis. The points of reference furnished by 
traditional doctrines have nothing to do with any sort of philosophical “research”, a research 
without serenity and without end and unaware of the very purpose of intelligence. 

It is undeniable that fideism opens a door to sentimentality, but this does not conflict with 
spiritual effort, which is precisely what counts here; be that as it may, man is free to choose 
a path that is in conformity with his nature and with the role sentiment plays in it. And this 
is important: when a sentiment neither contradicts nor limits truth in any way—we mean 
spiritually sufficient truth—it is entirely legitimate; in this case it does not represent a natural 
fact that is simply to be tolerated but a passive mode of intuition or participation. If this were 
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not so, the symbolism of love would not be conceivable nor would the use of music or poetry.6 

* * *  

Christian humilitarianism, which we mentioned above, presupposes an unfortunate equation of 
intelligence with pride;7 it tends to reduce spirituality to alternatives that are too narrow when 
compared with the possibilities of human nature, and thus it excludes certain types of sanctity, 
even favoring inverted substitutes for these unfulfilled vocations. Like the obedientialism and 
sincerism of Muslims, humilitarianism is not unconnected with the absence of the notion of 
Māyā: in fact the prejudice that reduces spirituality, practically speaking, to the conviction of 
being the most vile of men presupposes an absolutization of human reality, and from this there 
is no escape—in the absence of an intellectual alchemy—except by a psychological crushing.8 

This amounts to saying that man is incapable of objectivity and that the soul never takes on 
the aspect of an objective phenomenon in relation to the intelligence; if someone counters that 
humility is precisely the fact of being objective with regard to oneself, we would reply that 
this is certainly so in principle but not in conventional, ascetic humilitarianism, which imposes 
on the soul—on every soul—the conviction of being not only relatively but fundamentally 
bad, and to a greater degree than any other soul. The fact that this formulation can be given 
a plausible meaning as a notion-symbol—in the sense that every sin is in a certain way sin as 
such—does not alter the fact that in passional mysticism humility leads to a moral automatism 
without intelligence and is generally applied with a sentimental prejudice devoid of every 
nuance of objectivity. 

Within the framework of a real contemplativity—one so impervious to the world and 
ambition that the world withdraws from it—the question of knowing whether we are good or 
bad pertains to Māyā; it is fundamentally insoluble and thus a matter of indifference; although 
we cannot help seeing evil in ourselves and indeed must endeavor to do so—though without 
involving our soul to the point of falling into fruitless individualism—the only thing that counts 
definitively is the element of absoluteness determining our spiritual life. And it is the very 
insistence on the positive elements of spirituality that regulates what is morally problematic; 
unable as we are to solve the insoluble question of our own worth, it is God who solves it for 
us, and this He does through the elements of absoluteness to which we give pride of place. 

To see in this doctrine an invitation to relax in our effort is to lose sight of two things: 
first, that the struggle for virtue is not an end in itself and that there must therefore be a 
spiritual context within which virtue takes precedence over struggle; second, that it would be 

6 It is sometimes claimed that Oriental music—Hindu music in particular—is not sentimental but intellectual, which is ri-
diculous; music is sentimental by definition—which is not a criticism and still less an insult—but within this framework it acts 
as a vehicle for spiritual modalities transcending the level of psychic phenomena. 
7 Originally directed against the “wisdom of the flesh”, this equation could have been salutary, but because of its sentimental 
exploitation it has tended instead to favor the rationalist reaction. 
8 According to Olier, humility means “wishing to be not only known but also treated as vile, abject, and contemptible. . . 
. The truly humble soul does not believe anyone can despise it because it sees itself as beneath words. . . . It suffers with af-
fliction the least things that are done for it and that appear to suggest it is held in some esteem” (Introduction à la vie et aux 
vertus chrétiennes, Chapter 5). An awareness of our ontological nothingness and personal limitations is here transposed into the 
language of sentimental individualism; this attitude, which is as contradictory as the most excessive obedientialism, reduces 
mysticism to an infantile level, impoverishing it in the same way that Asharism damages theology. Let us recall that Asharism 
has a tendency to reduce the divine nature to Omnipotence alone, forgetting that while God can certainly do everything He 
wishes, He nonetheless does not wish to do everything He can. 
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senseless to struggle toward a goal that virtue itself would forbid us to attain. All these con-
siderations converge upon the crucial problem of the encounter—in part inevitable and in part 
contradictory—between religious individualism and universal Reality. 

* * * 

There is an element that opposes the critical sense—in fact if not by right—and this is what 
we might call “inspirationism”: it consists in piously abstaining from corrective or questioning 
mental interventions when one is receiving the flow of even ordinary inspiration—which is 
necessarily produced whenever a person writes with sufficient authority on a spiritual subject— 
and not just of inspiration in the highest sense of the term. The idea that God dictates what 
we must write—by virtue of our vocation—may lead to a degree of negligence or carelessness 
regarding the form and even the value of arguments as well as to a corresponding insensibility 
to these things; the extreme opposite would be a meticulous logic devoid of any inspiration— 
treating things from the outside with neither sufficient knowledge nor a “mandate from 
Heaven”—and this is the case with philosophy in the current sense of the word. Given all its 
dialectical risks, inspirationism is a two-edged sword—in principle if not always in fact—but 
it is understandable in the case of Semites of the nomadic type, who with their prophetic 
mentality are as if suspended from the divine Word as it descends from Heaven. 

Quite apart from any question of Western incomprehension, it seems to us that most of 
the things in Oriental texts that seem arbitrary, absurd, and “unreadable” are to be ascribed to 
inspirationism, positively or negatively as the case may be; and when the cause is positive, this is 
because there really is inspiration. Semitic revelationism and Aryan intellectionism: from these 
are derived respectively inspirationism and objective dialectic, then imperturbable fideism and 
a critical sense, and finally—at an extreme limit, which is excessive and disproportionate— 
the blind automatism of religious moralism and a philosophical logic devoid of all normally 
human intuition and thus much more aberrant than the moralism. This asymmetry between 
two opposed but in a certain sense complementary extremes is explained by the fact that 
there is an inequality between their positive sources, namely, Revelation and Intellection or 
objective and formal religion and immanent and supraformal religion; since the supraformal 
is the quintessence of the formal, its weakening in human consciousness results in counterfeit 
and perversion—corruptio optimi pessima—whereas the most unintelligent fideism does not in 
principle cut itself off from either truth or grace. This allows one to understand the fideists’ 
condemnation of the philosophical point of view, even when they are wrong in detail; they 
reject truths that are in fact inaccessible to them, but in doing so they condemn a tendency. 

We are well aware in saying this that many arguments could be turned against us to invalidate 
our thesis, which is only an approximation; but it is a necessary approximation, without which 
important phenomena that are troubling at first sight would remain unexplained and might 
even seem inexplicable—unless they were explained in the most erroneous manner, as has 
happened in fact, or were concealed beneath euphemisms in themselves detestable and in the 
long run more compromising than useful. 

* * * 

Muslim hagiography is one of the fields that cause the gravest difficulties for the Western reader;  
too often the impression is given that pure and simple facts, in their exact and measurably  
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outward aspect, are of little importance to the authors; only moral and mystical intentions seem 
to count, and history appears to be reduced to a sort of didactic ideography, which must be as 
incisive as possible. The great virtues dominate everything: sincerity, poverty, generosity, trust; 
the saints are there simply to demonstrate these virtues, not to be humanly credible; and God is 
all-powerful. The content of the facts, their moral and spiritual purpose, and their effectiveness 
against hypocrisy are what is important; facts in themselves are mere signs, like the letters of 
the alphabet. 

One of the characteristic features of Islam is its insistence on total trust in God and an 
almost exclusive recourse to Him; the saint wishes to depend on God alone. A certain type of 
hagiography seeks to illustrate precisely this, using a whole series of transparent and striking 
images that are nonetheless de facto excessive and unintelligible; their gratuitousness seems 
intended to compensate for their extravagance, and conversely. It will be said that legends are 
legends, but this evasive generalization does not take into account the problem of the form of 
the symbol; for it is not enough that a symbol should signify or transmit something: it must 
do so in a way that does not conflict with common sense.9 We should doubtless pay tribute 
to the spiritual idealism of the hagiographers in question, but we also have to admit that the 
reaction of the Western reader is justified, for he is unlikely to be receptive to the attractions 
of a hyperbolism he will readily describe as infantile, rightly or wrongly as the case may be.10 

The conclusion to be drawn from these considerations is that Oriental consciousness, 
deeply anchored in the mystery of a salvific faith that is nearly irresistible, more readily accepts 
the risk of a minor contradiction than of a lack of faith; for illogicality and improbability with 
regard to detail harm neither the unitary truth, which guarantees every possible truth, nor the 
perfection of faith, which together with truth leads to salvation; on the other hand an overly 
meticulous logic and a too demanding critical sense contain the poison of doubt—at least 
at the level of the average man—and seem to set themselves directly against unconditional 
faith and divine Omnipotence;11 it is therefore better to exaggerate and accept the risk of 
absurdity than to run the risk of apostasy. Truth is static whereas faith is dynamic: this differ-
ence explains why the Muslim, and even the Oriental in general, attaches more importance 
to faith—short of immutable truth itself—than to exactness of facts; fideism does not conflict 
with intelligence, since it is not opposed to contemplation, but with doubt, profanity, and 
pride, which are all the greater in the case of a diminished intellectual stature. The equilibrium 
between truth and faith is similar to that between doctrine and method or between mind and 
soul; the well-disposed mind accepts truth abstractly, but this is a very different thing from the 

9 Lest there be any misunderstanding, we are in no doubt as to God’s capacity to restore the life of a camel that has died in 
the desert, but we do doubt His willingness to perform a miracle on behalf of someone who refuses human help in the name 
of an easily reversible mystical scruple. 
10 According to Ibn al-Arif, who merely recounts what he himself had heard, certain accomplished saints had the power to 
cause a mountain to disappear simply by making a sign; it might well be asked: first, what sort of a saint would want to do 
this; second, what circumstances would make the disappearance of a mountain desirable; and finally, what God’s motive might 
be in granting so exorbitant a charism (karamah); but one must go further and endeavor to discern the same mystery of faith 
that is expressed in Christ’s words about the grain of mustard seed, the mountain, or the sycamine. Basically it is a question of 
depicting the “possible impossibility” involved in moving from the relative to the Absolute: “The things which are impossible 
with men are possible with God” (Luke 18:27). Hyperbolism nonetheless remains a two-edged sword and a most problemati-
cal resource unless it is handled with circumspection; the literal meaning does exist after all and has its rights, whatever lack of 
sensibility may be shown in this respect by symbolist narrators, who slip from biography into parable. 
11 “The ignorant man, the man without faith, and the man given to doubt are destined to perdition. Neither this world, nor 
the next, nor felicity are for the man who is given to doubt” (Bhagavad-Gītā, 4:40). 
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soul’s accepting it concretely to the same degree or according to the same rhythm; the following 
words are addressed much more to the soul than to the mind: “Blessed are they that have not 
seen, and yet have believed.” Over and above its particular content, faith is our disposition to 
believe divinely possible what is humanly not. 

Some have felt compelled to conclude that the sacred history of Islam does not merit 
belief, but it is the opposite that is true, for in sacred history facts themselves are held to be 
so sacred that exactness is part of faith. No one is more meticulous—we would almost say 
more pedantic and rationalistic—than the Arab when it comes to questions of genealogy and 
the transmission of sayings and events, whether canonical or simply neutral; in the first case it 
is piety itself that compels exactness, and in the second it is indifference;12 the human margin, 
which permits enthusiasm to mix symbolic or didactic stylization with historical truth, appears 
only a posteriori when the sacred facts have been guaranteed. As for this difference in principle 
between the sacred foundations and the subsequent human margin, the situation is roughly the 
same in both Christianity and Judaism, for this is a phenomenon that results from the very na-
ture of religions apart from any question of psychology. 

In speaking of the poison of doubt, we are in no way referring to a specifically intellectual 
doubt, that is, a doubt arising from the nature of intelligence and relating to things that are 
subject by their very nature to a possible uncertainty; on the contrary, the doubt we are thinking 
of comes from a prejudice that is basically passional, for in all rationalism reason seeks to be 
absolute and revolts against its limitations; like hatred, doubt can be cold, but even so it remains 
rooted in a sort of passion. Faith is peace of heart arising from an almost boundless certainty, 
and by its very nature it therefore falls outside the jurisdiction of doubt; human intelligence 
is made for transcendence, for otherwise it would be nothing more than an increase in animal 
intelligence. Apart from the content that completes it, faith is our disposition to know before 
knowing; indeed this disposition is already knowledge in that it is derived from innate wisdom, 
which it is precisely the function of the revealed content of faith to revive. 

Following these generalities, let us return to hagiography. Besides the absurd, which in 
religious literature may be the shadow of a subjective beauty that escapes our retrospective 
investigation—even the sharpest vision is unable to perceive perfumes and melodies—there is 
also an obsession with precedent and example, and this explains many things: just as the Sunnah 
is full of incidents that surprise us because of their paradoxical or banal character, but which 
are always justified by the argument that they serve as examples for the faithful, so the lives of 
the saints exhibit features which suggest that the hagiographer, or the saint himself, intended to 
provide a paradigm of the most striking possible kind for a very particular situation in order for 
virtue and the sublime to penetrate into every possible human context. The dominant note is 
on the level of faith and consists in a passionate scruple of sincerity; the key to the enigmas can 
be found in a heroic concern for sincerity. 

But we must now consider the historicity of the accounts themselves; some of the facts are 
difficult to judge—as when we confront an apparently gratuitous miracle or someone who at 
first sight seems needlessly vindictive in character—for we may be unaware of motives that are 
important and decisive in the eyes of Heaven even though we may know the principle of the 
heavenly criteria; a guide in this context is the fact that the Oriental perceives serious effects 
in what seem to be minor causes, as if imitating a certain divine way of looking at things, if 

12 Arab historians—who are scarcely preoccupied with hagiography—display an exemplary exactness to the point of hav-
ing provoked the accusation of dryness, lack of imagination, and sterility; Ibn Khaldun is a typical and distinguished example. 
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such an expression is permitted; the Bible provides more than one example of this. It must 
also be said that celestial patterns of operation are not the same in every age—ancient miracles 
occurred more easily, so to speak, and were often more terrible, depending on the case, than 
later miracles—and that the accounts give us only the facts without being able to do justice to 
all the factors, whether objective or subjective, that condition them. 

* * * 

Just as a Christian likes to question his conscience: Is not my humility pride? so a Muslim plunges 
into this scruple: Is not my sincerity hypocrisy? In both cases—as we have already seen—the 
question is humanly insoluble on the plane of volitive and sentimental individualism where 
it is situated; whence a tension or perplexity, which doubtless contributes to the creation of 
overburdened legends. But these legends or facts—and above all the perplexities they express, 
whether in an adequate or a stylized fashion—also have the value of catalyzing paradoxes of the 
sort that Zen Buddhists call kōans: the inward tension ends sooner or later with the tearing of 
a veil, unity invades the soul, and duality disappears with hypocrisy. There is obviously a pre-
figuration or anticipation of this liberating grace in pure intellection inasmuch as it introduces an 
element of impersonality into the soul, which presupposes that we are concerned—subjectively 
as well as objectively—with something other than an inoperative philosophy: for only the truth 
delivers, and only contemplation purifies the heart.13 

Whatever the general style of Islam as a Semitic monotheism, it is nonetheless astonishing 
that many Sufis—in fact the majority, though perhaps not the greatest among them14—express 
themselves in the style of a voluntarist and emotional individualism, whereas Sufism itself is by 
definition founded on gnosis and fashioned by it; the reason for this is that the majority of men, 
even at the level of sanctity, are “psychics” and not “pneumatics” and are therefore subject 
indirectly to the regime of fear, and it would be hypocrisy or temerity on their part to express 
themselves otherwise than they do; it is true that many of them could subsequently have 
changed their mode of expression, but they sought to remain faithful to what their individual 
substance demanded of them at the start, especially since it is better to appear less than one 
is than to be less than one appears. Two other factors to consider here are religious solidarity, 
which demands or favors a common language, and the symbolism of love, which readily rejoins 
the language of sentiments and emotions. 

* * * 

We have spoken about a de facto incompatibility between the zeal of faith and a certain critical 
sense among average men at all levels;15 faith is adequate, hence objective, in its essential content, 

13 This is especially the tendency of the Imam Shadhili and his successors. As his direct disciple, Shaykh Abu al-Abbas al-
Mursi said: “Knowledge is inherent in the heart, just as whiteness is in white and blackness in black.” 
14 These are not necessarily the most famous, though they doubtless are in most cases. Niffari, a wandering dervish of the 
tenth century who was highly esteemed by Ibn Arabi, was a pure adept of gnosis, but he is less famous than certain contempla-
tives of the passional type. 
15 It should be stressed that we are speaking here about the average, though it should nevertheless not be forgotten that there 
are also extrinsic absences of discernment, which become conventional and are unconsciously accepted even by minds that are 
otherwise perfectly objective; indeed on the secondary plane with which we are concerned, effective discernment is very often 
dependent upon exceptional circumstances. 
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but it is not necessarily so on the surface, whereas a critical sense can be accompanied even 
in the most important spheres by the narrowest subjectivity, hence by illusion, and logically 
this prohibits it from attacking the minor weaknesses of believers. The situation is somewhat 
similar in art, where symbolism and naturalism are in certain ways opposed to each other: no 
one would think of criticizing a sacred image for its lack of anatomical precision; expression 
and sacred value are what take precedence. It is not impossible for a sacred image to coincide 
with nature without thereby losing its hieratic quality, but this is a quite precarious possibility, 
requiring the convergence of a variety of conditions that in fact are very hard to realize;16 human 
nature being what it is, it is more common for a naturalistic work to be the fruit of a visual and 
artistic experience that is profane in character and for a sacred symbol to remain within the 
holy childhood of an ideogram. Be that as it may, there is a metaphysical principle that prevents 
a manifestation of the sacred from reaching the extreme of total perfection so that the flow of 
the formless is not arrested; this principle explains many discrepancies in the Scriptures and 
liturgical arts, and it is not unrelated to the imperfections of expression we often encounter in 
traditional dialectics. 

In all fairness we would like to insert the following points concerning the thorny problem 
of pious illogicalities: whatever price must be paid for the impulsivity and occasional lack of 
reflection in Arab idealism, a Muslim never loses contact with the fundamental tenor of his 
religion, at least as long as he is a believer; by contrast it is easy for the religious Westerner to 
lose touch in practice with the fundamental tenor of his faith, entrenching himself behind the 
simple alternatives of morality and the demands of religious practice while betraying—because 
he is “civilized”—the very tendencies that serve as the foundation for these alternatives and this 
practice. A machine is a good thing as long as one loves God, and a republic is good as long as 
it favors religion; but it does not seem to enter the minds of the vast majority of believers that 
a machine de facto kills the love of God and that a republic de facto stifles religion. When these 
evil effects are finally acknowledged, the blame is placed first of all on human nature and then 
on some imagined decadence of religion; it is never placed on the real causes, which are con-
sidered a priori neutral because they are outside the simplistic moral alternatives and practical 
rules to which religion has been reduced as well as outside pure theology. Irreversible material 
factors have caused the world of the machine—which some people suppose to be “Christian” 
since a machine does not commit adultery and since everything effective must come from 
Christianity—to be imposed everywhere, and this favors the secular element throughout the 
globe as well as a technocratic worldliness, which is clearly the antithesis of any love of God. 

This utilitarian worldliness—whether frankly impious or deceitfully Christian—cannot be 
established by normal dialectics; it requires arguments that endeavor to replace reality with 
imaginative suggestions of the most arbitrary kind. The falsely moralizing tendency so common 
in modern language is at least as obnoxious as thoughtless hyperbolism, and much more so in 
certain cases: it consists in seeking to justify an error or evil by applying flattering labels and in 
seeking to compromise a truth or positive fact by applying derogatory labels—often using false 
values such as “youthfulness”— without the labels having the slightest connection with the 
things to which they are applied.17 Another dialectical vice or abuse of thought is the inversion 

16 Perfect naturalism in a sacred portrait would require above all else that the image represented the quasi-superhuman model 
as it was in reality; it is precisely traditional stylization that makes up for the absence of this possibility. 
17 Propaganda in favor of theological and liturgical innovations—and against those who are not taken in by them—is a par-
ticularly sickening example of this technique. 
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of causal and logical relationships: people say that it is time to invent a new ideal that will stir 
the hearts of men or that a new mentality must be forged that is capable of finding the world of 
machines beautiful and the world of sanctuaries ugly or that prefers the new mass or the new 
religion to the old mass or the religion of all time. Like the moralizing tendency, this inverted 
and inverting form of reasoning is totally foreign to Oriental dialectic and traditional dialectic 
in general, for obvious reasons. 

We would also call attention in passing to “dynamic” reasoning, which subordinates the 
discernment of a fact to finding a practical solution—as if truth did not have its own reason 
for being and its own value—and utilitarian reasoning, which subordinates truth as such to the 
material interests of physical man. None of this is in fact incompatible with a certain critical 
sense on some outward planes; and if this is so, the opposite must also be possible, namely, a 
disproportion between spiritual discernment and a rashly impulsive and hyperbolic language. 

One further digression may be permitted here on the subject of scientism since we have 
already mentioned the extraterritoriality represented for the European Christian by what he 
calls “civilization”: if the Bible does not specify that the earth is round, this is simply because 
it is normal for man to see it as flat and because collective man cannot tolerate even the idea of 
a spherical earth, as history has more than sufficiently proven.18 Science is natural to man, but 
what is most important is to choose between the different levels in light of the axiom: “My 
kingdom is not of this world”; all useful observation of the here-below expands science, but the 
wisdom of the next world limits it, and this means that every science of the relative that does 
not have a limit determined by the absolute, hence by the spiritual hierarchy of values, ends in 
supersaturation and explosion. 

This said, let us now return to the question of Oriental dialectic. 

* * * 

The elliptical or synthetic character of the expressions of Revelation may lead in certain climates 
to a rather incongruous sort of thinking, which registers, transmits, and emphasizes rather than 
reasoning in accordance with the rules of an explicit and horizontal logic. For example, one 
may be surprised to read that the Prophet, after expounding some of the principles of Islam 
to a group of Bedouins, adds that certain kinds of vessels—including gourds—are forbidden; in 
order to understand this disproportion, it is necessary to take into account the general style of 
the Islamic Revelation, which proceeds in an occasionalist fashion, if one may put it this way, 
and which at the same time—as if by compensation—expresses profound things by means 
of commonplace things. Like the Koran, the whole Sunnah is comparable to a rain of highly 
disparate signs, symbols, and supports, which are provoked by occasional causes and thus appear 
without order, emanating instead from a homogeneous and invisible network of important 
factors; a Muslim is aware of this occasionalism, which rests on the surface of a profound 
homogeneity, and this is why he willingly refrains from seeking to impose a mental order on 
the heavenly rain of truths both great and small and of rules both directly and indirectly salvific. 

18 If Galileo had been sensitive to the fundamental intention of the Christic message, there would have been no reason for 
him not to notice that the earth turns—assuming he would still have discovered this—but he would never have demanded that 
the Church immediately insert this fact into theology before the discovery had been brought to the attention of the learned 
world of his time, to say nothing of the common people. Be that as it may, one should not seek to inflict the movement of 
molecules on theology or pretend to “leave God outside the laboratory”; what one must do is prevent the molecules from 
becoming a religion and science from being left outside of God. 
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It is reasonable to assume that this outwardly disparate and discontinuous mode of revelation 
has determined the style of Sufi dialectic to a certain extent, a dialectic that readily conforms 
to celestial paradigms and proceeds by vertical inspirations rather than horizontal links; one 
sees this, for example, in writings such as the Futūhāt al-Makkīyah of Ibn Arabi as well as in 
poetical works like the Ilahi Nāmah of Farid al-Din Attar and the Mathnawi of Jalal al-Din 
Rumi. A Muslim loves to mingle the small with the great, the incidental with the essential, 
metaphysics with semantics—according to inspiration and occasion; his style of literary expres-
sion is the style of carpets with varied and uneven patterns, and not that of the masterpieces of 
architecture; one could say that he mistrusts the grandiose, which seems to him to suggest the 
titanic and luciferian, rather as the Bedouin of the desert mistrusts the equivocal glories of large 
towns, which are for him disturbing replicas of legendary Babylon. 

It is appropriate to recall three factors that must never be forgotten when reading Muslim 
authors; we have referred to these elsewhere. First there is ellipsism, which concerns the 
question of implicit relationships; Arabs—always including Arabized peoples—have the habit 
of not specifying the precise connection they have in mind, a connection that nonetheless gives 
a sentence its entire meaning,19 and this is precisely because the connection is something of 
which not even the author is conscious, rather in the same way that the visual background may 
not impinge as such on the consciousness of an onlooker who is fascinated by some spectacle. 
Then there is hyperbolism: the image is exaggerated for the sake of its percussive force, hence 
its effectiveness. Finally there is symbolism: one must interpret the constitutive elements of 
the image—which may be absurd—in order to uncover the truths it conveys and seeks to 
communicate, truths that justify the formal absurdity from the point of view of the Oriental 
author. In the case of Sufi authors it is also necessary to keep in mind their use of symbolic 
expressions, whose keys must be known, as well as the games they play with the semantic 
values of verbal roots or the numerical value of letters; but these difficulties are perhaps not as 
important as the others we have mentioned. 

Asecondary but by no means negligible element of Muslim language is a certain preoccupation 
with symmetry and ornamental embellishment: instead of limiting himself to expressing his 
thought in a direct and simple manner, a Near Eastern writer often feels the need to wrap it 
up in all sorts of allusive flourishes, rather as a craftsman covers a jug or tool with ornamental 
designs. Ornamentation—the play of forms—is an innate need of man, and the whole question 
is to know where and when it is possible or appropriate to apply it; from the purely utilitarian 
point of view, which condemns on principle all ornamental treatment of objects or words, it is 
profane in its tendency and wrong in its conclusions; it amounts in fact to a misunderstanding 
not only of the spiritual and the sacred but even simply of the human. Far from being a vain 
amusement as this point of view believes, however, decoration is related to the “musical”— 
not the “mathematical”—pole of universal Substance: it is derived from the “divine play” 
(līlā), and its role is to communicate an influence that would seem to cause matter to vibrate 
and become transparent. Ornamentation is a characteristic feature of sacred style, whether in 
relation to objects or words; of course this style also—and even essentially—includes modes of 
simplicity, but there is no doubt that in a considerable number of its expressions it manifests a 
tendency to give sensible form to the musical vibrations that unfailingly accompany the truth 

19 Non-vocalized Semitic texts, in which it is impossible to distinguish the active from the passive voice and sometimes even 
one word from another, prefigure this habit in their own way, as does Kufic script, which omits diacritical points and thus 
confuses consonants, the very pillars of the language. 
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and are communicated by it in an implicit manner; every liturgy is meant to reflect the majesty 
and inner infinitude of sacred things. In this spirit the Muslim writer, who never departs from 
the religious style, makes his thoughts at once heavier and lighter by means of Koranic or 
poetic detours, especially in the introductory parts of his texts; the Westerner is not particularly 
sensitive to this if only because he makes much less a cult of language than the Arab. 

Finally, the tendency to occultation in many Muslim texts—if one may call it that—is 
explained in large measure by a preoccupation with not revealing a truth in a situation where its 
immediate delivery might seem to put an end to its meaning; it is important to avoid exhausting 
the basis of a given thought and to preserve an element of enigma, which serves to ensure both 
life and freshness. A propensity to describe the infinitely varied aspects of the relationship 
between the Creator and the creature is then added to this somewhat diffident and veiling 
dialectic; to observe this play of reciprocities, whose combinations are multiple, is no doubt 
a very special way—in keeping with a certain spiritual temperament—of deepening one’s 
knowledge of God and the soul, and it permits an unhurried, gradual, and cautious assimilation 
of truths that are considered too precious or striking to be handed over all at once. 

* * * 

The movement back and forth in Sufi writings between the point of view of proximity and 
that of distance or between the obvious and the baffling or between everything and nothing— 
this chain of paradoxes and indefinitely divisible and multipliable shades of meaning—stems 
above all from the confrontation of the individual as such with the Absolute as such. This 
confrontation is at once impossible and inevitable; in any case it obliges us to combine extremes 
in one fashion or another.20 Islam expresses the extremes separately and independently of each 
other, hence by antinomianism: its dialectic is one of signposts pointing to an unexpressed center. 
With a didactic or moral concern from which they never waver, Muslims readily acknowledge 
that the Prophets themselves tremble in the face of death and Judgment; in saying this, their 
aim is simply to highlight the incommensurability of the relationship between the contingent 
and the Absolute and to show that the Prophets, who are not and cannot be the Absolute, are 
obliged to play the role of contingency on the stage of the religious cosmos. But one also finds 
references to privileged souls to whom God has shown in advance their place in Paradise and 
to whom other graces of this kind have been granted, and this proves that the trembling of the 
Prophets is only an illustration of our human nothingness before God and in no way excludes 
the most remarkable favors; the paradox—from which, moreover, no exoterism can escape—is 
that ontological relationships are expressed in psychological terms and by means of an isolating 
dialectic, which as a matter of principle passes over in silence opposing and complementary 
aspects. 

Islam appeared in an ethnic environment that knew only violent wills and chivalric virtues; 
the men of the desert possessed certain religious concepts but knew nothing of doctrinal 
speculation. Early Muslims, like Semitic peoples of the nomadic type in general, put the accent 
on faith, act, virtue and not a priori on thought as an independent and disinterested intellectual 
phenomenon, whence the underlying question: what sort of thinking is the most “pious”, the 

20 Christianity eases or even suppresses this dilemma by humanizing God, thus simplifying Him in a manner of speaking, but 
in this way it creates difficulties of another order, difficulties resulting from Trinitarian theology and lying at the origin of the 
divergences between Catholics, Orthodox, Arians, and Monophysites. 
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most obedient, the most meritorious, and thus the most salvific? It is as if truth as a whole were 
anticipated by faith; to think about it is to interpret it, and according to the Koran interpretation 
(taʾwil) belongs only to God; thought is like a scission in faith, a dualistic process that appears to 
set itself up against the divine Evidence. Christianity shares this point of view to a certain extent, 
mutatis mutandis, as is proven especially by its polemical monologues against the Hellenists and 
also, more intrinsically, by certain excesses of theology, where an initial rejection of thought is 
combined with an obligation to think—with the help of a sometimes questionable reference 
to the Holy Ghost. 

* * * 

It has been said and said again that the asceticism of Sufis did not originate in the Koran or 
Sunnah, to which it seems to be foreign, but in Christian or Hindu influences;21 the root of this 
misunderstanding can be traced to the fact that Sufis recommend not only poverty, which the 
Prophet practiced, but also abstinence,22 which the Prophet did not habitually practice; the 
Westerner considers such counsels or rules in light of a moral alternativism, which cannot be 
applied to Muslim asceticism. According to Sufis, the enemy of spiritual progress is the “soul 
inciting to evil” (al-nafs al-ammārah), the passional soul; the mortification of the passional soul is 
not motivated by the intrinsic evil of natural pleasures, which Christianity in practice accepts,23 

but by the more or less profound perversion of this soul, which is incapable in fact—though 
not in principle—of grasping the sacramental quintessence of the experiences of our earthly 
nature. The Prophet is not an example of methodical mortification, which he did not need, but 
of a contemplative alchemy of the pleasures inherent in human life,24 which obviously has no 
connection with the distractions of the world; the retrospective proof of the contemplativity 
of the Prophet in every aspect of life is precisely the existence of Sufi asceticism, for there is no 
effect without a cause, and if the Prophet were not the cause there could be no another in this 
system of compossibles. In order to imitate the Prophet, hence to follow the Sunnah perfectly, 
the ordinary man—whose heart has not been “washed by the angels”—needs to mortify soul 
and body insofar as his will and intelligence have been perverted by passion;25 in this way Sufi 
asceticism reconnects with the Sunnah by the simple logic of things. 

21  This second hypothesis is excluded for historical reasons. 
22 The majority of Muslims do not speak of sexual abstinence—marriage being “half the religion”—but in practice Sufis 
impose abstinence on their disciples by subjecting them to conditions that make conjugal life impossible, or they submit them-
selves to such conditions. None of this has in fact any connection with Christianity. 
23 Let us note that Christ was not opposed to marriage and that the penitential sentiment, which wrongly objectifies a subjec-
tive weakness of fallen nature, has its origin in a passage from Saint Paul—one not dictated by the Spirit, as the Apostle makes 
clear. A minority of Muslim ascetics shared the Pauline point of view, arguing that men and women were better at the time of 
the Prophet than in the ages of decadence. 
24 This thesis appears to the average Christian as a baseless speculation; he should nevertheless keep in mind that for the 
Muslim it is of an almost pre-logical clarity, for not to accept it is to condemn oneself in advance to understanding nothing of 
Islam. To pretend that Islam is a religion directed toward the pleasures of this world is in fact a simple calumny, for what it 
essentially advocates is poverty, almsgiving, fasts and vigils, and frequent prayer, and it proscribes music, dancing, profane po-
etry, and theatrical performances; if it accepts sexuality, it is because of the fundamentally sacramental character of union and 
because of the generosity it implies and develops; Islam actualizes this characteristic by its religious dispositions and combative 
heroism, love and death being in a certain way complementary. 
25 The situation is the same, for example, in the case of Vishnuite ascetics who worship Krishna, the divine lover of the gopis. 
A purgative discipline must not in any case be confused with an ascetic way of life, which a contemplative may not in any way 
feel to be a privation. 
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We have dealt with this important point in this context because it demonstrates the implicit 
or elliptical quality of the Eastern mentality, which in turn helps to explain why it is so easy 
for misunderstandings to occur, misunderstandings of the sort that have led to more than one 
erroneous and fruitless theory. 

* * * 

The question of the miracles of Muhammad is a stumbling block—and by no means the least—for 
the Westerner: on the one hand it has been falsely concluded that the Koran denies the Prophet 
the gift of miracles while on the other hand the only miracle that ever seems to be considered 
is the cleaving of the moon. First of all a few words need to be said concerning miracles as such: 
there is nothing mysterious or problematic about these phenomena in themselves; the so-called 
“natural” laws of a lower degree of Existence can always be suspended through the intervention 
of a higher degree, whence the perfectly logical term “supernatural”; but this higher degree 
has its own laws, which means that the miracle is “natural” on a universal scale while being 
“supernatural” on an earthly scale. The purpose of the miraculous phenomenon is the same as 
that of the Revelation it accompanies or as a result of which—or in the shadow of which—it is 
produced: to elicit or confirm faith. 

If someone objects that a miracle in itself proves nothing and that the truth as such is 
sufficient, we would reply that this is indeed true but that it is not the point. What counts here 
is the de facto effectiveness of a phenomenon in the interest of truth, or rather in the interest 
of the soul to whom the truth is addressed; it is similar to the case of holy war—legitimate 
holy war, not its counterfeit—where the end really justifies the means, which implies that the 
means must not exceed the limits assigned to them by the spiritual nature of the end. It is not 
a question of knowing whether it is logical to accept a truth because of a miracle: what matters 
is that a miracle has the gift of actualizing a liberating and quasi-existential intuition in support 
of the truth; the truth makes itself tangible to man through the miracle and unveils dimensions 
that the reason and imagination of earthly man have difficulty grasping; in this sense the miracle 
is a manifestation of mercy. 

But there is still the problem of the particular nature of miraculous facts; here we shall 
limit ourselves to distinguishing sensory miracles from active miracles. An active miracle is one 
of healing, destruction, transformation, changing of place; a sensory miracle is one of vision or 
audition; and this brings us to the most misunderstood of the miracles recorded in the Sunnah, 
namely, the cleaving of the lunar disk mentioned in the Sūrah, “The Moon”. This miracle is 
similar to the one related in Chapter 10 of the Book of Joshua, in which the sun and moon stand 
motionless for an entire day, and it is similar as well to the solar miracle at Fatima in Portugal, 
which occurred in the twentieth century no less: in cases such as these the miracle does not alter 
the form or movement of the heavenly bodies but rather the trajectory or distance—as the case 
may be—of the luminous rays;26 the miracle is enormous since no man has power over light, 

26 It will be said that this is simply a question of interpretation; perhaps, but even so it seems to us that the theory of miracle 
must take into account the possibility we have just described, especially since “it is not for the sun to overtake the moon, nor 
doth the night outstrip the day. They float each in a [determined] orbit” (Sūrah “Yā Sīn” [36]:38-39). 
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but it does not affect the cosmic order.27 It is important to consider the following principle: 
God does not perform a miracle for nothing, and He does not exceed certain proportions, 
whatever the appearances may suggest; the miracle must remain proportionate to man, and this 
would not be the case if the earth stopped turning, given the unheard of physical consequences 
that would logically be brought about by so great a departure from the natural order and the 
disproportionate chain of miraculous interventions this departure would require. The question 
remains as to where exactly the limits of the disproportionate are situated in relation to heavenly 
Action, whether in some specific case or in a general manner; “and God is wiser.” 

* * * 

The works of Ibn Arabi offer an especially paradoxical example of Oriental dialectic and 
esoteric thought, and this consists in what we might call a hermeneutics of inversion: what this 
means is that he contrives to reverse the meaning of Koranic verses that have a negative content 
in order to extract the most profound meaning possible. This paradox, which we cannot leave 
unmentioned here, obliges us to consider certain preliminary questions of a general nature. 

Exoterism consists in identifying transcendent realities with the dogmatic forms—and if 
necessary with the historical facts—of a given Revelation, whereas esoterism refers in a more or 
less direct manner to these same realities. But since the relationship of a symbol to its content 
is that of a manifestation to its principle, there is at once analogy and opposition between the 
two levels: esoterism supports exoterism because it is its substance, but it also contradicts it in 
some respects because it goes beyond it; in reality the contradiction is from the outset on the 
side of exoterism, just as creation is at the same time in conformity with God and opposed to 
Him. Nevertheless, just as the All-Reality does not abolish the logic of cosmic situations, so the 
apparently paradoxical prerogatives of esoterism cannot abolish the axioms of exoterism on its 
own plane, unless perhaps in a fragmentary fashion and in isolated cases. 

From this aspect of opposition or this contradictory dimension, Ibn Arabi seems to draw 
the following conclusion: since the Absolute is One and this One is infinite and perfect, the 
supreme Truth must be one and positive, and it therefore cannot contain antinomies such as 
good and evil or heaven and earth in its substance; the Koran contains these antinomies only 
secondarily and extrinsically but not in its uncreated substance. For every verse expressing an 
opposition or evil, there is an interpretation that cancels it; this means that for every negative 
sentence there is a positive interpretation referring directly or indirectly to the ever virginal 
Essence. When the Koran speaks of the fire of hell, Ibn Arabi—without wishing or being able 
to reject the immediate meaning—does not hesitate to interpret it on the plane of quintessential 
Truth as the fire of divine Love; for ultimate Truth can encompass only the essential, namely, 
Beauty and Love. Leaving aside all metaphor, it may be said in fact that the fire of hell is a 
mode of the quality of love inherent in the one Substance but that it is experienced “in the 
cold state” and by inversion because of the perverted nature of a given human receptacle; this 
line of thought leads us in fact to the Islamic doctrine of causality, according to which there is 
only one single Cause, one single Object, one single Subject. There is only one single Heat that 
burns, one single Fluidity that flows, one single Breath that penetrates and animates; this is the 

27 In the case of Joshua, it is probable that the miracle did not affect the rays of light but the temporal state, which is extend-
able and reducible in relation to a given subjectivity—whether singular or collective—and thus without a disruption of the 
cosmic environment. 

19 

http:order.27


Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 5, #1 (Winter 1971)  

meaning of the Hanbalite and Asharite negation of secondary causes and natural laws. Every 
burning, whether beneficent or not—depending on its cosmic degree and mode—is therefore 
derived from the divine Fire, which cannot but be positive and beatific; the ocean symbolizes 
the divine Passivity, the receptive, virginal, and maternal pole of Being, and for this very reason 
it is identified from an essential and participative standpoint with the divine Ocean. 

The quintessential exegesis of the Koran, of which we have just cited an example, is in 
itself independent of every question of dialectic, but what is not independent is this author’s 
use of ellipsis: Ibn Arabi often refrains from taking the precautions that might have prevented a 
misunderstanding of his intention, and the result is that divergent interpretations—one esoteric 
and the other exoteric—come close to being confused with each other, or at least they give 
the impression of being confused, to the detriment of the immediate and plausible meaning of 
the sacred text. One could no doubt explain this by saying that this author always writes under 
inspiration, according to his own testimony, and inspiration ignores oratorical precautions and 
often even logical links.28 

Nonetheless, the argumentation of the Shaykh al-Akbar is not always up to the level of 
its metaphysical intention: his thought is sometimes too hasty or expeditious even though 
his soul may be gripped by a perception of the one and only Beauty, which penetrates and 
absorbs everything. It is this perception—concrete and permanent—of the Divine Beauty that 
constitutes “faith” for Ibn Arabi, for in Islam the notion of faith extends from simple fervor 
to the most elevated of spiritual stations, and it is therefore attributed to both angels and the 
elect.29 

It is important to distinguish between an outright paradox and an ellipsis that merely 
resembles one: it is more than probable, not to say obvious, that the elliptical character of many 
Oriental formulations aims to leave it to the hearer or reader to discover the implicit meaning 
and that it provides in this way a means of spiritual dissection, for “science is not for everyone”, 
as Dionysius the Areopagite says. 

* * * 

In Muslim spirituality of the non-sapiential type, the classical alternative between Paradise and 
God leads to the compulsive reasoning of a unilateral logic, such as is expressed in the intention 
not to desire Paradise but to desire only God or to prefer to go to hell by the will of God than 
to go to Heaven by our own will—an alternative that may catalyze a thirst for the Absolute 
in some souls in heroic mode but conceals the fact that there is not only distinction but also 
identity of essence between the created and the Uncreated, namely Beatitude, whatever its 
modes or projections. The “Garden” is not only what is other than the “Gardener”; it is above 
all a plane of reverberation of the divine Beauty: every paradisiacal phenomenon transmits the 
divine Substance, Heaven being the place of the beatific vision and of all modes of participation 

28 According to the Egyptian hagiographer Abd al-Wahhab al-Sharani, the ideas of Ibn Arabi have been poorly interpreted 
simply because of the subtlety of their expression, and one should examine these ideas only after having traversed the stages 
of initiatic ascesis, or else lose faith or die as a result. This opinion is plausible in itself, though it is flawed because of a certain 
voluntarist and characteristically Semitic bias, for the rights of the intelligence are inalienable when it is sufficiently acute and 
sufficiently informed to function in a given realm. 
29 Whereas for Christianity, which is founded on the mystery of love and not directly on that of faith—although there is here 
no essential difference—faith comes to an end in Heaven since the elect enjoy the beatific vision. 
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and union. One could say that there is a degree of Paradise that is situated in God30 and an aspect 
of God that is situated in Paradise;31 this is the mystery of reciprocity between the created 
and the Uncreated, which is visually expressed by symbols such as the Chinese Yin-Yang or 
the primordial interlacings transmitted by Nordic art. When the Koran promises Paradise it 
imposes no restriction as to the possible degree of union; on the other hand overstating a wish 
for the divine Gardener at the expense of the heavenly Garden logically amounts to wanting to 
be God; now the mystery of identity—of “unity of being” (wahdat al-wujūd)—should not be 
expressed in this way, for it cannot be the object of an individual and emotional wish. 

Certainly the expressions in question have plausible meanings: to wish for God alone is to 
refrain from turning something else into the object of a passionate inclination, hence of a desire 
in the proper sense of the word; for to “wish” is not necessarily to “desire”. Accepting help from 
God alone means not considering the giver or gift in isolation from God; it is thus a question of 
concrete perspective and not outward behavior. When Sufis choose the “Gardener” and not the 
“Garden”, they intend to show that their fundamental tendency is toward the Uncreated and 
not the created, since it is in the Uncreated that our immortal nature has its roots, and one can 
accept this way of speaking. But one has a right not to accept the abuses of language found in 
some authors, who mix unrealistically what is proper to human individuality with relationships 
that go beyond it and do not concern it directly. 

There is a key to this kind of paradox, however, and it is spiritual heroism; to this can be 
added another, no less significant key, namely the disposition to ecstasy; catalyzing paradoxes 
are related to this disposition, as is musical emotion in a different sector.32 Some may conclude 
that this justification invalidates our earlier criticisms, but the point of view we put forward 
then retains an intellectual right to existence, and therefore it had to be formulated; if there is a 
justification for paradox, it is in any case relative and not absolute, subjective and not objective. 

In Muslim esoterism there is a margin of subjective improvisation situated between volitive 
and sentimental individualism and intellective contemplation; this margin leads to confusions of 
level, disproportionate juxtapositions, and extravagant misconceptions, all of which reflect the 
perplexities and vicissitudes of the naturally dualistic mental faculty and the just as naturally 
passionate soul when it attempts to grasp the Transcendent and Immutable. The Imam Shadhili 
is one leading figure who remained untouched by this normally problematic margin: he did 
not assume that sincerity implies the obligation to wear a patched garment (muraqqaʾah) or 
that it entails wanting God alone and accepting help only from Him even on a plane where 
we clearly depend on relative values and intermediate causes;33 like every adept of gnosis, he 
did not suppose that in the world of multiplicity we could or should escape the law this world 
represents; to try to do so is to disguise an existentially unavoidable pluralism as a form of 
unitarianism. Placing himself in opposition to the margin of individualism that is in question 

30 An ineffable degree, which has been designated by the phrase “Paradise of the Essence” (Jannat al-Dhat). 
31 We cannot forestall the probable objections of theologians; for lack of time, we are sometimes condemned to ill-sounding 
syntheses. 
32 According to Dhu al-Nun, music can lead to God or impiety depending on our way of listening to it. The same is true muta-
tis mutandis for poetry, dance, figurative art, and sexuality, whence the divergent possibilities of religious and spiritual methods. 
33 He himself represented this attitude in that he wore costly garments, advised his disciples to remain in their professions 
even when these were administrative and lucrative, accepted the fact of wealth as long as it was accompanied by sobriety and 
generosity, and forbade begging, and yet at the same time he was a saint “knowing through God” (ʿārif biʾLlāh). 
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here, Ibn Arabi remarked with pertinence that humility is too noble a quality to be exhibited 
before men. 

In this realm of ideas one is tempted to say—in a quite simplified and approximate fashion 
and as an indication, not a definition—that Christians are Trinitarian at the expense of a sense 
of the Absolute whereas Muslims are unitarian to the point of jeopardizing common sense: on 
the one side there is a humanization of the divine through a divinization of the human, and 
conversely, while on the other there is an obsession with being consistent coupled with the fact 
that inconsistency is inescapable. 

* * * 

Platonists and Vedantists are interested first and foremost in the Real—in what truly is rather 
than in what we can or must or will do; they do not dwell on the subjective accidents of 
realization; they provide an objective formulation of the principles of realization, as they must, 
but this is not emphasized in a definitive manner; on the contrary the emphasis is placed 
on a metaphysical description of the Real and its gradations. Semites, on the other hand, 
stress a subjective way of attaining what is; the Real is enclosed in a dogma, and the whole 
emphasis is placed on the unfolding of the subjective experiences of realization. There are 
certainly exceptions on both sides, with or without reciprocal influences, but grosso modo the 
intellectual differences between Aryans and Semites—these terms are employed with obvious 
reservations—is as we have just described them. 

One must distinguish between inspiration and intellection: the first comes from the 
“transcendent Other” and the second from the “immanent Self”, which is the Intellect; it 
would be a mistake to describe inspiration as “supernatural” to the detriment of an intellection 
described as “natural”, for while it is true that intellection is innate in the man who possesses it, 
it is still a grace, though a static and not a dynamic one. In the case of the Aryan it is a tendency 
to intellection that seems to predominate—rationalism being the caricature of this—whereas it 
is a tendency to inspiration that characterizes the mind of the Semite: Hindu wisdom presents 
itself above all as an intellection even—and already—in the Upanishads, which nonetheless 
incontestably depend on inspiration; on the other hand Semitic wisdom readily takes an 
inspirational form, and this should be remembered when confronting the discontinuities and 
extravagances that are so frequently a feature of the spiritual dialectic of Muslims.34 As we 
have pointed out more than once, instead of presenting things in their static and impersonal 
simultaneity, this mode of expression seems designed to provoke inspiration in the reader—at 
least an elementary or virtual inspiration—by means of powerful and striking suggestions. 

* * * 

There are two further points we wish to emphasize in conclusion. The first concerns an 
unfortunate lack of proportion that is characteristic of theological thought: it is because of the 
passional human type—the “psychic”—that God must appear as completely inscrutable and 
because of the irrational willfulness of man that an arbitrary will has been attributed to God. 

34 Ibn Arabi declares, “The composition of the chapters of the Futūhat is not the result of a free choice on my part or of a 
deliberate reflection. In fact God dictated everything to me, and I wrote by the angel of inspiration.” And he specifies that the 
passages that seem to interrupt the logical sequence of the exposition corroborate in fact its deepest meaning. 
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Anything we may find displeasing in a given theological portrait of the divine Nature is simply 
the indirect projection of the faults of man onto God: God can appear illogical to the extent 
man is absurd; having abandoned the obliging idols of paganism and having come to understand 
that the role of God is to be master and not accomplice, impulsive and insatiable man ends 
up respecting only a seemingly despotic Divinity. The picture of God painted by “psychics” 
or intended for them exhibits elements of unintelligibility that are directly connected to the 
intellectual and moral blindness of man. 

The other point we wish to mention is this: for many Westerners—in some places in fact 
the majority—logic or criticism becomes an automatism having no relationship with the object 
of investigation; people declare a given example of Oriental thought to be lacking in logic while 
simply ignoring certain obvious truths inherent in it, and this is something completely different 
from a critical sense that is adequate to its object and able to identify real inconsistencies in 
full awareness of what is involved. It should go without saying that a critical sense is of value 
only insofar as it flows from real knowledge; remove this knowledge, and there remains only a 
corrosive poison; this is precisely the origin of the profane outlook arbitrarily called the “Greek 
miracle”. Completely opposed to this is what might justifiably be called the Hindu or Vedantic 
miracle, which consists in a sense of proportion that is perfectly balanced with a sense of the 
sacred. 
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The Heart and the Cave  
by  

René Guénon  

THE close relationship1 between the symbolisms of the cave and the heart explains the function 
of the cave from the initiatic point of view as representing a spiritual center. The heart is in 
fact essentially a symbol of the center, whether it be the center of a being or, analogously, the 
center of a world, that is, whether the point of view be microcosmic or macrocosmic; the same 
significance thus naturally comes to be attached to the cave also, in virtue of its relationship 
with the heart; but this symbolic connection calls for a fuller explanation, and that is, precisely, 
the theme of this article. 

The “cave of the heart” is a well known traditional expression: the word guhā, in Sanskrit, 
generally denotes a cave, but it is also applied to the inward cavity of the heart, and thence to 
the heart itself; this “cave of the heart” is the vital center in which resides not only jīvātmā, 
but also unconditioned Atmā which is in reality identical with Brahma itself, as we have shown 
elsewhere.2 This word guhā comes from the root guh, which means “covering” or “hiding”, 
as does also another similar root, gup, whence gupta, which is applied to everything secret, to 
everything that is not outwardly manifested: it is the equivalent of the Greek Kruptos, whence 
the word “crypt” which is a synonym of “cave”. These ideas are related to the center inasmuch 
as it is considered as the most inward and therefore most hidden point; these same ideas refer 
also to the initiatic secret, either in itself or as symbolized by the disposition of the place where 
initiations are given, a place which is hidden or “covered”, that is, inaccessible to the profane, 
whether its access be guarded by a “labyrinthine” structure or in some altogether different way 
(as for example, the “temples without doors” of Far-Eastern initiation), and always considered 
as an image of the center. 

On the other hand, it should be noted that this hiddenness or secrecy, which characterizes 
spiritual centers or their figurative representation, implies that traditional truth itself is no longer 
accessible in all its fullness to all men equally, which is the sign of a period of “obscuration”, 
at least in a relative sense; this enables us to “place” such a symbolism in the course of the 
march of the cycle; but that is a point we shall have to come back to more fully in studying the 
relationships between the mountain and the cave, inasmuch as both are taken as symbols of the 
center. For the moment, we will simply point out, in this respect, that the figure of the heart is 
a downward-pointing triangle (the “triangle of the heart” is yet another traditional expression); 
and this same figure also stands for the cave, whereas that of the mountain, or of the pyramid 
which is its equivalent, is on the contrary an upward-pointing triangle; this shows that we have 
here a relationship that is inverse, and also in a certain sense complementary. Let us add, with 
regard to this representation of the heart and the cave by the inverted triangle, that here is one 
of those cases where there can clearly be no question of attaching to this symbol any idea of 

1 The author is here following up an allusion made to this relationship in his long review of W. F. Jackson Knight’s book, 
Cumaean Gates, a reference of the Sixth “Aeneid” to Initiation Pattern. This review, under the title La Caverne et le Labyrinthe, 
immediately precedes the present article as chapter XXIX in Symboles de la Science Sacrée. 
2 Man and his Becoming according to the Vedanta, ch. 3. 
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“black magic”, despite the all too frequent assertions of those whose knowledge of symbolism 
is totally insufficient. 

Having said this, let us return to what is, according to the Hindu tradition, hidden in the 
“cave of the heart”: it is the principle of the being which, in this state of “envelopment” and 
with regard to manifestation, is compared with what is smallest (the word dahara, which 
denotes the cavity where it resides, refers also to this same idea of smallness), whereas it is in 
reality what is largest, just as the point is spatially infinitesimal and even null, although it is 
the principle by which all space is produced, or again, just as the number one appears as the 
smallest of numbers, although it contains them all principially and itself produces their whole 
unending series. Thus we find, here also, the expression of an inverse relationship inasmuch 
as the principle is envisaged from two different points of view; of these, the point of view of 
extreme smallness concerns its hidden and, as it were, “invisible” state which is, for the being 
in question, still no more than a “virtuality” but which is the starting point of its spiritual 
development; here then is the “beginning” (initium) of this development, which is directly 
related to initiation in the etymological sense of this term; and it is precisely from this point 
of view that the cave can be considered as the place of the “second birth”. In this connection 
we find texts such as the following: “Know that this Agni, who is the foundation of the eternal 
(principial) world, and through whom that world may be attained, is hidden in the cave (of 
the heart)”3 which refers, in the microcosmic order, to the “second birth”, and also to what is 
macrocosmically analogous to it, the birth of the Avatara. 

It has already been mentioned that what resides in the heart is both jīvātmā, from the 
standpoint of individual manifestation, and unconditioned Atmā or Paramātmā, from the 
principial point of view; the distinction between individual and principle is no more than an 
illusory one; it only exists with regard to manifestation, but in absolute reality they are one. 
These are “the two who have entered the cave”, and who, at the same time, are also said to 
“dwell on the highest summit”, so that the two symbolisms of the mountain and the cave are 
here united.4 The text adds that “those who know Brahma call them darkness and light”; this 
is more particularly related to the symbolism of Nara-nārāyana, of which we have spoken in 
connection with the Atmā-Gitā,5 quoting this very same text: Nara, the human being or the 
mortal who is jīvātmā, is identified with Arjuna, and Nārāyana, the divine or the immortal, 
who is Paramātmā, is identified with Krishna; now according to their literal meaning, the name 
Krishna denotes darkness of color and the name Arjuna denotes lightness of color, or night 
and day respectively, inasmuch as they are considered as representing the un-manifested and 
the manifested.6 A symbolism exactly akin in this respect is that of the Dioscorides in their 
correspondence with the two hemispheres, one dark and the other light, as we have indicated 
in connection with the meaning of the “double spiral’’7 On the other hand, these “two”, that is 

3 Katha Upanishad, Valli 1, shruti 14. 
4 Katha Upanishad, 3rd Valli, shruti 1 (cf. Brahma-Sutras, 1st Adhyaya, 2nd Pada, sutras 11-12). 
5 Voile d’Isis, mars, 1930. Atmā-Gītā is the name given to the Bhagavad Gitā when it is considered according to its deepest 
meaning. The passage referred to (from Guénon’s article Atmā-Gitā) is as follows: “Nārāyana, ‘He who walks (or is carried) 
on the waters’ is a name of Vishnu, applied by transposition to Paramatmā; the waters here represent the formal or individual 
possibilities. In Christianity Christ’s walking on the waters has a significance exactly related to the same symbolism”. Transla-
tor’s note. 
6  Cf. Ananda Coomaraswamy, The Darker Side of Dawn and Angel and Titan: An Essay in Vedic Ontology. 
7  See La Grande Triade ch. V. 
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jīvātmā and Paramātmā, are also the “two birds” who are mentioned in other texts as “dwelling 
on one and the same tree” (just as Arjuna and Krishna ride in the same chariot), and who are 
said to be “inseparably united” because they are really one, the distinction between them being 
no more than illusory,8 as we have already seen; it must be noted here that the symbolism of the 
tree is essentially “axial” like that of the mountain; and the cave, inasmuch as it is considered as 
being under the mountain or inside it, is also on the axis, where in any case, whatever the point 
of view, the center must always be, for it is in the center that the individual is united with the 
Universal. 

Before leaving this subject, there is a point of language to be considered, the importance of 
which should not be overestimated but which is none the less curious: the Egyptian word hor, 
which is the name of Horus, seems to mean “heart”; in that case Horus would be the “Heart 
of the World” according to a designation which is to be found in most traditions, and which 
is in perfect keeping with his symbolism in general, as far as it can be determined. One might 
be tempted, at first sight, to connect this word hor with cor, the Latin for heart, the more so 
since, in the different languages, the similar roots which denote the heart are to be found both 
with the aspirate and with the guttural as first letter: thus, on the one hand, hrid or hridaya in 
Sanskrit, heart in English, Herz in German, and, on the other hand, ker or kardion in Greek and 
cor itself (genitive cordis) in Latin; but the common root of all these words, including the last, is 
in reality HRD or KRD, which can scarcely be the case with the word hor, so that there would 
seem to be no question here of any real identity of root, but merely of a phonetic convergence, 
which is none the less striking. No doubt more remarkable, and in any case directly connected 
with our subject, is the following point: in Hebrew the word hor or hur, written with the 
letter heth, means “cave”; this does not necessarily mean that there is an etymological link 
between these Hebrew and Egyptian words, although they could, strictly speaking, have a 
more or less remote common origin; but however that may be, their resemblance is none the 
less of considerable interest, seeing that there can be no such thing as pure chance. Moreover, 
in Hebrew, hor or har, written this time with the letter he, means “mountain”; now since heth, 
among aspirates, is a reinforcement or hardening of he, as it were a “compression”, and since 
heth moreover expresses in itself, ideographically, the notion of limit or enclosure, we see that 
the very relationship between the two words denotes the cave as being the enclosed place 
inside the mountain, as indeed it is, literally as well as symbolically; and this brings us back 
once more to the relationship between the mountain and the cave, which we shall now have 
to examine more closely.9 

8 Mundaka Upanishad, 3rd Mundaka, 1st Khanda, shruti 1; Shwekishwatara Upanishad, 4th Adhyāya, shruti 6. 
9  We hope to publish the article on The Mountain and the Cave in our next number [Editor] 
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Arab or Islamic Art?  
The Impact of the Arabic Language on the  

Visual Arts  
by  

Titus Burckhardt  

THE expression “Arab art” is commonly employed to designate Islamic art; however the 
legitimacy of this term has often been contested with the aid of arguments which are seemingly 
plausible but which in reality are vitiated by a superficial or even prejudiced view of things. The 
question to be asked first of all is the following: what is it that characterizes the Arab genius, and 
how may this be discerned in art? The only arts possessed by the pre-Islamic Arabs, who were 
mostly nomads living at the crossroads of several civilizations, were a rectilinear architecture 
and the various kinds of crafts—which, incidentally, it would be wrong to underestimate, 
and whose influence was later to become very great; be that as it may, the predominant and 
most striking expression of the Arab genius is the language, including its script. The Arabs 
bequeathed their language to the whole civilization of Islam, and it not only was the means of 
preserving the Arabs, heritage outside Arabia, but even caused this to bloom at a far remove 
from its own racial source. By the intermediary of this language, every essential of the Arab 
genius was effectively communicated to the whole of Islamic civilization. 

The extraordinary normative power of the Arab language derives both from its role as a 
sacred language and from its archaic character, these two things, moreover, being connected: it 
was its archaism that predestined Arabic to the role of a sacred language, and it was the Qoranic 
revelation that in a sense actualized its primordial substance. In the linguistic realm, archaism is 
by no means synonymous with structural simplicity, quite the reverse: languages are generally 
impoverished with time, they lose both the hierarchical differentiation of meanings and the 
logical concision of forms, while becoming complicated on the plane of rhetoric, in order to 
compensate this impoverishment. What surprises historians of language is that Arabic has been 
able to preserve a morphology already exemplified by Hammurabi’s code in the 19th or 18th 
century B.C.1 and a phonetic system which perpetuates, apart from one single sound, the very 
rich sound range born witness to by the most ancient Semitic alphabets discovered,2 and that it 
has done so despite the absence of any “literary tradition” which might have acted as a bridge 
between this remote age of the Patriarchs and the time when the Qoranic revelation was to 
fix the language forever. The explanation of this perenniality of Arabic resides precisely in the 
conservative role of nomadism: it is in the towns that language decays, by the very fact that it 
becomes attached to things and institutions and undergoes their fate; the well-nigh timeless life 
of the nomad, on the contrary, protects the language and permits it to bloom in all its fullness: 
the portion of primordial symbolism which fell to the lot of the nomads was the art of speech, 

1  Cf. Edouard Dhorme, L’arabe littéral et la langue de Hammourabi in “Mélanges Louis Massignon”, Damascus 1957. 
2 The most ancient Semitic alphabets comprise 29 sounds or letters, of which Arabic has preserved 28, the “lost” sound being 
a variant of s. It may be that the reduction of the alphabet to 28 letters reflects a symbolic intention, since some Arab authors 
consider that the sounds correspond to the 28 lunar mansions: the phonetic cycle ranging from the gutturals to the palatals, 
dentals and labials retraces the “lunar” phases of the primordial sound emanating from the sun. 
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which is not bound to place, and whose dynamic character corresponds to that of nomadic life 
itself, whereas the sedentary peoples developed the plastic arts, which require stability and 
which in their symbolism are connected, quite naturally, to the idea of a center in space.3 It can 
thus be stated, in general terms, that the Arabic language guarantees the survival, on the mental 
plane, of a primitive Semitism, nomadic in character. 

To explain in a few words, and without the need of any special linguistic knowledge, what 
is the specific nature of this language, it should be recalled firstly that every language comprises 
two roots or poles, one or the other of which will predominate, and which may be designated 
by the terms “auditive intuition” and “imaginative intuition”. The first is normally manifested 
by the fact that a given word is derived from a simple combination of sounds which, as such, 
expresses a typical event or more exactly, a fundamental action; it does this in a more or 
less immediate manner, not by means of onomatopoeia, but because the sound itself is an 
event which unfolds in time, so that it corresponds a priori, and independently of all semantic 
conventions, to action; speech is essentially act and, according to this logic, the language 
fundamentally conceives everything that it names as an action or an object of action. Imaginative 
intuition, on the other hand, is manifested in language by means of the semantic association 
of analogous images: every word pronounced inwardly evokes a corresponding image, which 
calls forth others, general images dominating more particular images, according to a hierarchy 
which in turn is inherent in the structure of the language. The Latin languages belong mainly 
to this latter type whereas Arabic displays an almost pure auditive intuition or phonetic logic, 
the identity of sound and act, as well as the primacy of action, being affirmed throughout the 
rich tissue of this language: in principle, every Arabic word is derived from a verb whose root, 
consisting of three invariable sounds, is like the sonorous ideogram of a fundamental act such 
as “gathering together”, “dividing”, “including”, “penetrating”, with the full physical, psychical 
and spiritual polyvalence of the idea in question; from one single root up to twelve different 
verbal modes are developed —simple, causative, intensive, reciprocal and so on—and each of 
these modes produces, by the polarization of the active and the passive, of the subject and the 
object, a whole pleiad of substantives and adjectives, whose meaning is always connected, in a 
more or less direct manner, with the fundamental act represented by the triliteral4 root of the 
whole verbal “tree”. 

It is obvious that this semantic transparency of the language, the fact that, in its symbolism, 
it derives entirely from the phonetic nature of the verb, is a proof of its relative primordiality. 
In the origin, and in the very depth of our consciousness, things are spontaneously conceived 
as determinations of the primordial sound which resounds in the heart, this sound being none 
other than the first and non-individualized act of consciousness; at this level or in this state, “to 
name” a thing is to identify oneself with the act or the sound which produces it;5 the symbolism 
inherent in language—more or less veiled or deformed by acquired habits—grasps the nature of 
a thing not in a static manner, as one grasps an image, but, so to speak, in statu nascendi, in the 
act of becoming. This aspect of language in general and of the Arabic language in particular is 
moreover, in the Moslem world, the object of a whole group of sciences, some philosophical, 
others esoteric. It may be said that Moslem scholars have not only preserved this structure of 

3 As René Guénon has pointed out. Cf. the chapter “Cain and Abel” in The Reign of Quantity (Luzac, London, 1953). 
4 There are in fact verbs composed of four or five root sounds, but in these cases groups of consonants such as ts or br play  
the role of simple sounds.  
5 According to the Qoran, it was Adam who knew how to “name” all beings, whereas the Angels could not do so.
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Arabic, but that they have even contributed to rendering it explicit. 
In order to understand how Arabic, which is of Bedouin origin, could become, with almost 

no borrowings the language of a civilization that was intellectually very rich and differentiated, 
it is necessary to know that its verbal roots are capable of expressing, in a so to speak active 
manner, determinations which the Indo-European languages generally express by an adjective 
associated with the verb “to be”: the root BTN, for example, comprises the meaning of “being 
inside,” and the root ZHR that of “being outside”; the verbal root RHM summarizes all the 
modes of “being merciful” or “having compassion”, etc. The fundamental act which is at the 
root of a “tree” of expressions is thus not necessarily an action in the ordinary sense of the term; 
it may be an existential act, like that of light which radiates, or even a purely logical act, such 
as “being big” or “being small”, and it is in this possibility of gathering every manner of being of 
a thing into a principial act, that the great power of abstraction of the Arabic language resides. 
What we must grasp here, so far as art is concerned, is the implicitly auditive character of this 
abstraction: the passage from the particular to the general or principial is a priori indicated by 
the presence, in a given expression, of root sounds which recall a given prototypal act. 

The relationship between prototypal acts and their verbal derivations is however not always 
easy to grasp, because of the sometimes very particular and conventionally fixed meaning of 
such and such a derived term, and also, above all, because the fundamental ideas expressed 
by the roots are of an eminently complex nature. An orientalist went so far as to say that “the 
structure of the Arabic language would be of an incomparable transparency if the meaning of 
the verbal roots was not arbitrary”; it is however scarcely possible that the basis of a language 
should be arbitrary. In fact, the verbal roots mark the threshold between discursive thought 
and a kind of synthetic perception which has its models both in the spirit and in the body; the 
Arabic language is as though suspended from auditive intuition.6 

* * * 

If these data are transposed into the realm of art, with all the reservations which generalizations 
of this nature presuppose, it can be said that the Arab is a priori an auditive rather than a 
visual type, that is to say that he is the former before he is the latter;7 in fact, his need for 
artistic exteriorization is largely absorbed by the culture of his language, with its fascinating 
phonetism and its almost unlimited faculty of producing new verbal derivations. Nor is the 
Arab a contemplative in the ordinary sense of the word, if one means by this the type of man 
who looks or contemplates rather than acts, and who spontaneously reduces perceived forms 

6 The phonetic symbolism which underlies the Arabic language shows itself more particularly in the permutation of the root 
sounds. In fact, according to al-Jafr, the science of letters, the words which are formed from the same letters arranged in differ-
ent orders all spring from the same “pythagorean number” and therefore from the same idea. This is not easy to grasp, however, 
owing to the often too particularized use of the words, but it can be sensed in certain cases: the root RḤM, for example, means 
“being merciful”, “having pity”, whereas its permutation ḤRM has the meaning of “forbidding”, “making inaccessible”, sacrum 
facere; the underlying complementarism is to be seen more clearly in the most simple nouns derived from these two roots: 
RaaḤM means “womb” and by extension “bond of relationship”, whereas ḤaRaM means “sacred place”; we can divine here 
the idea of maternity both in its inclusive and exclusive character. Another example is offered us by the root RFQ which has 
the meaning of “accompanying”, “binding”, and its permutation FRQ which means “separating”, “dividing” (the Latin furca 
seems to be derived from an analogous root), whereas the group FQR means “being poor, needy” (whence the expression al 
faqīru ila-Llah, “the needy unto God”, “the poor in Spirit”; these give us three variants of the theme “polarity”: joining (RFQ), 
separation (FRQ) and dependence (FQR). 
7  Which obviously does not exclude the existence of pure visual types in the Arab race. 
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to prototypal forms which are in principle immutable; the Arab loves to analyze things in view 
of their intrinsic functions and of the activities reflected in them; this is to say that his mentality 
is not static, but essentially dynamic. However, since he is nevertheless a contemplative—Islam 
proves it and the Arabic language includes this possibility—he finds access to unity by means of 
rhythm, which is like the refraction of the eternal present in the current of time. 

The plastic examples which illustrate these tendencies spring to mind: the arabesque, in 
particular, with its deployment at once regular and indefinite, is indeed the most direct expression 
of rhythm in the visual order. It is true that its most perfect forms are not conceivable without 
the artistic contribution of the nomads of central Asia; nevertheless it was in an Arab milieu 
that it had its fullest development. Another typical element of Moslem art, and one whose 
development goes hand in hand with Arab domination, is the interlacing motif; it appears in all 
its perfection from the time of the Omayyads, in the form of sculpted lattices in the windows 
of mosques and palaces.8 To enjoy the geometrical interplay that constitutes the interlacing 
motif, it is not enough to look at it directly, it is necessary to “read” it by following the course 
of the forces that cross one another and compensate one another. Interlacing already exists 
in the pavement mosaics of lower Antiquity, but in a rudimentary state and deriving from 
a naturalistic conception devoid of the complexity and the rhythmic precision of the Arab-
Moslem interlacing. These examples belong to abstract, not figurative, art, and this likewise 
characterizes the Arab genius: contrarily to what is usually believed, the average Arab scarcely 
possesses a “luxuriant imagination”. In so far as this appears in Arab literature, for example in 
the stories from the Thousand and One Nights, it is non-Arab in origin being in this case Persian 
and Indian; only the art of storytelling is Arab. The creative spirit of the Arabs is a priori logical 
and rhetorical, then rhythmical and incantatory; the richness is in the mental arabesque and not 
in the profusion of images evoked. 

The more or less categorical rejection of images in the art of Islam obviously has its 
explanation in reasons of a theological order. But it is a fact that the Semitic nomads did not 
possess a figurative tradition —the pre-Islamic Arabs imported most of their idols—and that 
for the Arabs images never became a transparent and spontaneous means of expression,9 as it is 
for Iranians and Mongols who are Moslem by religion. The reality of the verb eclipsed that of 
static vision: compared with the word which is always in act, and whose root plunges into the 
primordiality of sound, a painted or sculpted image appears as a troubling congelation of the 
spirit. For the pagan Arabs, it pertained to magic. 

* * * 

But the Arabic language is not entirely dominated by the idea of the verb-act; it also comprises 
a static, or more exactly, a timeless pole, which shows itself in particular in what is called 
the “nominal sentence”, in which the “noun” (subject) and the “predicates are juxtaposed 
without a copula. This permits the formulation of a thought in a lapidary fashion and outside 
any consideration of time. A sentence of this sort is like an equation; but the use of certain 
prepositions can impress on it an internal logical movement. The most striking example of 
this kind is the formula constituting the fundamental “testimony” of Islam: lā ilāha illā ’Llāh 

8  In the Omayyad mosque at Damascus, for example, or in the palace of Khirbet al-Mafjar. 
9 It is not absolutely certain that the miniatures of the “Baghdad school” are attributable to the Arabs; in any case, their style 
is crude, and owes its few positive elements to Byzantine and Asiatic influences. 

30 



Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 5, #1 (Winter 1971)  

(“There is no divinity apart from God”), a phrase that would be translated literally as: “no 
divinity if not The Divinity”; in Arabic, the symmetry of the negations—lā and illā, “not” and 
“if not”—is even more apparent. In this formula, the static character of the nominal phrase 
disappears in favor of a purely intellectual action, which corresponds to an integration: “There 
is no autonomous being apart from the only Being”. It is the distinction between the relative and 
the absolute and the reduction of the first to the second. The Arabic language thus comprises 
the possibility of condensing a whole doctrine in a brief and concise formula, which will appear 
like a diamond with sharp edges and reverberating facets. It is true that this possibility of 
expression is only fully actualized by revelation; it belongs above all to the Qoran; but it is none 
the less inherent in the genius of Arabic and is reflected in its fashion in Arabo-Islamic art, for 
this is not only rhythmical, it is also crystalline. 

The concision of the Arabic sentence, while it obviously does not limit the profundity of 
the meaning, nevertheless does not favor a synthesis at the level of description: Arabic rarely 
accumulates several conditions or circumstances in a single sentence, it prefers to link together 
a whole series of short sentences. In this connection, an agglutinating language like Turkish, 
which is related to the Mongol languages, is less dry and more supple than Arabic; it is clearly 
superior when it comes to describing a situation or a landscape, which is true also of Persian, 
which is an Indo-European language close to Gothic; nevertheless both of these languages have 
borrowed not only their theological terminology but also almost all their philosophical and 
scientific terminology from Arabic. 

The extreme opposite of Arabic is a language like Chinese, which is dominated by a static 
vision of things and which groups the elements of a thought around typical “pictures”, as the 
ideographic character of Chinese script itself indicates. 

The Turks are of nomadic origin like the Arabs, but their language connects them to a very 
different mental type; the Arab is incisive and dynamic in his way of thinking; the Turk, on 
the other hand, is enveloping and prudent. Within the general framework of Islamic art, the 
Turkish genius is revealed in a powerful capacity for synthesis, one might almost say by its 
totalitarian spirit. The Turk possesses a plastic or sculptural gift which the Arab does not have; 
his works always derive from an inclusive conception; they are as though chiseled out of a single 
block. The interior of the most ancient Turkish mosques with a cupola recalls the closed space 
of the yurt, and Turco-Arabic calligraphy reveals a Mongol influence. 

As for Persian art, it is distinguished by its sense of hierarchical differentiations; Persian 
architecture is perfectly articulated, without ever being “functional” in the modern sense of 
the term. For the Persian, Unity is manifested above all by harmony. The Persians moreover, are 
“visuals” by nature and by culture, but lyrical visuals, so to speak, their artistic activity being 
as it were animated by an inward melody. It is commonly said in the East that “Arabic is the 
language of God, and Persian the language of Paradise”, which sums up very well the difference 
that exists, for example, between a typically Arab architecture, like that of the Maghreb, where 
the crystalline geometry of the forms proclaims the unitary principle, and Persian architecture 
with its blue cupolas and floral ornaments. 

The Arab architect is not afraid of monotony; he will add pillar after pillar and arcade after 
arcade and will dominate this repetition only by rhythmical alternation and by the qualitative 
perfection of each element. 

* * *  
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The language of the Qoran is everywhere present in the world of Islam; the whole life of the 
Moslem is constellated with Qoranic formulas, as well as prayers, litanies and invocations in 
Arabic, whose elements are derived from the sacred Book; innumerable inscriptions bear witness 
to this. One might say that this ubiquity of the Qoran acts as a spiritual vibration—there is no 
better term to designate an influence that is both spiritual and sonorous in nature—and that this 
vibration necessarily determines the modes and measures of Moslem art; the plastic art of Islam 
is thus in a certain manner the reflection of the Qoranic Word. It is nonetheless very difficult 
to grasp the principle that unites this art to the Qoranic text, not on the narrative plane, which 
plays no part in the normal plastic art of Islam, but on the plane of formal structures, for the 
Qoran obeys no law of composition, either in the internal relationships of its contents, which 
are strangely discontinuous, or in its verbal style, which eludes all metrical rules. Its rhythm, 
although so powerful and so penetrating, follows no fixed measure; it is composed entirely of 
the unforeseen, sometimes employing a striking rhyme, then suddenly changing its breadth and 
pace, and upsetting cadences in a manner that is as unexpected as it is remarkable. To assert that 
the Qoran is Arabic poetry because it comprises passages in monotonous rhyme, similar to the 
Bedouin rajaz, would be an error; but to allege that its monotonies and abrupt discontinuities 
do not correspond profoundly to the Arab soul would be an error likewise. In reality, the 
state of inward harmony which the Qoran engenders, and to which both its consonances and 
dissonances, both its beauty and its harshness contribute, is situated on a completely different 
plane from that reached by art. Perfect poetry—like every perfect work of art—plunges the 
soul in a certain state of plenitude; the Qoran, on the other hand, engenders in whoever hears 
its words and experiences its sonorous magic both plenitude and poverty at one and the same 
time. It gives and it takes; it enlarges the soul by lending it wings, then lays it low and strips 
it bare; it is comforting and purifying at one and the same time, like a storm; human art can 
scarcely be said to have this virtue. This amounts to saying that there is no Qoranic “style” 
which can without more ado be transposed into art; but there exists a state of soul which 
the recitation of the Qoran supports and which predisposes to certain formal manifestations 
while excluding others. The diapason of the Qoran always unites intoxicating nostalgia with the 
greatest sobriety: it is a radiation of the Divine sun on the human desert. To a certain extent, 
the fluid and flamboyant rhythm of the arabesque and the abstract and crystalline character of 
architecture correspond to these two poles; they are two elements which constantly recur. 

The most profound link, however, between Islamic art and the Qoran is of a completely 
different kind: it resides, not in the form of the Qoran, but in its haqīqah, its supra-formal 
essence, and more particularly in the idea of tawhīd (unity or union), with its contemplative 
implications; Islamic art—in the sense of all the plastic arts of Islam—is essentially the projection, 
in the visual order of certain aspects or dimensions of the Divine Unity. 

Let us not forget, nevertheless, that sacred calligraphy reflects in its fashion the majestic 
style of the Qoranic sūrahs, without it being possible to define the nature of this analogy in 
detail. By the very fact that writing serves to fix the word of God, it is the noblest art of Islam;10 

and it is likewise, almost by definition, the most typically Arab art. 
In this latter connection, it is significant that the abstract nature of the signs—the Arabic 

script being purely phonetic—gives rise to an extraordinary development of graphic rhythms, 
without the essential forms of the letters being thereby diminished. The general and to some 

10 In a certain sense its role is analogous to that of the icon in Christianity, since it represents, like the icon, the visible form 
of the Divine Word. 
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extent natural development of Arabic writing tends towards a fluidity of forms, but in parallel 
with this tendency there is also a hieratic stylization of these same forms; very different styles 
not only follow one another, they exist side by side, especially in monumental epigraphy. 
Arabic calligraphy is at the antipodes of Far Eastern calligraphy, which should be mentioned 
here because it too represents a peak in the art of writing: the Chinese or Japanese calligrapher 
isolates the signs, each of which corresponds to a distinct idea; using the paint-brush, he invokes 
in a few more or less broad strokes a key-picture or a visual nucleus of related ideas. The Arab, 
on the other hand, traces with the pen precise and often interlacing lines; as far as possible he 
joins the letters to each other, while stressing their contrasts: the writing runs from right to left, 
and it is in this horizontal direction that the forms interlink and marry with one another, whereas 
in the vertical direction the uprights of the letters stand out in isolation and in a sense punctuate 
the continuous melody of the lines. From the point of view of the symbolism of the spatial 
axes, which is appropriate here, and which moreover is also inherent in the art of weaving, the 
vertical elements of the letters, which “transcend” the flow of the writing, correspond to their 
essences, while the horizontal movement represents the “material “continuity of their forms; 
the upright is like a ray of the one Essence, which distinguishes by its very unity, just as the 
present instant distinguishes between the past and the future; the horizontal movement, on the 
other hand, which proceeds in continuous waves, is the image of becoming or of life. In certain 
calligraphic styles such as thulūt, for example, this polarity is carried to its limit; in the direction 
of the horizontal current, the melody of the ample and varied curves corresponds to the rhythm 
of the incisive uprights, formed especially by the vertical lines of the alif and the lam: it is like 
a tireless attestation (shahādah) of Unity accompanied by a joyous and serene expansion of the 
soul. 

* * * 

The classical poetry of the Moslem Arabs is linked by its form—its monotonous rhyme and its 
complex meter—to the pre-Islamic Bedouin poetry. It thus shows the influences of the Qoran 
only through the ideas that it may vehicle. But there exists a semi-poetic literature whose very 
forms reflect the Qoran, namely that of the prayers, litanies and incantations composed by the 
holy masters. One example of this sort is the dalāil al-khairat of Shaikh al-Jazūli, a collection 
of praises of the Prophet or more exactly of “prayers upon the Prophet”: the Moslem addresses 
his prayers only to God Himself, in conformity with his unitary perspective, but by asking God 
to bless the Prophet, he communicates in fact with the latter. These prayers evoke one after the 
other the human and cosmic perfections present in the nature of Muhammad, the synthesis of 
all the Divine reverberations within creation. Sometimes the form of the prayers or incantations 
remains the same, while their terms of comparison vary, going from the virtues to the beauties 
of the visible and invisible universe, and sometimes the subject of the prayers is constant, and 
their forms change; and this alternating repetition describes a spiral movement, whose aim is 
the integration of all the positive aspects of the world in the Spirit, in the inward prophet, who 
is “nearer to men than their own souls”, according to a verse of the Qoran. 

The inversion of perspective in relation to Christianity will be noted: whereas the latter 
views God from the starting point of man, Islam views man from the starting point of God, 
which excludes any fixation of an anthropomorphic image; the image of the Divine man is as 
it were dissolved in its elements; it disappears in the universal theophanies, whence its absence 
from plastic art, which becomes an impersonal incantation like the waves of the sea or the 
twinkling of the stars. 
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* * *  

The predominance of the auditive over the visual in the Arab soul has to show itself even in 
plastic art; and it is the same for a certain form of spiritual intuition or ecstasy, which finds 
its support more especially in rhythm and sound: it is like a sudden cessation of time, an 
immobilization of all movement in the lightning flash of the pure present. The world may 
henceforth be compared to a waterfall, which flows without changing form, or to a flame 
which, although being consumed, appears motionless. Arabo-Moslem ornamentation essentially 
expresses this suspension of becoming in the instant. 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 

If we would know what some other than ordinary experience is, we must actually shift 
not our speculative thought on to it but our being into it. 

Arthur Avalon.
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The Seven Deadly Sins  
by  

Martin Lings  

THE doctrine of the peccata capitalia can be traced back as far as Serapion, who was Bishop of 
Thmuis in the Nile Delta in the middle of the IVth century. Having given the number of the 
deadly sins as eight, he enumerated only seven, and on being asked about the eighth1 he said that 
it was the elementary condition of the soul under the influence of sin, the condition symbolized 
by the captivity of the Israelites in Egypt, whereas the seven specified sins correspond to the 
seven nations of Canaan against whom the Israelites had to fight in order to gain the Promised 
Land. 

At first thought it seems more fitting that the deadly sins should be eight in number than 
that they should be seven. Five signifies the human microcosm, and eight has a “mortal” effect 
upon five, for the number obtained by their multiplication is forty, which in many diverse 
traditions is the number of death. Moreover in astrology, of the twelve houses which make 
up the full circle of the heavens, it is the eighth which signifies death; and in this connection 
we may remember that the eighth sign of the Zodiac is Scorpio, whose hieroglyph, the letter 
M with a barbed final stroke, is doubly symbolic of death, by reason of the sting in its tail and 
because the letter itself stands for mors. 

Seven, on the other hand, like one, is an essentially divine number; between them, as 
between Alpha and Omega, is enacted the whole drama of existence. One signifies the Creator, 
two the Spirit,2 three Heaven, four earth and five man whose place is as a quintessence at 
the center of the four elements, the four directions of space, and the four seasons of the year, 
which characterize the earthly state. Six, that is, 5 + 1, is the human microcosm with the 
addition of the transcendent faculty, represented outwardly by the Tree of Life and by Jacob’s 
Ladder, in virtue of which man is the representative of God on earth. Six is thus the number of 
primordial man, as yet unfallen and still in the state in which he was created on the sixth day, 
the Mediator3 between Heaven and earth. Six may also be considered as 4 + 2, that is, the four 
directions of space penetrated by the Spirit with its “vertical” dimension of height and of depth; 
and if to these six directions, which measure out the whole of Existence, we add the Center 
from which they proceed and to which they return, we have the number seven. “And God 
blessed the seventh day, and sanctified it, because that in it He had rested from all His work”. 

Seven thus signifies repose in the Divine Center. From that point of view it is the symbol of 
Absolute Finality,4 precluding as it were the very existence of eight and the subsequent series of 

1 One cannot help recalling the words of the Apocalypse: And the beast that was and is not, even he is the eighth and is of 
the seven, and goeth into perdition (XVII, 11). 
2 That is, according to the Islamic conception, as the summit and synthesis of all creation, opening on to the Uncreated and 
therefore possessing, implicitly but not explicitly, the Uncreated Aspect which is none other than the Third Person of the 
Christian Trinity. According to the Shaikh al-‘Alawī, in his treatise on the symbolism of the letters of the alphabet, the letter 
Bā’ which has the numerical value of two, is a symbol of the Spirit (See Martin Lings, A Sufi Saint of the Twentieth Century, ch. 
VII, Allen and Unwin, 1971). 
3 In Arabic the letter wāw and in Hebrew the letter vāv both have the numerical value of six, and each constitutes in its 
respective language the word for “and”, that is, the linguistic “mediator” par excellence. 
4 Needless to say, from another point of view it represents only a relative finality, the seventh Heaven being the highest of 
the planetary spheres but not the highest of the Heavens all told. Nine is, strictly speaking, the most “celestial” of all numbers 
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numbers, and appearing in this world as a Divine seal upon earthly things, as in the number of 
the days of the week, the planets, the Sacraments of the Church and many other septenaries the 
mention of which would take us too far from our subject. But despite these considerations— or 
rather because of them—there is as we shall see a deep reason why the deadly sins should be 
seven in number, and why they should also be eight. 

A feature which seems to be common to all religions is the concept of anger as a sin grave 
enough to cause damnation, side by side with the concept of what is called “holy anger”, 
exemplified in Christianity by Christ’s driving out the merchants from the Temple. Analogously, 
although the term “holy avarice” is not used, could it not be said that a miser is a caricature of an 
ascetic, and in rare cases perhaps even potentially an ascetic? The traditional representation of a 
miser as a half-starved man dressed in rags and carrying a bag of gold would have an altogether 
different meaning if the gold were to be taken symbolically and not literally. Some misers have 
been known to endure what would be described, in the case of a Saint, as “heroic deprivations”. 
But since “acts are according to intentions”, the two “poverties” are as remote from each other 
as Hell is from Heaven. None the less, it is not difficult to imagine—and indeed one feels that 
it must have actually happened more than once—that a great spiritual Master might take a 
miser and turn him into a Saint; and the word “turn” is used here advisedly, for the avarice 
would need to be completely re-orientated. Thinking along parallel lines, could not something 
analogous be said of the sin of lechery, for example? In connection with another deadly sin, we 
may remember the words of the Decalogue: “I the Lord thy God am a jealous God”. Not that 
“jealous”, as used here, is a synonym of “envious”, but the two may be said to have a common 
root, namely the refusal to accept that another should have or be given something which one 
feels should come to oneself. Similarly, as regards the worst sin of all, it is significant that in 
Islam one of the ninety-nine Divine Names is “the Proud”. Nor can we plead a distinction here 
as between the French fier and orgueilleux, for the Qur’an applies exactly the same word to God 
as to Pharaoh. In this, as in the other cases, the explanation is simply: corruptio optimi pessima, 
the best, when corrupted, becomes the worst.5 

But what is this “best” which, when corrupted, becomes deadly sin, and how does it come 
to be corrupted? This question has been touched on in what I have written elsewhere, though 
not in connection with what is normally called sin. The following quotation is none the less 
relevant: “The soul is of this world, whereas the Spirit is not; but since there was at first a 
relative continuity between soul and Spirit there is a certain part of the psychic substance—that 
which lies at the soul’s uppermost boundary—which is in one sense not of this world since its 
function is to receive from the Intellect the light of the Spirit. In another sense it is of this world 
because its function is to transmit that light to the other faculties of the soul and also because, 
with the veiling of the Intellect6 and the sealing of the boundary between the two worlds, it 
was left on the soul’s side of the barrier”.7 

The question of the highest part of the soul brings us back to the number eight, but this 
time to its positive significance. Guénon, in his article on the symbolism of the octagon,8 

(see “Old Lithuanian Songs”, in this journal, Winter, 1969, pp. 8-9). 
5 This explains not only the sevenfold nature of the deadly sins, but also the satanic septenaries in the Apocalypse which are 
as it were shadows cast by their angelic opposites. 
6 At the Fall. 
7 Ancient Beliefs and Modern Superstitions, p. 40. 
8 Symboles de la Science Sacrée, ch. XLII. 
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mentions that in sacred architecture an octagonal structure often serves as support for a dome, 
thus marking the transition from the square foundation to the circular summit, that is, from the 
terrestrial number four to the celestial number nine. In other words, eight denotes the highest 
part of the intermediary region between earth and Heaven or, microcosmically, between body 
and Spirit; and the octagon supporting the dome is particularly relevant here as a symbol of 
that “best” part of the psychic substance which is the vehicle of spiritual light symbolized by 
the dome itself. This octagon has in fact a triple symbolism, for not only is it a vehicle of the 
dome but also, by being immediately adjacent to it, it expresses the nearness to Heaven of the 
psychic elements in question, and by being itself almost circular in form it expresses their all 
but spiritual nature. Moreover eight is the number of the winds, which signify the inspirations 
that it is the function of these elements to receive. They are none the less “on the soul’s 
side of the barrier”, and not only has the devil access to them but it is here above all that he 
intervenes,9 for he can do no far reaching harm to a human soul unless he can first pervert one 
or more of its highest elements which otherwise, continuing to fulfill their intuitive function, 
will remain like vigilant sentinels, ever ready to give the alert. It was certainly not to any of 
man’s lower faculties that Satan’s original temptation was addressed, but rather to those which 
constitute man’s leanings towards the next world, his hopes of immortality, his longings for the 
untransitory. This is brought out clearly in the Quranic account of the Fall: 

Then Satan whispered unto him,10 and said: “O Adam, shall I show thee the Tree of Immortality 
and a kingdom that fadeth not away?11 

Let us quote also the following comment on this: 
“All his deception of mankind throughout the ages is summed up in the above verse; he 

ceaselessly promises to show man the Tree of Immortality, gradually reducing by this means the 
highest and most central faculties into the outer part of the soul so that he may imprison them 
there in attachment to the counterfeit objects which he has forged for their perception. It is 
the presence here of these perverted faculties, either in discontent that they can never find real 
satisfaction or finally in a state of atrophy in that they are never put to their proper use, which 
causes all the disorder and obstruction in the soul of the fallen man”.12 

To take particular examples, as it were in the margin of this commentary, it could be said 
that the sin of gluttony is caused by the erring presence, in the outer or lower part of the soul, 
that part which is nearest the senses, of a perverted psychic element whose rightful place is 
at the threshold13 of Heaven, and whose normal function is to represent, for the individual in 
question, what might be termed a sense of the Infinite. True to its nature, it looks for Infinite 
satisfaction in the domain of the finite. Similarly, if a psychic element representing the sense of 
the Infinite in its aspect of Divine Love and Beauty should “fall” into the sexual domain, it can 

9 As for example when he succeeds in drawing Moses and Joshua away from the very brink of the Waters of Life (Qur’ān, 
XVIII, 61-63). 
10 The Qur’ān here represents Satan as tempting Adam not through Eve but directly, and in other passages he addresses them 
both together. 
11  XX, 120. 
12 Abū Bakr Sirāj ad-Dīn, The Book of Certainty, p. 42 (Samuel Weiser, New York, 1970). See also pp. 35-39. 
13 It is this threshold which is, as we have seen, symbolized by the number eight, whereas the elements in question are seven 
in virtue of the Divine imprint upon them. That the deadly sins constitute a true septenary is shown by their correspondence 
to the seven planets. Taking them in their traditional order, superbia (pride) corresponds to the Sun, avaritia (avarice) to Sat-
urn, luxuria (lechery) to Venus, invidia (envy) to Mercury, gula (gluttony) to Jupiter, ira (anger) to Mars, accidia (sloth) to the 
Moon. 
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change normal desire into insatiability—whence the sin14 of lechery. 
On the other hand, the “static” or “contractive” sins of sloth and avarice can be traced to a 

perverted sense of Eternity. The one is the attempt to realize Eternal Peace in a domain which 
is divinely willed to be in a state of movement and vicissitude. The other is the attempt to keep 
Eternally that which is, by its very nature, ephemeral; it is also the blindness of attributing to 
“treasure upon earth” the Absolute value that belongs only to “treasure in Heaven”. 

Eternity and Infinity are as it were the dimensions of the Absolute, and the perverted sense 
of the Absolute, either directly, or through one or other of these dimensions, may be said to lie 
at the root of all deadly sin. It is the “reverberation” of the Absolute, however remotely, which 
alone can account for the monstrousness of the semi-insane exaggerations in question. 

The sin of anger presupposes as much lack of sense of proportion as avarice does, though 
in an altogether different mode: either could be described as the “absolute” effect of a relative 
cause. But avarice is the deification of a material object, whereas anger, like the sins of envy and 
pride, implies a certain deification of the ego, its endowment with rights which belong only to 
the Absolute, that is, to the Supreme Self. But at the summit of the soul of the Saint there are 
necessarily elements of sublime “thunder” and “lightning”, just as there are necessarily elements 
which may be said to participate in the Divine Jealousy inasmuch as they “begrudge”, through 
their discernment, the attribution of any Absolute value to other than the Self. Similarly, having 
realized the answer to the question “Who am I?”15 the Saint cannot fail to participate in the 
Divine Pride, which will be reflected in the outer part of the soul, not as the sin of pride, but 
as the virtue of dignity and sometimes even of majesty. 

The intuitive part of the psychic substance, the part through which the soul may be said 
to have the sense of the Absolute, the Infinite and the Eternal, can only be fully operative if 
all its elements are in their rightful place. The soul of the Saint is perfect order and harmony; 
fallen souls are in a state of disorder which varies incalculably from individual to individual but 
which is caused, as we have seen, by the psychic substance’s being turned literally “inside-out” 
or, which amounts to the same, “upside-down”. Needless to say, it is possible that part of the 
higher or more central substance should remain relatively unfallen. Otherwise there could be 
no initial other-worldly aspirations, no novices for the spiritual path. 

It is also possible that the fallen elements should have become more or less dormant, and 
this appears to be most often the case. Otherwise the world would be full of deadly sinners, 
whereas in fact it is still full of people who are, by modern standards, relatively “innocent”—at 
any rate there are enough to foster the illusion of human progress from generation to generation. 

It is particularly ironical that the notion of sincerity—or rather the word, for it is scarcely 
more than that—should loom so large in twentieth century complacence, for sincerity is just 
what modern man most lacks. The often heard words, “sincerity is all that matters” express, 
if duly weighed, a profound truth; but it is nearly always forgotten that sincerity cannot be 
assessed without reference to what one is sincere about. In other words, the quality of the 
subjective reaction is inextricably dependent on the quality of the object. To take particular 
examples, it is really no less than a contradiction in terms to speak of a “sincere humanist”, or a 
“sincere communist”, if the word sincere is to retain its sense of “total dedication”. Enthusiasm, 
everyone now knows, is no guarantee that the subject is sincere. This century, especially in its 

14 By “sin” here and throughout, it is not individual acts in themselves that are meant but the encirclement of the soul by a 
whole series of acts and its consequent imprisonment in a deep-rooted tendency. 
15  The reference is to the methodic question which formed the basis of the teaching of Sri Ramana Maharshi. 
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second half, witnesses without respite the most violent orgies of enthusiasm, and as often as not 
the object is so worthless that the “enthusiast” can be no more than a small fraction of a soul, 
a fraction that has, perhaps momentarily, declared itself independent of reason, memory and 
other basic faculties. Such cases may not be too dangerous in themselves, but they are alarmingly 
symptomatic of a wide-spread disintegration. To revert to the less paroxysmal but much more 
chronic and therefore more dangerous enthusiasms of the humanist and the communist, we 
have only to consider what man is to see that neither humanism nor communism has anything 
whatsoever to offer to the higher reaches of the human soul. If such an enthusiasm is none the 
less able to gain a lifelong grip of any given individual, it can only do so without the assent of 
his higher psychic elements; and the negative presence of these elements in his soul, whether 
they be dormant or atrophied, precludes all question of sincerity. It may be objected that in 
some cases the elements in question are perverted without being dormant, and that the soul 
can be something of a chaos but none the less “all there”, and therefore sincere; and there can 
be no doubt, as regards the two enthusiasms in question, that they are only able to gain their 
formidable impetus by drawing, to a considerable extent, on the soul’s latent treasuries of idle 
and unused spiritual fervor. But such thefts can never be total; perversion is always fragmentary. 
Fervor is, in its highest sense, no less than the thirst for the Absolute, the Infinite and the 
Eternal; and there can be no common measure between the psychic vehicles of this fervor, 
when in their rightful place at the summit of a normal soul, and a mere fraction of them that 
has been perverted and dangerously bottled up as part of an enthusiasm for some finite and 
ephemeral object. 

Only religious orthodoxy at its fullest, that is, when endowed with the full range of its third 
dimension of mysticism, is large enough to engage the whole psychic substance of man and 
coordinate it into a sincerity worthy of the name. The Truth is Indivisible Totality and demands 
of man that he shall be no less than one undivided whole; and it is a criterion of orthodoxy that 
it should stake a claim in every element of our being. 

But how does mysticism bring about the inverse of corruptio optimi pessima—that inverse 
which is referred to in the words “the stone which the builders rejected is become the head of 
the corner” and “Joy shall be in Heaven over one sinner that repenteth more than over ninety 
and nine just persons which need no repentance”? The first phase of the spiritual alchemy 
of repentance is what is called “the descent into Hell”, and here lies the deepest meaning of 
Dante’s Inferno. The same “descent” is also the theme of some of Shakespeare’s maturer plays, 
and in this connection we may quote the following: 

“In order to reverse the process of the Fall by which part of man’s soul came under the 
domination of the devil it is necessary first of all to regain consciousness of the lost psychic 
elements which lie in dormant or semi-dormant perversion in the nethermost depths of the soul. 
Thus it is that in some traditional stories the descent into Hell is represented by a journey into 
the depths of the earth in search of hidden treasure: the lost psychic elements are symbolized 
by precious stones which have been stolen and hidden by diabolically cunning dwarfs. . . 

“The modern development of psycho-analysis makes it necessary to explain that this first 
phase of the mystic path is radically different from any psycho-analytical descent into the 
subconscious. Psycho-analysis is largely a case of the blind leading the blind, for it is simply 
one soul working upon another without the help of any transcendent power. But initiation, 
followed up by the devotional and ascetic practices implicit in it, opens the door to contact 
with the perfecting and unifying power of the Spirit whose presence demands that the psychic 
substance shall become once again a single whole. The more or less scattered elements of this 
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substance are thus compelled to come together; and some of them come in anger, from dark 
and remote hiding-places, with the infernal powers still attached to them. 

From this point of view it is truer to say that Hell rises than that the mystic descends; and 
the result of this rising is a battle, with the soul as battlefield. 

“At the outset of the path the perverted psychic elements are more or less dormant and 
remote from the center of consciousness. They must first of all be woken, and then redeemed, 
for they cannot be purified in their sleep; and it is when they wake in a state of raging perversion 
that there is always the risk that they will overpower the whole soul”.16 

Here lies the great danger of the spiritual path, and this is why esoterism has always been 
kept more or less secret, for it is incomparably better not to set out at all than to follow the 
path for a certain distance and then abandon it. In fact, it would be no doubt true to say that 
no man runs the risk of becoming a personification of one or more of the deadly sins so much 
as does an initiate who breaks his pact. 

The “battlefield” is only one aspect of the spiritual alchemy. There is also the power of 
persuasion. The Spirit, vehicled by the rites, may be said to address the soul’s fallen elements 
with exactly the same message as that which originally seduced them; but this time the message 
is true, and a true message is infinitely more powerful than a false one: O Adam, shall I show 
thee the Tree of Immortality and a Kingdom that fadeth not away? By the implacable rhythmic 
regularity of the performance of rites which is an essential feature of the spiritual path, this 
promise of the Transcendent is as it were “drummed” ceaselessly into the soul; and since the 
elements chiefly concerned, those which were made for nothing but the Transcendent, are 
merely being asked to conform to their true nature, this promise is bound to prove, sooner or 
later, irresistible—whence the exaltation, by Spiritual Masters in all ages and in all religions, of 
the virtues of perseverance, patience and reliance. 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 

Look at this painted image, wounded and swollen, sickly and full of lust, in which there 
is no permanence. This wasted form is a nest of disease and very frail: it is full of putrid 
matter and perishes. Death is the end of life. What delight is there.for him who sees these grey 
bones scattered like gourds in autumn? 

Here is a citadel of bones plastered with flesh and blood, and manned by old age and 
death, self-will and enmity. 

The Dhammapada. 

16  Martin Lings, Shakespeare in the Light of Sacred Art, pp. 51-52 (Allen and Unwin). 
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Intellectual Freedom  
by  

Lord Northbourne  

THE meaning currently attached to the words “intellectual freedom” is very clearly exemplified 
in the demand that state schools and state-aided schools should be neutral in their approach to 
religion, that religious education should be restricted to the giving of factual information about 
religion, and that no regular school assembly should be religious in character or content. It is 
argued that no “prejudice” in favor of religion as such, or of any particular religion, should be 
instilled into children, who must be free to decide for themselves as individuals whether to 
accept the truth and the authority of religion or not, or, more generally, free to decide what 
source of truth and what authority, if any, they should accept. This represents the extension to 
children of an individualistic “freedom of thought” which has long been widely commended as 
a sign of intellectual maturity in their elders, and scarcely less widely accepted by them and put 
into practice in the form of “permissiveness” in behavior. 

A fairly common cognate expression is “intellectual honesty”. People who adopt any 
particular point of view may not like being told that they are enslaved by prejudice, but they 
resent even more deeply an accusation of dishonesty. Dishonesty is deliberate; it implies deceit 
practiced for one’s own advantage, even though that deceit be only self-deceit. A factor of 
morality as well as of intelligence is thereby introduced; animosity is aroused and any discussion 
drops to a lower level. It is of course a fact that any two people can be as honest to God and 
to themselves as it is possible for fallible humanity to be, and can still fail to arrive at the 
same conclusions. That is what people who use this phrase do not seem to accept; if one were 
to adopt their attitude one would say “do not choose to accept”, thereby labeling them as 
hypocrites, as they so often label people who do not see eye to eye with themselves. 

The basic idea is the same, however it may be expressed. It is derived from the principles 
of scientific research, with their insistence that no conclusion is fully valid until it has been 
shown to be in conformity with everything that observation can disclose. That, precisely, is 
what constitutes and characterizes the scientific approach. The great changes resulting from the 
applications of science to industry have led to the growth of the idea that no approach to truth 
other than the scientific is valid, and therefore that no conception can be said to represent the 
truth until it has been checked by observation and deduction from observation. This in turn 
has led to the calling in question of every assumption, every system, every tradition and every 
belief that has ever constituted the background of a civilization, and their submission to an 
investigation which claims to be scientific whether it be really so or not; and when the arrival 
of that better world which science was to have made possible is disappointingly delayed, the 
relative stability of the ancient traditions leads to their being regarded as obstacles to progress, 
and being blamed for the delay. Their elimination or supersession can then be claimed as a 
liberation of the human spirit. 

The assumptions, systems and traditions of the past were based on religion. It constituted 
their background even when they were not specifically religious in character. Religion, at least 
when it is true to itself, postulates that there are truths—and those the most important truths of 
all—which are neither discoverable nor provable by the faculties of observation and deduction 
alone, but are accessible only to something that can be called vision or intuition or faith. To 
assimilate the content of religious faith, which is by definition unquestioning, to purely secular 
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preconceptions and prejudices on the grounds that it is unscientific is therefore to deny the 
very foundations of religion. The opponents of religion lose no opportunity to do just this, and 
therewith to class religious faith as servile and unworthy of the newly won independence of 
mankind. They apply similar derogatory epithets to the more or less unquestioning personal 
loyalties which have until recently been the basis of the unity of all social groupings, from the 
family upwards, in every civilization. Those loyalties are derived from the hierarchical aspects 
of religion and its accompanying traditions; any picture of the situation that takes no account 
of them is therefore incomplete. 

Thus the idea has grown up that the scientific approach can alone properly be said to 
be intellectual, whereas the approach of religion cannot, and that therefore the tendency of 
religion is to impede intellectuality. This is not to be wondered at in people for whom the word 
“intellectuality” implies no more than conformity to the scientific approach; but if the goal 
of intellectuality is not a better understanding of the origin, nature and end of man and of the 
universe, what is it? It is just such an understanding that religion claims to offer, and in so far as 
that claim is justified, religion, very far from impeding intellectuality, is an essential part of it. 
That is the crux of the whole question, yet how seldom do those who seek to defend religion 
put the question in that form! One can hardly expect its opponents to do so. 

Nevertheless, despite all propaganda for a so-called intellectual freedom, the collectivity, 
the mass of the people, will always have faith in something and will always follow someone. 
What philosopher, they ask, what scientist, what President, what demagogue, what quack, 
what mushroom Messiah will bring them the comfort and the freedom they seek? This is no 
new phenomenon. The Psalmist says, “There be many that say: who will show us any good?” 
(Ps. 4. 6); but now, in the virtual absence of an established source of authority, the phenomenon 
has entered into a new dimension, and the cry “who will show us any good?” has become 
almost universal. The average mentality, in its search for an authority it need not question, 
seems instinctively to know itself better than many who seek to guide it seem to know it. The 
average mentality is by definition mediocre. That is not to its discredit, since mental capacity 
is and always will be variable, and while that is so the average mentality will be in the middle 
range of capacity. It is also a mathematical certainty that it will always be represented by a large 
majority. It is not reasonable to expect it to be able to formulate the great critical decisions on 
which everything depends, least of all when those decisions involve a discernment between 
truth and error, as, for instance, when the issue is between religion and anti-religion in all 
its many forms and disguises. Most really critical decisions are of that order; they demand a 
wisdom that is profound and not commonplace and is therefore rare. Most people are in fact 
more or less conscious of their limitations and of their dependence on guidance “from above”, 
whatever the sense in which the word “above” may be understood, so that, although they have 
been told that authority is now in their hands and that they can and must exercise it through 
the medium of their votes, they are still always looking for an authority which they can accept 
without having to think everything out for themselves. 

That such an authority existed when it was vested in religion is undeniable. People then 
looked for guidance, at least in matters of principle, to the religious hierarchy which was guardian 
and expositor of the spirit and of the teaching of the founder of their religion. Even kings did so, 
kings whose temporal power was exercised by divine right; but that right conferred on them 
their temporal functions only which, in principle if not always in practice, did not impinge 
on the functions of the spiritual authority; it was indeed the main duty of kings to support 
and defend that authority. This system did not always work perfectly; no system, however 
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admirable, is proof against the imperfections inherent in human individuals and societies. These 
imperfections are variable in kind and are seldom seen for what they are by those who manifest 
them at any particular time. Every age seems to have its own characteristic failings and to be 
much less aware of them than of the failings of its predecessors. The obvious imperfections 
which marred the operation of the hierarchical system make it easy to attribute them to the 
people’s acceptance of the authority of religion, and to make insufficient allowances for the 
variety and extent of human perversity and weakness, especially if one is encouraged to do so 
by an unquestioning faith in the conception of progressive evolution, with its corollary of the 
superiority of the present age in every domain, spiritual as well as material. 

However, that may be, it is apparent that current problems are too complex, too remote, 
too specialized, too subtle or too profound to be within the competence of the average 
mentality, with its enormous numerical preponderance. The best opinions can only be those of 
an intellectual élite composed of people who can see the human situation most penetratingly, 
most synthetically, most realistically and most dispassionately, and such people are necessarily 
few. Whoever they may be, they alone can put things in their proper place and can escape from 
being confused or overwhelmed by the weight of the indefinite multiplicity of facts, and of the 
opinions derived from them, under which our scientific civilization is laboring. It is obvious 
that such people’s opinions ought to prevail; and perhaps they would, if other people’s opinions 
as to who they are did not differ so widely and change so frequently as they do. 

These things are seen, clearly or dimly, by most people; but the necessity of rule by majority 
vote is an article of faith. The only solution seems to be that the constituent members of society 
should be educated up to their responsibilities, so that they may vote intelligently. It would 
seem however that people must on no account be taught what to think; that would be to deny 
them intellectual freedom and would open the way to a tendentious advocacy in the field of 
religion; they must therefore presumably only be made familiar with as many facts as possible, 
and then if possible be taught how to think; how to assess the relevance of facts, how to relate 
one to another, and then how to discriminate between the indefinity of ideas and opinions that 
can be based on them. The practicality of this conception on general grounds is, to say the least 
of it, questionable; all that need be said here is that it ignores two facts: one is that though the 
average of intelligence be raised, it is still an average and not an optimum; the other is that the 
opinions of the most highly (or should one say “expensively”?) educated people differ at least 
as widely as do the opinions of those less favored. One suspects that what the advocates of 
education as a panacea are really thinking in most cases, though they may not realize it, is that 
other people, if they were properly educated, would then think as they themselves do, and 
then all would be well, This is very natural, we probably all do it to some extent, but it is too 
simple to be true. 

To expect the impossible of the average adult mentality is foolish; it merely leads to the 
replacement of intelligence by prejudices that are largely emotional in origin, and thence to the 
passing of authority into the hands of any individual or group that is able to seize it. To expect 
the impossible of children is even more foolish, and it is at the same time cruel. Children are 
not yet equipped to decide what is best for them even in the simple affairs of daily life; how 
much less so when fundamental assumptions are in question! Let them be encouraged to think 
by all means, but only on the simplest issues; they can only be happy then the really adult 
issues do not arise at all for them, but are covered by an established and unquestioned code 
of behavior. Moreover it is nothing less than the truth that most adults are in a comparable 
position. Everyone, child or man, needs a framework, an “establishment”, to limit the range of 
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his responsibilities to matters that are within his competence. Children need it even more than 
do their elders, and it is the first duty of their elders to provide it for them—first of their parents, 
then of their teachers. The rigidity of such a framework can be, and perhaps often has been, 
carried to excess; but that error is probably less damaging in the end than its opposite. Rigidity 
or otherwise is a question of degree; much more crucial is the question of the foundation on 
which the framework is built up. For there will always be a framework, there will always be 
authority, there will always be an “establishment”, good or bad, simply because people cannot 
get on without it and are always seeking it, whatever the theoretical anarchists may say. 

In the past the foundation of the social framework was religion. The authority of religion, 
firstly in matters of fundamental truth concerning the origin and destiny of man and the direction 
in which the ultimate good is to be sought, and secondly and consequentially in the field of 
morality and ethics, used to be regarded as final because it was regarded as of divine origin. If 
indeed an eternal and all-wise God has revealed Himself to man, it is anything but intelligent 
to accept as final any authority other than that of this revelation, embodied, as it necessarily is 
if it is to be handed down from generation to generation, in forms doctrinal, ritual and moral; 
and the guardianship of these forms is no less necessarily the function of a specially trained and 
qualified hierarchy. It certainly seems that this conception must either be substantially true or 
not true at all. If it is true, the fear of the Lord is in truth “the beginning of wisdom” (Ps. 111. 
10); it is a first condition without which there can be no real wisdom, and so no well-founded 
authority, no stable framework within which the inherently limited abilities of humanity can 
each find its proper place. 

Science offers no alternative framework. The best it can offer is wealth in a wide sense of 
the term, that is to say, the satisfaction of a wide variety of desires. It cannot conceive of any 
means of achieving that escape from desires we call “contentment” otherwise than through the 
satisfaction of those desires; it has not yet learnt that there is no limit to the multiplication of 
desires, nor that, since different people’s desires are often mutually incompatible, an indefinite 
multiplication of desires increases conflict as well as discontent. In addition, the scientific 
outlook on the origin, nature and destiny of man, varied though it be within certain limits, leads 
only to two alternative attitudes. The first, which is the more scientific, is one of an ultimate 
despair arising from the inevitability of terrestrial, solar and cosmic cataclysms. The second 
appears to take no account of the first, and is less scientific both for that reason and because it 
is based on nothing more than a rather vague hypothesis; it is a utopianism based on the notion 
of progressive evolution. The latter has so strong an emotional appeal that it has in practice 
attained the status of a dogma, unexamined and unquestioned. The first attitude is an ultimate 
hopelessness, the second is a consolation eagerly grasped at in the prevailing intellectual and 
social confusion. 

The point at issue here is one of truth and not of consolation. The consolations of religion 
are often spoken of, as if its purpose were to make this life easy. The only real consolation 
religion offers is however that of making sense of the world, even when the world seems to be 
unbearable, and it is no small one. Promises of celestial bliss are always conditional, and they are 
balanced by promises of hell (to reduce a situation covering a very wide range of possibilities 
to very simple but nevertheless adequate terms). The notion of a life of pleasure ending in total 
annihilation can be more “consolatory” than the truth, the rigorous aspects of which are so 
commonly glossed over. 

How then, it will be asked, has it come about that the authority of religion has become 
so weakened? There are two possible answers. The first is that it is because the principles of 
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religion, which are founded on the conception of divinity and revelation, and on the precedence 
of the eternal over the temporal, are in themselves false or inadequate. If this answer is right, 
the matter ends here. The second answer is that it is because human failings have allowed the 
principles of religion to become overlaid and obscured by conceptions or preoccupations which 
are confined to the universe of phenomena and thereby tend to exclude the divine and the 
eternal. If the second answer is right, the decline of the authority of religion must be attributed 
to a substitution of mutable opinion for immutable principles, or of hypothesis for faith, as 
the foundation of authority. The substitution has been gradual, but by it the conception and 
the content of revealed religion has by imperceptible degrees been changed, so that eventually 
religion has ceased to be a foundation and becomes more and more an optional extra, mère 
and more subjected to the uncertainties of opinion, less and less the accepted background and 
corrective of opinion. At the heart of this change lies an enfeeblement of the conception of 
Divinity, whereby Divinity loses the quality of absoluteness from which the uniqueness of the 
authority of religion is derived, and becomes relativised. 

The form of the questions that often arise concerning the nature of Divinity is revealing in 
this connection. It is usually something like “is there a God?” or “does God exist?” or “is God 
a reality?” or “what is God like?”; in any such form they are really “leading questions”, since 
they imply that God can properly be considered as one factor in our situation among others; 
that God “as He is in Himself”— to use an admittedly but inevitably equivocal phrase—can be 
objectivised distinctively, like the objects of our perceptions and imaginations; that He is not 
even as real as those objects unless He can be brought into comparison with them; in short, that 
God is a relativity like everything else we can perceive or know. 

It is true that God as Creator can be considered as “relativising Himself” in His creation, in 
so far as His creation is a manifestation of His qualities and attributes; but that manifestation is 
not God “as He is in Himself”. To suppose that it is so is the error of pantheism. It is no less true 
that every relativity is a Divine manifestation; the conception of God as “Creator” of all things 
implies nothing less than that. But God is not a reality; He does not “exist” distinctively as do 
His manifestations; as Creator He is the origin of all existence and of all distinctive realities; as 
such He alone is absolute reality, He is Reality Itself. The reality of all things, from the universe 
in its entirety to the most evanescent of dreams, is relative and more or less fugitive and illusory; 
God is the one and only absolute reality and absolute certitude; He alone is That which cannot 
not be. By Him alone the universe is sustained; from Him all things come and to Him all things 
must return. Woe betide those beings who have any choice in the matter if they fail to prepare 
themselves for that return. Allowing for the inadequacy of words in this connection, such is 
the foundation of religion, and nothing less will serve. It is not compatible with compromise 
of any kind. 

Of this order, though not necessarily in this form, is the vision that has inspired and guided 
mankind since the dawn of time. It is a vision and not a deduction; like physical vision it is 
direct, immediate, “concrete” and convincing; it is “supra-rational” in the sense that, as with 
physical vision, it is not preceded but followed by reasoning. In comparison, how dismally 
trivial are the basic conceptions of humanism, scientism and secularism, and how unworthy 
are they of a humanity to which, alone of all creatures, the possibility of a celestial vision has 
been granted! Uncountable millions have seen things in the light of this celestial vision, always 
more or less imperfectly because the full blaze of the truth is too strong for the creature, always 
from within the framework of their religion, guided by the symbol, the spoken word and the 
radiance of the saints, and in endless different ways, each according to the light that is in him, 
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whether it be bright or dim, white or colored. It is written: “and if that light be darkness, how 
great is that darkness!” (Matt. 6.23). 

If every relativity is a Divine manifestation, anything can in principle be seen as a “symbol” 
of Divinity, since it is as it were a reflection on the terrestrial plane of some aspect of the Divine 
nature. Not least among those symbols is man, “made in God’s image and likeness”. It is this 
that justifies, and even necessitates, the use of anthropomorphic symbolisms, whether in the 
form of sculptures or pictures or fables or parables, for the communication of religious truths 
that are in their essence ineffable. The spiritual potentiality of the symbol may however always 
become obscured or lost when the outward or literal or “human” significance of the symbol is 
taken to be its principal or its only significance. The symbol then becomes an “idol”. Thus, in 
the case of anthropomorphic symbols, the conception of Divinity can come to be increasingly 
assimilated to the outward form of the symbol. In other words, man may tend increasingly to 
make God in his own image, to “measure” God by his own capacities and characteristics, so 
that God becomes, not God, but a more or less magnified and particularized image of man. 
This is an “idolization”, not of a graven image, but of the image that man himself is; and it is the 
ultimate idolatry. Since however this idolatry is not recognized as such by its perpetrators, they 
will tend to attribute an idolatrous intention to anyone who uses symbols, anthropomorphic 
or otherwise, with a right intention, especially if the symbols in question are those of a religion 
which they have been taught to hold in contempt or to dismiss as “primitive”. The conception 
of Divinity—or the celestial vision—would not however be what it is if only one particular 
symbolical formulation could be used to suggest it. When the Absolute is in question, the 
creature tied to relativity must be content with whatever point of view is his by nature or by 
upbringing; what is important is, firstly, that this point of view should be compatible with the 
truth, and secondly, that it should not be taken to be more than it is. 

At the heart of the decadence of religion lies this kind of relativisation of the conception 
of Divinity, inevitably accompanied by a loss of the celestial vision. The repercussions of this 
vision, where it exists and whatever form it may assume, are limitless, they cannot but reach 
into every department of life; its consequences may take a lot of working out, and much may be 
gained or lost in the process, but the vision itself is of a total simplicity and directness. That is 
why it is often more accessible to those whose minds are simple and direct than to those whose 
minds are complex and analytical, and that is why it is accessible to children, and to those who 
are able to receive it “as a child”. It is precisely the opportunity of a glimpse of this vision that 
so many people are seeking to deny to our children by limiting their contact with religion to 
mere information concerning the forms it assumes. The final decision however does not rest 
with man, it rests with God, since vision is a grace, and is therefore neither procurable nor 
disposable at will. Those who would seek to impede its operation do themselves more harm 
even than they do to the children. 

From the point of view of the militant atheist or agnostic it is good policy to deny participation 
in religion to children, since, as they know well, religion can only be communicated by 
participation (always excepting the possibility of a special grace). Information alone, especially 
if treated as purely historical and conveyed by an agnostic, can be a very good medium for anti-
religious propaganda; for no teacher—or parent—can help communicating his own point of 
view to those he is teaching, whatever the subject of the lesson. Humanism, through at least 
some of its avowed representatives, has adopted other tactics, and is now claiming equality 
of status with revealed religion, and has been admitted in that guise by representatives of 
the ancient religions to some of their discussions. Apparently those representatives cannot see 
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that the ideals of humanism are fundamentally the same as those of atheism, secularism and 
agnosticism in all their forms, in so far as they idolize man by putting him in the place of God 
as the first object of all service and all devotion. Alas! how many people who profess to be 
religious do just that, although to do so is to deny—or to distort beyond recognition—the very 
vision on which their religion is founded. Religion is infinitely more than a mere system of ideas, 
philosophical, ethical or otherwise, and its primary function is not one of making this life more 
agreeable, but of the salvation of souls; its concern with the intemporal takes precedence of, 
and alone justifies, any concern it may show for the temporal. 

What we are in fact witnessing is a dissolution of the sacred traditions. They can properly 
be called “sacred” because they are derived from revealed religion and are its normal support. 
It is they that hold a civilization together and give it its distinctive quality. There has never 
been a stable and coherent civilization constituted on any other foundation—remembering 
that coherence and stability are necessarily always relative—and there never will be, for the 
simple reason that humanity is not independent of God, to whom it is linked by revelation 
and tradition. Without them there is no framework within which freedom, intellectual or 
otherwise (and itself also necessarily always relative) can be realized without its turning into 
license and leading to chaos. Tradition however is by no means merely a negative or protective 
force. In its more important positive and constructive aspect it canalizes thought and activity 
into ways that are truly profitable, because they lead away from attachment to the world and 
the ego and towards attachment to a spiritual center. 

The sacred traditions in all their diversity manifest the unity of the Absolute; they do so 
most evidently in what may be called their common celestial orientation; the message is always 
essentially the same though the symbolical “language” that conveys it be diverse. It is the 
diversity of that language that strikes most forcibly the modern literalistic mentality, thereby 
clouding or even discrediting the universal message. If however there is that which transcends 
and comprehends all human experience, that message can evidently not be reduced to any 
single formulation, although paradoxically the diverse traditional formulations can each suggest 
it adequately, provided only that those who live within their influence are so attuned to them 
that they can recognize them as reflecting on the terrestrial plane realities subsisting on a higher 
plane. Any such recognition is truly intellectual, since it implies a grasp of fundamental truths 
at least in some degree; and that is precisely what the human intellect is for. 

Everything that had a beginning must have an end, and the sacred traditions are no exception. 
This applies however exclusively to their outward forms, their content being universal and 
imperishable; it is therefore only from a temporal point of view that they must seem to die. 
As they split up and dissolve there is less and less to hold society together; in the end nothing 
remains but secular ideologies, pseudo-traditions of purely human invention, looking earthwards 
and not heavenwards, having no principle of unity more stable than collective opinion, and 
therefore always in opposition one to another as well as to sacred tradition itself. 

Is all this mere prejudice? If it is true, no; if it is untrue, yes. Prejudice implies the assertion of 
an opinion based on an unsure foundation, and the only sure foundation for opinion is truth—the 
whole truth, and not a partial truth. Supporters of the doctrine of intellectual freedom would 
limit the conception of truth to truth that can be supported by evidence, and it is an article of 
faith with them that the only valid evidence in the last analysis is the evidence of the senses. 
The evidence of the senses, however highly developed it may be, reveals the characteristics 
of the visible universe and nothing more, and so, unless the visible universe contains its own 
cause within itself—that is to say, unless it “created itself”—scientific investigation can never 
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elucidate the ultimate reason for anything whatever, and least of all for existence as such. Is it 
not prejudice or presumption or both to deny that any man can see, or ever has seen, more than 
the human eye can see, or heard more than the human ear can hear, or known more than can 
be categorically stated in words; in short, that no man’s understanding can be more penetrating 
or profound than one’s own? Or to claim that the scientific approach is the only of science may 
be true while still representing no more than a partial truth? Admittedly no dialectical proof 
of the validity of the religious approach is possible; it seems to be forgotten however that this 
is equally true of the scientific approach. The only “proof” in either case resides in the quality 
of the vision on which the approach is founded, that is to say, on the “light that is in you”, 
whether that light be bright or dim or even darkness itself. 

Even apart from all this, is it practical or realistic or scientific or even common-sensical to 
suppose that, provided that the average mentality is “intellectually free” in the sense of having 
no preconceptions—and thus operating as it were in vacuo—it will absorb from its environment 
whatever is good for it and reject whatever is bad, or even that a sufficient majority will do 
so? This indeed would postulate a faith in human nature that is not supported by the available 
evidence. The advocates of intellectual freedom are too intelligent to have any such faith; what 
they really want is that the average intelligence should be “free” to absorb what may be called 
the “scientific prejudice” that now predominates in their environment. 

Must we then admit something that most of our contemporaries are reluctant or unable to 
admit, namely, that in the past, and in so far as religion was the final authority, a vision more 
penetrating than ours provided the foundation for authority? If so, it will be said, the people of 
those times ought to have behaved more wisely than we do, and ought therefore to have been 
more harmonious and more contented. The common assumption is, not only that they knew 
less than we do, but also that they endured so much discomfort and hardship that they cannot 
possibly have been more contented than we are. Contentment is a difficult thing to prove or 
disprove at a distance; but one who has passed the Psalmist’s three-score years and ten can at least 
assert that people, even poor people, were in general more contented before the 1914-18 war 
than they are now, although not nearly so well provided with comforts and luxuries. Incidentally 
they were also more often people of strong individuality, “characters” or “personalities” as we 
might say; not of course always either virtuous or agreeable, but qualitatively distinctive, not 
mere drops in an ocean of mediocrity. And they were more content with their lot than we 
are. What then is the true criterion of contentment? Can it be anything but the acceptance of 
one’s lot, whatever it may be? Or in other words, knowing one’s place and fulfilling faithfully 
whatever function may be associated with it, with a pride in the quality of the product as 
the principal incentive rather than any tangible reward; knowing, perhaps, that not to want 
is better than to have; and above all being intelligent enough not to place one’s best hopes in 
nothing but the satisfactions which a short sojourn in this world can bring. All these things are 
criteria of contentment, and at the same time they are universal ethical constituents of every 
religion and tradition. 

There are those who think that such criteria of contentment represent something despicable, 
that they imply a servile submission, a sterile social and intellectual slavery, unworthy of the 
representatives of an advanced civilization. Let them then propose something better able to bring 
contentment to a world that is necessarily imperfect because it is other than God, who alone is 
Perfection; and let it be something more practical than an intellectual vacuum masquerading as 
freedom. The more remote from God the world becomes the more imperfect it becomes. If the 
confusion, fear and discontent of our times seem to be reaching towards an extreme, despite 
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a technological development bringing a wealth and a luxury unparalleled in history, why is an 
exactly coincident decay of religion scarcely ever suggested as a causal factor? To attribute any 
part of this increase of discontent to an allegedly servile and unintelligent clinging to religion 
by a diminishing sector of society is a non-sequitur of which any normal school-child would be 
rightly ashamed. 

No: anyone who clings to religion is clinging, not to an arbitrary framework of man’s 
devising, but to the only framework that can serve as a starting-point for the realization of an 
inward freedom that is independent of terrestrial contingencies. Moreover this inward freedom 
is a truly intellectual freedom in so far as it is founded on an integral vision of truth, on a vision 
which is unified at its source because it comes from within and is not derived exclusively from 
the observation of the dispersed and fugitive relativities of this world. An outlook which limits 
itself in principle or in practice to the things of this world is nothing less than an intellectual 
bondage, since it denies to men the possibility of an inward freedom which is not only the 
only real freedom, but is also, whether they know it or not, the very freedom they are always 
seeking. 

Let the Psalmist have the last word. He says, “The Lord is King, be the people never so 
unpatient: He sitteth between the Cherubim, be the earth never so unquiet” (Ps. 99.1). 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 

What is life but the flower or the fruit which falls when ripe, yet ever fears the untimely 
frost? Once born, there is naught but sorrow; for who is there can escape death? From the first 
moment of life, the result of passionate love and desire, there is naught but the bodily form 
transitional as the lightning flash. 

The Dhammapada. 
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The Round of Existence  
by  

Harold Talbott  

A Talk on the First Lesson of Tibetan Buddhism1 

THE subject of this essay is the first lesson of Tibetan Buddhism. It consists of some observations 
on the significance of Human life. The teachings are represented in the diagram known as the 
Round of Existence which is called Sipai-Khorlo in Tibetan. 

The Dharma from India came to Tibet in the sixth century A.D. By the tenth century the 
culture of Tibet was predominantly Buddhist. Obviously we cannot learn very much about a 
civilization of a thousand years in a lifetime and we cannot say very much about it in an hour— 
unless you are equipped with an auditory siddhi or spiritual faculty and I am endowed with 
one of the sixty attributes of the voice of Manjusri. So we are going to have to limit ourselves to 
reflections on a few of the most basic and frequently stressed points included in the first lesson 
that students receive from a Lama in the Tibetan Buddhist framework. 

Three fundamental activities come into play in the following of a spiritual path. The 
threefold division of effort is common to the Vedic-Upanishadic Tradition of Hinduism and 
to Buddhism. In Tibet the classical Indian division is called Thos-Sam-Gom, which translates as 
Hearing, Pondering, Meditation. By sketching a few features of the first lesson in Dharma as 
a Lama might present it using the device of the Round of Existence, we can describe the first 
activity of the path, hearing Dharma expounded. Thospa, hearing itself, in the Tibetan Buddhist 
sense, requires a Lama to listen to. 

A thousand years of Buddhist culture produced four main schools in Tibet and a good 
number of sub-schools. The organization of the path into activities of hearing, pondering, and 
meditation is shared by all Tibetan schools. There is another threefold division which applies 
to spiritual stages in the Buddhist life. It too is common to all Tibetan schools and all lineages 
of Lamas. So, teaching given by a Lama is introduced in three main stages. Practice of these 
stages is designed to bring about qualitatively different modes of understanding in the disciple. 
In Tibetan these stages of Dharma are called, Chiwa, Nangwa, and Sangwa. They may be 
translated as the Outer, Inner, and Secret stages of the Path. The Outer corresponds to our 
category of Exoteric learning. The Inner and the Secret refer to Esoteric truth. The higher of 
the two phases of Esoteric teaching is itself divided into stages. Some schools in Tibet use a 
fourfold division of Tantric vehicles. But by the Nyingmapa, the oldest Tantric Buddhist school 
in Tibet, whose name simply means The Ancient, nine vehicles or stages are recognized. The 
Nyingmapa, founded by Padmasambhava, the Indian Tantric pandit from a region called Urgyan 
(possibly modern Swat) who may have taught in Bihar and Bengal, arrived in Tibet in the year 
747 A.D. Guru Rimpoche, as he is known in Tibet, imparted deep and powerful skillful means 
for bringing about Sudden Enlightenment. This is the practice conveyed to Nyingma adepts 
by the Ninth Tantra, Maha Ati, or the Supreme Fulfillment, the Dzogpachenpo of Tibetan 
Buddhism. There is in the possession of Lamas of the Dzogchen school a powerful teaching 
method aptly named (Nying-Tik), or the Heart-Essence. Tibet is the land of snow peaks poised 
above the clouds in a brilliantly clear sky, summits climbed in solitude. These heights of Dharma 

Originally read as a paper at The Buddhist Society, London, 3rd February 1971. 

50 

1



Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 5, #1 (Winter 1971)  

transmitted by Lama lineages correspond to the Himalaya rising from the Tibetan plateau. 
But let us touch upon the first lesson of the first of the three activities of Tibetan Vajrayana, 

making an introduction to the Outer stage of practice which is common to all three Buddhist 
Vehicles: Theravada, Mahayana, and Vajrayana, through the activity of hearing the Dharma 
expounded: that is Tibetan lesson one. 

It is impossible to forget but always worth recalling at the outset of a discussion of Tibetan 
Buddhism that at present the extent of our knowledge of this thousand year old field of activity 
within the Dharma which continues to be practiced and added to by our brothers in India 
today, the Tibetan refugees, is very slight indeed. The reason for our scant knowledge of a vast 
subject is not that we westerners have been incapable of making a beginning at translating the 
huge quantities of scripture available from Tibetan sources. This work has been conducted in 
some instances at a pace almost comparable to that at which Dr. Horner made available the 
Pali Texts in English and Dr. Conze contributed some of the Prajnaparamita Corpus and Dr. 
Suzuki transmitted other Mahayana Sutras and Sastras from Sanskrit and Chinese originals. 
But all these materials have not presented quite the same elusive aspect as have the texts of 
the Vajrayana, the Sangwa Dorje Thegpa. For in the Tibetan scriptures, the texts that we call 
Tantras, the serene enigma of Prajnaparamita and the challenge of a Zen master’s dialogue are 
matched by a willed obscurity in the language used for the transmission of esoteric teaching. The 
Tantras introduce teaching whose working out in practice is reserved for oral and sometimes 
non-verbal transmission by a realized master. The Real is transcendent to words. Realization 
brought about as exchange between an enlightened master and a trained disciple is a silent 
mind-to-mind transmission. We are familiar with the basic means of teaching Dharma. Then 
there is an intermediate mode after verbal exposition. This is the Tantric level of symbol. In the 
Tantra the body, speech, and mind are each cultivated with appropriate symbols and actions: 
significant gesture (Skt. Mudra); effective sound and sound vibration: Mantra, performed as 
plural recitation of series of syllables, sound values associated with aspects of the Buddha Mind 
through a system of correspondences; worship or adoration as spiritual exercise for the purifying 
of the mind, including chant and music accompanying significant gesture: Puja; ritual dance 
exclusive to Tibetan Buddhism (Tib. Cham); and finally the expansion of awareness through 
meditation exercises involving visualizations. Here the mandala and other sacred designs and 
forms (Rupa) come into play. These elements are organized as Sadhana, practice leading the 
devotee to insight through experience of Sunyata, the Unconditioned. Beyond and as a result 
of these formal activities is the transformation of awareness and the transmutation of being 
through spiritual aptitude known as Siddhi. So the paraphernalia of demonstration and skillful 
means of meditation referred to comprise the symbolic level of the Tantra, the Sangwa Dorje 
Thegpa. The highest activity is a still, silent transmission mind-to-mind between a master and a 
disciple seated facing each other, resonating together. 

The Tantras are directions for a training which unfolds between participants in a lineage 
of realized masters. The practice deals symbolically with all the material of the cosmos, the 
peaceful and the wrathful aspects of the Buddha Mind. The Tantras are written down in a 
shorthand known to the participants which they will teach succeeding generations of disciples. 
No one who is not an initiate empowered by the Lama and embraced in the lineage will receive 
training. Hence the Tantras are manuals, practical guides and cryptic directions for initiates 
in a rite whose significance is unfolded through training in meditation. They are written in a 
language of realization. It is not to be deciphered like the breaking of a code. Rather it calls 
for personal encounter with a Lama. The Lama holds the tradition, a transmission through 
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an unbroken lineage linked with the Indian and Tibetan masters and beyond them to the 
Primordial Buddha Mind. The indispensable context is initiation and training with a Lama. 
These factors have in some instances been neglected by western scholars studying the Tantras. 
The omission yields questionable results. There prevails a temporary state of misinformation 
dressed in the trappings of scholarly research which is either regrettable or mildly humorous 
according to your point of view. 

The higher stages of Tibetan Buddhism, then, pose certain original problems of investigation. 
These are not simply questions of methodology: they touch on spiritual realities. They are 
problems in the deep sense that the gaining of valid information calls for a new approach by 
orientalists. It has proved difficult for our scouts to learn about the Tantras without almost 
violating their subject matter in the act of research. How can the meaning of a text be understood 
when its function, its practical significance remains out of sight? Of course, on the other hand, 
there is no longer the hostility of Waddell, for example, who wrote the first survey of Tibetan 
Buddhism only to condemn it as demonolatry. At any rate Waddell provides a mass of detail on 
a culture whose significance seems to have eluded his understanding. 

Today the problems are different. There are scholars who publish without much Buddhist 
training and occasionally with what looks like a somewhat hit-or-miss technique. They have 
not consulted Tibetan experts, either Lamas or erudite lay authorities living, outside what has 
again become forbidden Tibet. For their interpretation they rely on deduction, sort of scholarly 
guesswork, coupled with projection of their own philosophical notions onto the material. In 
this way much of what is translated and annotated lacks its authentic context even when there 
is a minimum of misinterpretation. The mistake seems to lie in trusting one’s own hunches 
instead of consulting Tibetan teaching authorities. The results can be misleading. 

Buddhism is a way of Realization sustained in the early stages by a system of practice. 
Meditation follows upon moral and mental purification as essential groundwork. In a Buddhist 
culture the various forms of expression, religious, philosophical, and aesthetic are used to 
foster realization in the form appropriate to a particular people. If the purpose of realization 
is neglected, Buddhist teaching becomes treated as a branch of Asian intellectual history. But 
where Tibetan Buddhism is concerned—at the Tantric level—the question is whether practical 
participation in the tradition is not required. Tibetan Vajrayana relies on the teaching presence 
of realized masters linked by lineage with disciples. When outsiders merely apply the tool of 
linguistic analysis, then a fossil may be the result of research, a product fit to be added to the 
museum of dead forms erected by western scholarship. 

Now, to consider the first lesson of the Tibetan Buddhist Tradition, let us look at the Sipai-
Khorla, the Round of Existence. The Round of Existence is a diagram of Samsara. The round is 
a form or design to which the imagination of the beholder contributes the dimensions of space 
and time. It becomes a representation of the fundamental conditions of life, the inevitable 
realities that any individual organism taking life will suffer. The samsaric wheel can be viewed 
as the various phases of life in series, experienced as the events included between birth and 
death; all the modifications that an entity undergoes and passes through during the course of 
his existence. The impermanence of life means that the events are bound to be fleeting. The 
tone of the experience will be suffering, that mixture of pleasure and pain which Buddhists call 
dukkha: the insufficiency of life. It will work itself out through Karma, the pattern of action and 
concordant reaction inherent in our deeds. 

Alternately the circle, a wheel with twelve spokes emanating from a center and breaking 
up the circle into six sections, can be viewed as a totality from moment to moment. It depicts 
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the whole psycho-physical entity at any point in his trajectory around the circle from birth to 
death. The wheel is man—a man. It is yourself and myself. 

“I teach suffering and the way to the ending of suffering” declared the Buddha. The Round 
of Existence is a diagram of the teaching on suffering. It is the first circular diagram which 
is shown a student in Tibet for the fostering of realization. If you go today in India, Nepal, 
or Bhutan to receive teachings from a Lama, the first sight you may have of a symbol of the 
Dharma is the gilded wheel on the roof of the monastic temple. That wheel is flanked on 
either side by a resting deer. It recalls the Turning of the Wheel of the Law, the first sermon 
on the Four Holy Truths delivered at the Deer Park of Issipatana at Sarnath three weeks after 
Siddhartha Gotama attained Enlightenment. The same wheel you will next see depicted in 
great details as you reach the doorway of the temple. The Round of Existence is frescoed in the 
entrance to the shrine room. 

A wheel is a moving circle with a still center, a point emanating a circle. The Tibetan word 
for Mandala, the sacred diagram of the realms of the Mind, is Kyil-Khor. The compound word 
means “center-circumference”. The mandala, a storehouse of symbolic forms, has the function 
of introducing the student to the true nature of his mind—to Mind. The Round of Existence 
is the first mandala proposed to the Tibetan Buddhist. Through it the non-initiate masters the 
exoteric facts of life. Training in the Sipai-Khorlo is divided into six headings. Let us look at 
some aspects of the first heading, which is related to the significance of Man. The diagram was 
drawn on the ground by the Buddha to instruct disciples in the various states of experience. 
These realms of being appear as sections of the circle of Mind. It is the universe itself, the field 
of spontaneously arising forms, empty of self-nature, and in continuous process of dissolution. 

The first lesson of the primary mandala is given by the Lama once you have crossed the 
shrine room and have sat down together in his meditation room. The message is man. Man is 
centrally situated upon the Round of Existence. He is in the fortunate position of capability 
and potentiality. It is within his capacity to attain to “the still point in the turning world”. His 
favored position is related to but not dependent on the existence of the five other infinitely less 
favorable realms of being in which his brothers dwell, struggle, and suffer. Who are these other 
beings? Let’s look at aspects of the human condition before naming them. 

Lamas are masters of the science of spiritual anthropology. The questions of life: “Who are 
we? Where do we come from? Where are we going? “And the question “what is Mind?” are 
studied in Tibet as a science of spiritual anthropology leading up to the Yoga of Mind. As one 
of several means of basic preliminary teaching on man, Lamas employ the Buddha’s diagram, 
the Round of Existence. 

Man’s significance is related to his situation in the world. Human significance and the human 
situation are interdependent. The mind tends to separate the two. This separation seems to 
be a basic form of dualism that is almost as hard to deal with as other forms of our dualistic 
thinking. It is one of the results of doubt. Doubt arises inevitably in the mind. It is not doubt 
about something in particular, but it is a state of doubt. It is easier to think of doubt as needing 
an object. So we could say that it is the doubt of the mind doubting its own true nature. In 
terms of what we have chosen to call spiritual anthropology it is doubt about the possibility of 
meaning in man’s situation. That is doubt, or alienation. Discriminatory functions depend on it, 
starting with the subject-object duality. Doubt reduces the field of vision. The true relationship 
with sentient beings is usually lost sight of under the pressure that the ego encounters within 
the mind. The ego becomes tenacious, perhaps, to deal with doubt in the mind. Thus confusion 
and conflict arise, producing fear and anxiety. 
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Now, the means for restoring equanimity to the mind is offered to begin with through the 
teachings of a Lama on the Round of Existence. Doubt can be overcome by carefully looking 
at the facts of life as held up to the student by the Lama. The Round of Existence is a horrific 
depiction as well as a sober and a broadly balanced one. The mind is being prepared for a direct 
recognition overcoming confusion born of doubt. Such a confrontation with the true nature of 
the mind when adequately prepared for generates fearlessness, the state of abhaya. Thereupon 
the mind is open to clarity and bliss, which in the ordinary state of obstruction by doubt can 
only be fleetingly and momentarily experienced. 

The first lesson, then, is the significance of taking birth as a human being. Man is a totality. 
“In this fathom—long body is the arising and ceasing of the world”, said the Buddha. In this 
body one fathom in length exist all the realms of being, Samsara and Nirvana. Being a totality 
in himself it is possible for man to recognize his own true nature, to realize the mind, practice 
wisdom, become Enlightened, and to lead the Buddha Life. That is the significance of man as 
taught by the Buddha. 

Now what of his situation, the context for Enlightenment? He finds himself living in 
contradiction. Frustrations block his path through Samsara and prevent him from seriously 
considering the teaching that Nirvana is not beyond his nature. (It is beyond his grasp—but not 
beyond his nature.) These characteristics of man’s condition are included in the Tibetan word 
par-chéd, which we translate as “obstacle”. Man’s condition is born of doubt and is experienced 
as the state of obstruction by obstacles. Participating in extremes of conduct and experience, 
generating ever greater contradiction, the means of survival and of self-destruction, the 
convergence of extremes is man’s situation. The conditions embodied in and suffered as man 
require an antidote. For Buddhists it is found in the Middle Way taught by the Buddha for the 
happiness of the many. In order that man may realize his potential Enlightenment, the creature 
of dualities is encouraged to gain balance by the middle way of conduct and mental training. It 
leads to wholeness. Or rather, it is the means of living here and now in wholeness. Man, then, 
is centrally situated on the six-sectioned Round of Existence. He stands midway between the 
two higher and the two lower spheres, while he shares the earthly plane of existence with his 
brother sentient beings, the animals. The central being is intersected by all the possible planes 
of existence. So he experiences the divine attribute of Samsaric enjoyment. Man, like the gods, 
knows sorrow-free periods or at least moments of perfect ease, untainted by anxiety. He also 
knows something of the anguish of the Samsaric gods, which is the price that inhabitants 
of divine realms must eventually pay for disporting themselves in opulent pleasure—filled 
delight: suffering loss of youth, effulgent confidence, and vigorous enjoyment of the senses, the 
on-coming of age, rejection by the community when power is drained and luster lost, self’s 
poverty and decay; the cavernous specter of death approaching more slowly than he may think 
bearable. The suffering and insufficiency of the heavenly spheres. Man the central, by the time 
he emerges from youth, knows about the realms of samsaric divinities. 

He knows about the Asuras as well: that other unhappy realm of fatal superiority. The 
Asuras are the anti-divinities, the non-gods who are eternally struggling against zestful divinity, 
scheming to rob them of resented excellence, engaging in futile warfare against the long-living 
gods. The gods are the technologists of comfort at home and warfare abroad. They kill millions 
and millions of Asuras. Massacring, they put the thrusting anti-divinities in their place. The 
asuric warriors fight on desperately, believing that because it is unjust that the gods should 
enjoy the fruit of the tree of life while the roots grow in the soil of the asuric kingdom, their 
cause must ultimately prevail. The resort to violence against the gods who are immutable to 
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violence is an endless strategic folly that the asuric forces will never abandon. For to experience 
life as an Asura is to be jealousy and envy embodied. We can imagine that: we are human. 

While we look up at the planes of gods and anti-gods and down at the Yidags (Skt. Pretas) 
and the hells, we look across the earthly plane itself at the animals. We share this environment 
with our brother sentient beings. The two middle spheres of existence, the animal and the 
human, are interrelated. It is a relationship of being present together in the same ribbon of 
the time-space continuum. We are neighbors with family feeling toward one another. Like 
all families we quarrel occasionally and are uneasy together. We watch each other constantly 
to learn, out of fascination, and also because we have to know about one another in order to 
survive at close quarters. We are the wonder of the earth and our brothers the animals often 
have a difficult time of it because there is a star in the family. That is why we must devote 
our full attention to any encounter or relationship with other sentient beings. We ought to 
show courtesy and understanding, use patience and forbearance, appreciate each other’s special 
qualities, dim our own luster in the animal’s presence, and enjoy their company. The first rule 
of conduct of Buddhist life is Ahimsa, non-harming, harmlessness. It extends to man’s relations 
with every species of sentient being. Human beings can have beautiful, instructive, and life-
enhancing relationships with all sentient beings. It is not restricted to cats and dogs and horses or 
the other enjoyable friendships such as with otters, muskrats, possum, deer, foxes, and parrots. 
We can have happy relationships with fellows from whom we feel remote, toward whom we 
tend to be indifferent and to ignore, such as reptiles and insects. If we really reverence life we 
begin to love each individual expression of life, haven’t you found? Any animal being possesses 
so many sentient qualities—his very motility or capacity for movement is enough to endear 
any sentient being to a man. Our friendly and harmonious relations with all sentient beings are 
obstructed by indifference, the incapacity to feel with someone, and our arrogance, preventing 
us from seeing and responding to the particular marks of excellence with which each species 
and each individual sentient being is endowed. The key thing is our feelings. If we have nyingjé 
towards the animals, as Tibetans say, Sympathy, Compassion, and love, Nyingjé! the heartfelt 
essence of living feeling for the living, we shall be able to respond in an enlightened manner to 
all animal life, toward all sentient beings. 

In the Himalaya you sometimes see deserted Tibetan monasteries; on meeting members of 
the communities who had previously inhabited these abandoned temples you might inquire 
why they had shifted their residence. The answer is that field mice in one case and rats in 
another had proliferated in the shrine room where the Torma offerings are made to the divinities 
to such an extent that finally there was no space for the monks to perform pujas. And so the 
community pushed on and set up house elsewhere. 

Only exceptional human beings can have first-hand experience or knowledge of the realms 
of being other than the human and the animal which intersect. Realms of possible existence 
within the spectrum of reality do not always have to be visited in order for the mind to know 
them. The greater mode of being includes all the lesser modes. The Buddha spoke of realms of 
gods beyond form and declared that this was the one sphere of being which he had not visited, 
because if you go there you cannot return as a man. Most human beings have seen only human 
and animal life. In respect to lower spheres it is just as well. Because the suffering of those 
realms is extreme, as the sensuous bliss of the samsaric gods during their kalpas of enjoyment 
is an extreme condition. 

To complete the sketch of the Wheel of Life let’s glance at the two lower spheres, those 
hideous infernos of which we have some knowledge because of tales of travelers to purgatory 
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and hell. The stark horror of those lower depths sheds a contrasting light upon the situation of 
man. Beneath the compatible spheres of human and animal life there exist two lower planes 
of suffering and unspeakable pain. These are the yidags or pretas who suffer from deprivation 
and the dwellers in hell who suffer utter torture. Why do these spheres unfold below us, out 
of our sight? 

The original meaning of the word “obscene” is ob scena, “offstage”. The purgatories of the 
pretas and the hells are the obscene matter of the cosmos. Our eyes are happily veiled from the 
sight of their purifying torment. 

What underlies the images of purgatory and hell? It is the state of deprivation. The beings 
in the realm of yidags are without food and drink for months and years. There are times when 
twelve-year periods go by without so much as the words “food” and “drink” being uttered. 
Now, the yidags have mouths the size of pin-points, sticks for necks and bellies as big as 
cauldrons. Food and drink wouldn’t help them even if they were available. The asuras or anti-
gods, you recall, are seething with jealous envy because they too are in a state of deprivation. 
But what the asuras are lacking are the conditions of power and wealth to which they consider 
themselves entitled and without which they feel they cannot exist. They own most of the goods 
the world has to offer—they certainly have enough to eat, for they are bursting with titantic 
energy, raring for a fight with the gods. Those gods are the problem. They own the delicious 
fruit blooming on the tree that spreads its roots down into the ground of the kingdom of the 
asuras. It is nature’s old story of the production and consumption of coveted goods, unjustly 
organized and unevenly distributed. The god—anti-god struggle is brought back to mind in 
the context of the ghastly suffering of the yidags whose torment is hunger and thirst. The 
possibilities of deprivation are infinitely modulated within the life spectrum where obstructions 
of mind generating unawareness set up patterns of action and reaction. The gods experience 
delayed deprivation. The beings in hell are deprived of normal conditions, the intermittence 
of pain, which prevents thought and the transcending of thought through meditation. The 
varieties of pleasure and pain except under extreme conditions are largely a matter of attitudes 
about sufficiency or deprivation. There is difficulty in accepting the available, which is the 
absence of satisfaction. Jealousy and envy are linked with this frustration. The word for envy in 
Tibetan, Tra-dok, is a typically concrete description of a state of mind. Tra-dok is a narrow pass 
in the mountains cutting off the view on either side. The asuras or non-divinities typify the 
Tra-dok state of mind. They have everything, yet in their titanic appetite they are maddened 
by the prosperity of the gods and are blind to the horror of the divine samsaric state. For it is 
said that no suffering in any sphere is so terrible as that experienced by a god during the eons 
of dissolution to which he tends; the rotting of his garlands, garments, and person after the loss 
of radiance and glory; the horror of kalpas of waiting to die, cast out of paradise by the other 
gods the moment the first bud on a necklace is seen to fade. The old god sits silently on a rock, 
alone, outcast, staring down an endless vista of years towards the inevitable horizon of death. 

Now let us look down into hell itself. There the torment is unremitting. It is called by 
the Buddha “the suffering of suffering”—for everything has an essence and an extreme point 
including pain. The luckier victims die every moment under some hideous torture and are 
instantly reborn to undergo again the coup de grâce. The process repeats ceaselessly until the 
sufferer is ready to pass on to the next torment. Ancient cultures elaborated at great length 
on the varieties of agony experienced in descending circles of hell. We today respond to less 
dramatic reminders of the nature of suffering. We have seen and heard so much. We have 
inflicted so much; and are bombarded daily with fresh information on the truth of suffering. 
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Because we live in hellish times we may not have the same need to reflect on the torments 
of hell as previous cultures seem to have had. But the relevance of the teachings on hell is 
undiminished. 

Having reminded ourselves of the conditions of life in the other five realms of being we can 
dwell again on the significance of the human situation. We stand at the center of being. We are 
at the crossroads of opposites, the coincidentia oppositorum, and we harmonize the extremes. 
The pleasure available to us is not so luscious as to dull our minds to the ever present factor 
of dukkha, insufficiency. Nor does pleasure unman us, unfit us to face adversity, sickness, age, 
and death. Proceeding at our own pace, we are able to dwell in the ever-renewing present. We 
are not victims of extreme deprivation or of pain so acute that it exempts us from penetrating 
through ignorance to realization. The central situation of man on the Round of Existence relates 
to his significance as the potentially realized one. Enlightenment is his end, and that which 
proceeds from it: the living of the Aryan life, the noble life, and the lovely (Kalyana) life of 
holiness—in solitude and, in withdrawal from solitude, in the company of spiritual friends 
(Kalyanainitra). 

So, standing before the temple we have observed the fresco of the Sipai-Khorlo. Stepping 
into the shrine room we can attend the puja of the monks in two rows facing each other, 
chanting perhaps the Heart Sutra to the accompaniment of drums, cymbals and trumpets. 
Before us, a towering golden figure of the Buddha seated in the Lotus posture. When the puja 
is finished the Lama will take us to his room and give us tea. Then he will unfold the first of six 
subjects reflected in the Round of Existence. Just now we have touched on that first subject, 
the significance of human birth. After the session with the Laina we will go home and ponder 
on what we heard. At the end of a period of days or weeks in retreat enjoined on us by the Lama 
we will return to him for lesson two of the Round of Existence. Before his discourse he might 
teach us some prayers, notably the hymn to Jambelyang or Manjusri from Nalanda Monastery, 
and impart an initiation or Che-Nang of Manjusri for students, for the increase of memory and 
the sharpening of understanding. The prayer of Manjusri might be a good conclusion for these 
remarks. If I may recite it, we can together put ourselves under the patronage of Manjusri, who 
is the Wisdom-teaching function of the Buddha Mind. 

The prayer of Nalanda Monastery to Arya Arapacana Manjusri Bodhisattva: 

Hail! Your wisdom is free of the two defilements,  
Perfect and clear mind like the sun.  
For you see everything in its true nature,  
You hold the sacred scripture (Prajnaparamita Sutra) close to your heart.  
You show compassion toward all sentient beings  
As to your only son:  
Those being tortured by sufferings,  
Clouded by ignorance in the prison of Samsara.  
Your voice is endowed with the sixty attributes,  
That voice reverberates like a thunderbolt,  
Awakening beings from their sleep,  
Freeing them from their bonds of Karma.  
You hold the sword cutting the shoots of suffering, as many as spring up and grow,  
Eliminating ignorance.  
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From the very beginning you are Enlightened,  
Transcending the Ten Stages,  
Having perfected all the Qualities,  
The foremost son of Buddha,  
Whose body is endowed with one hundred and twelve Attributes:  

I pay homage to Manjusri who eliminates my ignorance:  

OM ARAPACANA DHI 

You who are compassionate,  
By the rays of your wisdom,  
May the darkness of my ignorance be illuminated.  
In order to gain understanding  
Of the teachings and their elaboration,  
I pray for the light of the capacity for Wisdom.  
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Book Reviews  
LETTERS OF A SUFI MASTER, 
The Shaikh al-‘Arabī ad-Darqāwī 

(Perennial Books. 45p). 

Review by Seyyed Hossein Nasr 

THIS precious translation of selections from the letters of Shaikh ad-Darqāwī, the founder of a 
major branch of the Shādhiliyyah Order in North Africa in the 13th/19th century, belongs to a 
class of Sufi literature that has not as yet received enough attention outside of the Islamic world. 
Most Sufi treatises deal with doctrine—metaphysical, cosmological as well as psychological— 
or with practical instructions concerning the cultivation of spiritual virtues, or with the lives of 
Sufi saints and the history of the Orders that have preceded the author in question. They also of 
course include poetry in which all these elements as well as others are to be found ornamented 
through the poetic genius with which so many Sufis have been gifted. 

Samples of these four categories can be found in translations made into Western languages 
of such writings as the Fusūs al-hikam of Ibn ‘Arabī, the Kashf al-mahjūb of Hujmīrī, the 
Nafahāt al-uns of Jāmī and the Mathnavī of Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī. 

The serious students of Sufism have been already put in debt by Titus Burckhardt for his 
lucid translation of the Fusūs and of selections from al-Insān al-kāmil of ‘Abd al-Karīm al-
Jīlī which also belongs to the category of doctrinal works of Sufism. And now they must be 
even more grateful for his having turned to this much lesser known category of Sufi writings 
consisting of letters, addresses and table-talks of Sufi masters, an excellent example of which is 
found in these letters of Shaikh ad-Darqawi. 

The personal and less formal comments of Sufi masters contained in such types of writings— 
and exemplified in the few works of this kind that are known to the West such as the Discourses 
(Fīhi mā fīhi) of Rūmī, The Secrets of Unity (Asrār al-tawhīd) of Abū Sa’īd Abi’l-Khayr, and 
the letters of Ibn ‘Abbād of Rondā—represent an aspect of the teachings of Sufism that is 
complementary to what is contained in expositions of more formal Sufi treatises. These less 
formal writings deal with concrete problems and questions of the spiritual life and are often 
answers to specific questions posed by disciples. Hence they represent a precious treasury 
of instructions that are of value particularly to those who aspire to walk upon the path of 
realization and whose interest in Sufism and the spiritual life in general is more practical than 
theoretical. 

The Letters of Shaikh ad-Darqāwī are a particularly forward and direct example of this 
operative aspect of Sufi instruction and reveal the sapiental and directly gnostic nature of their 
author’s approach. Each letter is a precious gem of wisdom, an indispensable key to open 
certain doors which stand before every traveler upon the Path. Almost all the letters concern 
the method and the operative aspects of the Way based on the central techniques of invocation 
or dhikr. In this domain they must be considered among the most direct instructions given on 
Sufic method to be found in all Sufi literature where usually masters have preferred to refer to 
the actual spiritual techniques mostly through allusion. Occasionally, however, as in the letter 
on page 16, fundamental facets of Sufi doctrine are also discussed. 

In making available these letters in English Titus Burckhardt has rendered a service to those 
seeking spiritual instruction. He has also enriched Sufi literature in Western languages and made 
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available one more document of extraordinary power and beauty belonging to the recent past, 
a period which the work of Orientalists had ignored until very recently, relegating the living 
tradition of Sufism to the medieval period after which it was supposed to have decayed and 
disappeared. To discover that a century and a half ago, there lived a man of such quality as 
the author of these letters, a man who established a branch of the Shādhiliyyah Order which 
made possible the flowering of the great Algerian saint Shaikh al-‘Alawī during this century, is 
to gain a completely different vision of the Tradition of Sufism than what has been taught in 
the West until now. The informative introduction of Martin Lings helps the reader to gain this 
more authentic vision of the Tradition of Sufism and to make better known the spread of the 
Shādhiliyyah Order during the past two centuries. 

The quality of the translation is high and helpful footnotes, some of which contain important 
affirmations, add much to its value. The selection thus presented whets the appetite of the 
reader for more and one hopes that Titus Burckhardt will soon give us other selections of 
these beautiful letters and other gems of Sufi literature which remain to be unearthed. With 
his remarkable ability to reach the essential and with a mind that is transparent before the 
metaphysical truth, he is qualified more than any other translator to carry out this laudable 
and at the same time necessary task of revealing before the contemporary world the perennial 
values of Sufi writings in translations that are transparent and lucid beyond compare. 
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Book Reviews  
THE SILENCE OF PIUS XII.  

By Carlo Falconi. Translated by Bernard Wall  
(Faber. £3.50).  

Review by Whitall N. Perry  

BY now the issue is comfortably academic: the result has largely been achieved; but when Rolf 
Hochhuth’s drama, The Representative, appeared in 1963, a wave of anguish shook the Catholic 
Church (or at least that portion influential with the press). Had Pius XII actually failed his duty 
in refusing to speak out where he could and should have done? Was he really a Germanophile 
who could wink at anything to save his flock from Bolshevism? An impartial investigation 
was needed, and some publishers in Milan and Monaco (one knows the leanings of the fourth 
estate) commissioned Carlo Falconi to get to the bottom of the matter through access to the 
relevant archives. However, that an English translation of his discoveries should be appearing 
five years after the original edition indicates that certain consciences are still not entirely at rest. 

The background for all this can best be understood in the penumbra of what Alexis Curvers 
calls “l’Entreprise générale de la Subversion”. The formula is simple: to destroy an institution, 
it is first necessary to demolish the image of its strongest leaders. The systematic auto-
dismemberment of the Church in the last decade first postulated the removal of its keystone— 
the spiritual and intellectual legacy here exemplified in the person of Pius XII. A silence indeed 
exists, but it is not that alleged of this Pope towards the crimes of the last war; rather is it a 
Conspiracy of Silence from high places regarding an even graver devastation—that of the soul 
and essence of the Church, its holy and supernatural heritage so necessary for salvation: “Fear 
not them which kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul; but rather fear him which is able 
to destroy both soul and body in hell.” 

No amount of documentation can forge a personality; it is the personality that throws 
light on the documents. But a manifest premise is that a Pope—speak he never a word—is by 
definition ineradicably opposed to irreligion and monstrous crime unless he expressly goes on 
record to the contrary. 

Signor Falconi tells us this “is not a polemical work”. He protests his “astonishing 
disinterestedness” and says “we shall examine, we shall not judge. The true and proper judgment 
must be for the reader himself to deduce.” But promptings from the author are certainly not 
lacking. He takes Pius XII to task for failing to heed his own criticisms of Benedict XIV (as 
though a parallel existed between the Axis Powers and the Catholic courts of eighteenth century 
Europe). First we are told that the silence of the Sovereign Pontiff had “inadequate motives,” 
later, that it “amounted to complicity with iniquity”. His spiritual consolations are “as remote 
and cold as the stars”. We read of “his usual vague and generalized style”, of “his enormous 
sin of omission”, of his “blind trust in diplomacy”: “the root of such disconcerting obstinacy 
must have lain in some infantile fixation”. He regards the election of Eugenio Pacelli in 1939 
(the cardinalate was unanimous) “as a fatal error of judgment”, and says that “his unconscious 
professional deformation explains the final victory of the diplomat over the man of God.” He 
equates Pius XII’s Catholic exclusivism with “Hitler’s blasphemy . . . in identifying God with 
the land and blood of the German race.” There is an echo of Christ’s temptation in the scoffing 
challenge: “After all it is written in the Gospel that the gates of hell shall not prevail against 
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(the Church)—and Pius XII recalled this in paragraph 38 of his Summi Pontificates.” Did not 
Leo the Great, unarmed, halt Attila the Hun? (as though Attila, recognized as the “Scourge 
of God”, could have the remotest resemblance to a gigantically armed psychopathic house 
painter from modern Austria). “Terrorism . . . if confronted with unexpected resistance . . . 
collapses.” Moreover, “(the Church) has at her disposal the weapons guaranteed to bring about 
the inevitable and final victory of all spiritual power when assailed by brute force.” . . . What 
weapons? And where today even are the voices of indignation crying out from ecclesiastical 
authorities in condemnation of persecutions and massacres in Russia, China, Tibet? 

Now in fact, for anyone capable of exercising the principium contradictionis, there are 
excellent citations in the book, especially by Pius XII, giving all the defense needed. But these 
are patronizingly explained away on psychological grounds. Thus, in a manifestation of courage 
by the Pontiff “lurks a nostalgia for adventure”, while restraint in speech brands him as “the 
sibyl of Cumae”, or as “incredibly utopian”. When he writes in his first encyclical: “Our paternal 
heart is torn by anguish. . . . Because of this apocalyptic foresight of disaster, imminent and 
remote, We feel We have a duty to raise with still greater insistence the eyes and hearts of those 
in whom there yet remains good will to the One from Whom alone comes the salvation of the 
world”—when he writes thus compassionately, we are told this is “all he could find to say”. 
Falcon does admit with the Christmas message of 1942, i.e., “. . . these hundreds of thousands 
of persons who, by the fact alone of their nationality or their race, have been destined for death 
by progressive extinction”—that “the Pope had begun to talk. But, alas, he had also finished.” 

With reason. Just twenty days later, von Ribbentrop was to say: “If the Vatican should 
threaten or try out any political or propagandist action against Germany, the Reich would 
obviously have to retaliate in an appropriate manner. . . . The Reich would have no lack of 
effective means. . .” Adam Stephen Sapieha, the Archbishop of Cracow, knew this well enough: 
“We have no need of any outward show of the Pope’s loving concern for our misfortunes, when 
it only serves to augment them.” And Pius XII said in an audience given to Mgr. Pirro Scavizzi 
and Signora Luciana Frassati (an Italian lady prominent in government and diplomatic circles): 
“Tell everyone, everyone you can, that the Pope is in anguish for them and with them! Say 
that many times he has thought of hurling excommunications at Nazism, of denouncing the 
bestiality of the extermination of the Jews to the civilized world. Serious threats of reprisal 
have come to our ears, not against our person, but against our unhappy sons who are now under 
Nazi domination. The liveliest recommendations have reached us through various channels that 
the Holy See should not take a drastic stand. After many tears and many prayers, I came to the 
conclusion that a protest from me would not only not help anyone, but would arouse the most 
ferocious anger against the Jews and multiply acts of cruelty because they are undefended.” Is 
this clear enough? (Yet the indefatigable author only cites these words as evidence that the Pope 
could not be excused on grounds of ignorance regarding the situation in Poland). Meanwhile 
Pius XII told Harold Tittman, President Roosevelt’s personal representative to the Vatican, 
“that, in speaking of atrocities, he could not have mentioned the Nazis without also mentioning 
the Bolsheviks, and this would surely not have pleased the Allies”. Referring later in a letter 
to von Preysing, Bishop of Berlin, about his Christmas message mentioned above, the Pope 
lamented, “We are unable to bring them any other effective help than that of Our prayers.” 

This massive deposition is threaded throughout with one long cry of horror. Thus, taken 
at random (for anyone who needs reminding): Poland, as is well known, was the tragic theater 
for the sacrifice of six million (??) Jews . . . mass extermination . . . unspeakable atrocities . . . 
savagery of the criminals . . . unspeakable acts of violence . . . wicked and hair-raising events . . 
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. organized and scientific genocide . . . gas chambers burning systematically . . . assassinations in 
the name of euthanasia . . . colossal repressions . . . homicidal lunacy . . . brutal and grotesque 
racial theories . . . refinement of sadism . . . inhuman banishment of millions . . . degradation 
of mankind . . . hecatombs of victims . . . bodies mown down by hunger or execution squads 
. . . tortures for fun during nightly orgies . . . Jews and gypsies bloodily pursued . . . No reader 
will question the authenticity of the facts (although it is for history to reveal the final figures), 
but these and endless similar phrases are seeded throughout the book in such manner as to 
accumulate subconsciously an avalanche of rage culminating at the gates of St. Peter’s. 

Some of the heaviest-handed documentation comes in the 134 pages on the Croatian 
episode. It is known that violently antagonistic nationalist factions with religious facades left a 
wake of carnage in the short-lived Croat State—here represented as seven hundred thousand 
Serbs massacred by Croatians for refusing conversion to Rome, while the Catholic Pavelic, the 
Balkan Duce, contemplates a basket on his desk loaded with human eyeballs, and Orthodox 
priests are having their beards torn off, or—shod like horses—are hobbling about in the streets. 
And what is the Vicar of Christ held to be doing all this time? Apparently sitting in his “golden 
palace”, his features wreathed in a bland diplomatic smile. 

Testimony unfavorable to Pius XII is far more easily come by than its contrary, but it is 
known that forty thousand refugees—mainly Jews—were secretly sheltered in Rome under the 
Pope’s personal protection, over four hundred in the precincts of the Vatican itself. And Pinhas 
Lapid, Israelian consul at Milan during the Pope’s lifetime, is quoted in Le Monde (December 
13th 1963): “I can affirm that the Pope personally, the Holy See, the nuncios, and the whole 
Catholic Church have saved from 150,000 to 400,000 Jews from certain death. When I was 
received at Venice by Mgr. Roncalli, who was to become John XXIII, and expressed the gratitude 
of my country for his action in favor of the Jews when he was nuncio at Istanbul, he interrupted 
me on several occasions to remind me that he had acted each time on the precise order of Pius 
XII.” He recounts concurring statements of key Jewish witnesses, and continues: “All our press 
speaks the same words, and two propositions have been made to plant a forest bearing the 
name of Pius XII.” The Gazette de Liege (23rd January 1964) cites Maurice Edelman, president 
of the Anglo-Jewish Association: “The intervention of Pope Pius XII has made it possible to 
save tens of thousands of Jews during the war.” This intervention reached from Italy, France, 
Belgium, and Holland, to Slovakia, Rumania, Turkey, Greece, Bulgaria, and Hungary. 

Finally, there is the homage rendered by Paul VI just before leaving Israel on 5th January 
1964 (quoted in the French weekly edition of the Osservatore Romano for 10th January of that 
year): “. . . We maintain, for all men and all peoples, only thoughts of benevolence. The Church 
indeed loves all equally. Our great predecessor, Pius XII, affirmed this with vigor and on many 
occasions, in the course of the last world conflict, and everyone is aware of what he did for 
the defense and salvation of all those who were afflicted, without any distinction. And yet, as 
you are aware, one has attempted to cast suspicions and even accusations on the memory of 
this great Pontiff. We are happy to have the occasion to declare on this day and in this place: 
nothing is more unjust than this attack against so venerable a memory. Those who, like Us, 
have closely known this admirable soul, are aware of the point to which his feelings could go, 
his compassion towards human sufferings, his courage, his tenderness of heart. Likewise are 
those aware who came on the morrow of the war, tears in eyes, to thank him for having saved 
their lives.” 

None of this, of course, is mentioned in The Silence of Pius XII; and the press itself— 
Catholic and other—largely mutilated (when it did not simply ignore) the speech of Paul VI 
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in Israel. Those who see Pius XII as a monster will only have their views confirmed by the 
allegations in this book, while those who regard him as the last great Pope of the Church are 
certainly not going to have their judgment altered. The true silence of Pius XII is that delineated 
in the Arabic proverb: The dogs bark; the caravan passes. 

64 



Book Reviews  
THE DEEP WELL. 
By Carl Nylander. 

(Allen and Unwin. £2.25). 

Review by J. C. Cooper 

AS the title suggests, the object of the author, in recounting his archaeological travels, is to 
enter into “the dimension of depth in an immense horizontal world”, and in so doing, to bring 
to us a sense of meaning of the past and give awareness of man’s striving toward fulfillment 
and a valid communion between the dead and the living, correlating the past and the present. 
But one must beware of short cuts and “paths of error”, such as the theories of the biological 
and cultural evolutionists who assume “the passage of history towards a greater and greater 
fulfillment”, which presupposes in history, and its development, a set of values which cannot 
exist. Also, it is meaningless to assert that modern religious forms can be “higher” or “truer” 
than those of previous ages. Nor are such methods as Marxist Archaeology valid if they seek 
to prove that “a special kind of conformity of an economic nature should hold good for the 
development of the human community and for nearly all its manifestations in all ages”; and, in 
any case, “the philosophical and ethnographical foundations on which Marx and Engels once 
based their system have now passed”. 

Paradoxically, it is in the tragedies and disasters of previous ages that archaeology finds its 
most rewarding results since in sacked, deserted and pillaged towns everyday life is arrested and 
in the horrors of volcanic eruption every detail is buried intact. 

The author does not see a smooth, mechanical evolutionary process at work in human 
culture, but finds “a series of distinct movements of discovery” and “fateful, eventful moments 
of creation”, the result of dynamic and individual vision and initiative which “gives a more 
profound view of man, his creative power and his freedom”. The book is no jejune account of 
excavation; through it there runs a vein of philosophy and a deep sympathy and understanding. 
The illustrations are excellent, but more detailed maps would be an added interest. 
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Book Reviews  
THE CIPHER OF GENESIS.  

By Carlo Snares.  
(Stuart and Watkins. £2.)  

Review by J. C. Cooper  

IT is maintained, in this work, that the book of Genesis has been completely misunderstood and 
mistranslated and that the monotheistic religions, based on the Hebrew tradition, should face 
the implications of a radical reinterpretation. It is stated that the first five chapters of Genesis 
are written in code, the letters representing numbers and the numbers, in turn, symbolizing 
forces at play in the universe, a symbolic significance which is well known to students of 
Cabalism; indeed, the author asserts that Genesis is, in fact, part of the Cabala, which is neither 
mysticism nor occultism but the introduction to these forces which are a present, immediate 
and transforming agency. 

There is a dual interplay in the universe, between the two powers Aleph and Yod, which ends 
in the ultimate triumph of Aleph, the “life-death, unfathomable, timeless mystery, “over Yod, 
“its projection into the time-space continuum, which is its antinomy. The winner, obviously, is 
always Aleph because all that exists must of necessity come to an end”. 

The allegories of the Old Testament are not to be personalized; they are not histories of 
people but are to be understood on a symbolic level as mythical archetypes. “In the original 
meaning there is no reference to a personal God; woman does not issue from the rib of Adam; 
she is not called Eve in the Garden of Eden; she does not disobey; there is no question of sin; the 
woman is not expelled from Eden; Cain does not kill Abel . . . and if we jump a few hundred 
centuries to enter the allegory of Yhshwh, better known as Jesus, we find that the only apostle 
who aided him in the fulfillment of his enterprise was called Judas. . .” 

It is suggested that the first step to understanding is to “avoid thinking about anything that 
we cannot conceive of”. In other words to leave the mind free simply to listen. Man desires “the 
psychological security of a protecting deity”, but a true reading of the revelation of the Bible 
would destroy security and plunge man into the life-death struggle within, so that he becomes 
that very life-death. The Scriptures must be read, not in a local-temporal sense, but as universal 
and timeless. 
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New Books  
GOD’S FIRST LOVE.  

By Friedrich Heer.  
(Weidenfeld and Nicolson. £4.50).  

Review by J. C. Cooper  

THE dedication of this work reads: “This book, by an Austrian Catholic, is dedicated to the 
Jewish, Christian and non-Christian victims of the Austrian Catholic, Adolf Hitler”. In some 
five hundred pages the history of Jew-hatred and Jew-killing is traced from the influence of 
St. Paul and St. Augustine to Martin Luther and on to our own times. Christianity is warned 
that if it is to survive it must return to its theological origins; it should be rooted in the Jewish 
tradition unless it is to be a dying tree, cut off from its roots, just as Judaism cannot ignore its 
Mosaic roots and yet survive. 

Two paper-backs have appeared on the subject of psychology, one a large volume edited by 
D. S. Wright and Ann Taylor and containing contributions by the Editors as well as D. Roy Davies, 
W. Sluckin, S. G. M. Lee and J. T. Reason; each article dealing with some specific concepts or the 
results of experiments. It is a manual of experimental psychology, largely concerned with work 
done in Britain in the branch of cognitive psychology and forms an excellent introduction to the 
subject. Its title is Introducing Psychology, and it is published by Penguin at £1.00. The other is 
Behavior Therapy in Clinical Psychiatry, by V. Meyer and Edward S. Chesser, also published by 
Penguin, at 75p. Behavior therapy, which is based on the assumption that that which has been 
wrongly-learned and caused mental disturbance can be re-learned and corrected, is in direct 
opposition to other psychological theories such as Freudian psycho-sexualism and the Jungian 
unconscious, with their psychoanalysis, and to the thinking of the existentialists. It also does 
not attempt to explain the whole psychic constitution of man, but has as its primary aim ‘the 
modification of behavior rather than an understanding of it’. 

The Regency Press have published a paperback, at 15p, Youth Holds the Key, by H. W. 
Heason. Written in a somewhat disjointed style, it, nevertheless, contains much sound sense 
and timely warning. In a world torn by economic crises, unrest, rebellion, violence, wars, a 
rising tide of criminality and mental disorder, man is more uncertain of the future and unable 
to control the present than ever before, but he must realise that he is in possession of many 
tools other than the purely physical. The rebellions of youth merely tend to increase the already 
existing tensions. “The very worst thing that theologians can do” in trying to cure these ills, “is 
to try to bring religion ‘down to earth’.” Man’s alienation from nature is the cause of much of 
his discontent. 

A Chime of Windbells. A Year of Japanese Haiku in English Verse. Published by C. E. Tuttle 
and Co., in Japan, is a translation of Japanese poems by Harold Stewart, an Australian poet, 
living in Japan, who attributes the considerable interest shown in haiku (which has been defined 
as an expression of the “ah-ness of things”) to the distaste for the “cult of solipsistic obscurity 
and cacophonous experimentation” of modern poets, and the desire amongst many people, in a 
science-worshipping age, for “something more lively and colorful than a biochemical formula”. 
The book of poems is attractively presented, with beautiful and profuse illustrations and there 
are essays appended by the author, giving the traditional background of the poems. 
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(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 

How can a Contact with God be in any way described? It is not seeing, but meeting and 
fusion with awareness. The soul retaining her own individuality and consciousness to an 
intense degree, but imbued with and fused into a life of incredible intensity, which passes 
through the soul vitalities and emotions of a life so new, so vivid, so amazing, that she knows 
not whether she has been embraced by love or by fire, by joy or by anguish: for so fearful is 
her joy that she is almost unable to endure the might of it. 

From: The Golden Fountain. 
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Remarks on the Enigma of the Koan  
by  

Frithjof Schuon  

ANYONE who has taken an interest, however slight, in Zen Buddhism knows that the koan is a 
formula by intention absurd, destined to bring about a kind of liberating explosion in the mind 
of the person meditating on it, the mind in this instance being considered with regard to its 
hardness and blindness. All too frequently, however, the koan has been represented in a more or 
less unsatisfactory manner: people like to pretend, not without a hint of relish at the expense of 
common sense in general or of logic (that allegedly Western peculiarity) in particular, that koans 
are there to confer a new vision of the world and of life, an aim in itself completely devoid of 
interest; or else they make out that Zen is all of a piece with practical life of the most every-day 
sort, a view that takes no account of spiritual values at all. This is not to say that such assertions 
and flattering claims are altogether lacking in reality; it should, however, be emphasized that 
they do not constitute definitions and that if they did so they would not be of a sort to convey 
a high idea of spirituality as embodied in Zen. 

Obviously it is quite inadequate to declare that the purpose of the koan is to produce 
a particular mental change and that this is achieved purely thanks to its absurdity; such an 
opinion fails to explain why one koan differs from another, nor does it account for the trouble 
taken to assemble a collection of koans, a traditional work deriving all its canonical authority 
from the fact that the koans were given by the greatest masters. Were it sufficient for a koan to 
be absurd for it to be able to bring about a state of illumination one could confine oneself to the 
remark that two and two make five, and there would be no need to resort either to a traditional 
koan or to one koan rather than another. 

The fact that koans do not deliberately include a statement of metaphysical doctrine and 
that it is impossible to explain their meaning verbally does not imply that they have no meaning 
at all: people are not encouraged century after century to meditate on complete and utter 
absurdities; moreover the traditional character of the koan as well as its illuminative result 
prove that this formula is not just anything. But if the koan possesses no intentional doctrinal 
content what can its content be? Both the specific character of Zen itself and the replies of the 
masters provide us with the explanation: the koan expresses the spiritual experience of a given 
master in a symbolical—and intentionally paradoxical—form, the significance of which is only 
verifiable by actually undergoing the self-same experience. At the moment of that rupture 
which is satori1 or illumination, the koan is suddenly “understood”, its data are identified; and 
if one koan differs from another this is not because the effect of satori is multiple but because 
its aspects are multiple. There can be no doubt that the koan has a metaphysical meaning if it 
has any meaning at all, or rather because it has a meaning; but its justification lies precisely in 
its referring to the inexpressible aspect of the experience of awakening. The objection could 
be raised that in such a case the koan has no right to exist, having no place in language since 

Satori is not absolute illumination; it amounts already to a degree of bodhi, but is not yet the Samyaksambodhi of the Bud-
dha. If the profane state is separated from that of the Awakened Buddha as the circle is separated from its center, satori would 
be the sudden realization of the ray which, without itself being identical with the center, is as it were a prolongation of it. In 
relation to the profane state one may say that satori “is” Illumination in itself; distinctions between degrees of Illumination only 
have a meaning on the spiritual plane, not in relation to the world. 
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language implies intelligibility; this objection is in itself pertinent, but the occasional exception 
must also be given its due, allowing that paradox can have a catalytic function in the economy 
of Māyā. 

* * * 

The above observations call for some further remarks on the intentions and means of Zen in 
general. What Zen wants is the supernatural recovery of the perception of things sub specie 
Aeternitatis or in the “Eternal Present”; having neither the ability nor the need to come outside 
relativity, the spirit from that moment on finds itself rooted in the Absolute, both intellectually 
and existentially. But Zen also comprises another dimension, complementary to the first: this is 
its aspect of “simplicity” or “equilibrium”, a returning to primordial nature. The complement 
of lightning and of breaking out, or of satori, is found in the peace that dwells in the nature of 
things, as revealed in the stillness of a pool reflecting the moon or in the truly contemplative 
grace of the water-lily, or, yet again, in the calm and precise elegance of the tea ceremony. The 
sober turning towards nature together with its somewhat iconoclastic element is no mere luxury 
in the Zen tradition: whoever wishes to recall the human spirit to that “intuition of Eternity” 
for which it was made, but which it has lost through its decadence—fruit of curiosity that 
disperses and passion that compresses—must needs also recall soul and body to their primordial 
simplicity by freeing them from the artificialities superimposed on them by civilization2 The 
one thing does not go without the other; the lightning’s perfection evokes that of the lotus. 
In this second dimension Zen was able to profit from the ground prepared by Shinto, just as 
the presence of Taoism had rendered similar service with regard to the first dimension. This, 
however, must never lead to our losing sight of the fact that all was given from the beginning: 
the origin resides in the Buddha’s gesture, his smile and in the flower held in his hand. 

* * * 

Given that one takes as one’s starting point the elementary idea—even simply with a certain 
effectiveness in view—that the world is none other than impermanent, that it is composed 
of impermanent and changing “categories” or “atoms” and that Nirvana alone possesses 
permanence, one is surprised at the extent to which people forget—assuming they have ever 
thought about it—that escape from impermanence or even the mere conception of the idea of 
impermanence and deliverance would be impossible if no trace of permanence existed within 
the impermanent or of absoluteness within the relative. Inversely and a priori, there must be an 
element of relativity in the absolute, otherwise the relative would not exist, let alone the notion 
of relativity and escape from the relative; the yin yang symbol represents this truth in its own 
particular way, as has been pointed out by the author on many different occasions. 

Now it is precisely this element of absoluteness or of permanence at the very heart of the 
contingent or of the impermanent that constitutes our own essence, our “Buddha nature”: 
to rediscover our own true nature is to realize Permanence and to escape from the “round of 

The posture in Zen meditation, zazen, is revealing in this respect: erectness and motionlessness; balance between effort and 
naturalness. Zen has developed an “art of gesture” extending to various professions, including the profession of arms: all kinds 
of decorative and relatively feminine activities are also included, in which, however, is to be seen the very antithesis of the 
would-be “sincere” and pseudo-natural indecency of today. 
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existence”. It is by basing itself on this idea of immanence that Zen sets out to detach itself, 
not from tradition of course since it is Buddhist, but from concepts as such; its very foundation 
is the fact that everything that Revelation offers is to be found principially within ourselves. 
Zen teaches its disciples, by means of various signs and attitudes, to perceive and to become 
everything that gives its sufficient reason to words and ideas and to tradition. 

While holding no special brief for Aristotelianism it goes without saying that Aristotle is 
a thousand times preferable to a pseudo-Zen divorced from its roots and so deprived of its 
justification and its effectiveness: if the point is stressed here this is because modernistic Zen all 
too readily overlooks the fact that Zen is “neither with nor without forms” and that, besides 
rigorous introspection and what may be termed the cult of voidness, it includes, at least a 
priori3, an attitude of devotion, of humility and gratitude, which it shares in common with 
all spirituality worthy of the name.4 From whatever angle one views it, a spiritual method is 
not something that is freely dispensable to all and sundry: to the very extent that it is subtle 
or esoteric it becomes transformed into poison when not practiced within the framework of 
canonical rules, “in the name of God” therefore, as one would say in the West; in the case of 
Zen this framework is above all the triad “Buddha—Law—Community” (Buddha—Dharma— 
Sangha). Zen is a function of everything implied by this triad, or else it is nothing.5 

3 This reservation implies that the devotional virtues are looked upon as becoming absorbed ultimately in an inward extinc-
tion which, while surpassing them, is in no wise opposed to them; from another point of view one may say that in Zen the 
various attitudes are found side by side, everything having its proper place. 
4 Zen monks recite the sutras every morning, which proves they are far from despising texts: they also repeat the prayer 
of Ta-Hui, which contains a series of spiritual and material demands and is addressed to “all the Buddhas and Bodhisattva-
Mahāsattvas of the past, present and future in the ten quarters (of the Universe), and to Mahāprajnāpāramitā”, the Shakti of 
the Adi Buddha—Vajradhara—with whom she is sometimes identified. One should also note that every meal is accompanied 
with prayers and that the principal building of the monastery contains an image of Shakya-Muni. 
5 Moreover there is nothing in common between Zen and the theories of men like Jung or Krishnamurti, or any other form 
of psychologism. 

73 



The Mountain and the Cave1 

by  
Réne Guénon  

WE have seen2 that there is a close relationship between the mountain and the cave, inasmuch 
as both are taken as symbols of the spiritual centers, as are also, for obvious reasons, all the 
“axial” or polar symbols, amongst which the mountain is in fact one of the most important. In 
this respect the cave must be considered as being beneath the mountain or inside it, so as to be 
also on the axis; and this reinforces the already existing link between these two symbols, each of 
which is, in a sense, the complement of the other. It must be mentioned, however, so that we 
can “place” them in their exact mutual relationship, that the mountain is more “primordial” in 
its significance than the cave: it is so in virtue of being outwardly visible, we might even say of 
being the most visible object from all sides, whereas the cave is, on the contrary, an essentially 
hidden and closed place. It can easily be deduced from this that the representation of the 
spiritual center by the mountain corresponds to the original period of earthly humanity, during 
which the truth was wholly accessible to all (whence the name Satya-Yuga, the summit of the 
mountain being thus Satya-Loka or the “place of truth”); but when, owing to the downward 
march of the cycle, this truth was no longer within the scope of more than a fairly restricted 
“élite” (which coincides with the beginning of initiation in its strictest sense) and had become 
hidden from the majority, the cave was a more fitting symbol of the spiritual center and 
therefore of the initiatic sanctuaries which are its images. By such a change, the center could be 
said not to have forsaken the mountain but merely to have withdrawn from its summit to its 
interior; on the other hand, this same change is as it were a “reversal”, through which, as we 
have explained elsewhere, the celestial world, indicated by the elevation of the mountain above 
the surface of the earth, has become in a certain sense the “subterranean world” (although in 
reality it is not this higher or inner world which has changed but the conditions of the outer 
world and consequently the relationship between the two worlds); and this “reversal” is shown 
in the respective figures which represent the mountain and the cave, and which express at the 
same time their complementarism. 

As has already been mentioned,3 the first of these two figures which represents also the 
pyramid and the mound which are symbolically equivalent to the mountain, is an up-pointing 
triangle; the figure of the cave is, on the contrary, a down-pointing triangle, being thus the 
inverse of the other. This inverted triangle is also the figure of the heart,4 and of the cup which 
in symbolism is generally assimilated to the heart as we have shown especially in connection 
with the Holy Grail.5 Moreover these last symbols, and others like them, from a more general 
point of view, refer to the passive or feminine principle of universal manifestation, or to one of 

1  Symboles Fondamentaux de la Science Sacrée, ch. XXXI. 
2  In “The Heart and the Cave” (see the last number of this journal). 
3  Ibid. 
4  Not unrelated to this figuration is the fact that the Arabic word for heart (galb) denotes that it is “inverted” (maqlūb) (Cf. 
Titus Burckhardt, Du Barzakh, in Etudes Traditionnelles, décembre, 1937). 
5  In ancient Egypt the vase was the hieroglyphic of the heart. The “cup” of the Tarot corresponds also to the “heart” in 
ordinary cards. 
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its aspects,6 whereas the symbols which are figured by the up-pointing triangle correspond to 
the active or masculine principle, which all goes to bear out the complementarism in question. 
On the other hand, if the two triangles are placed one beneath the other, which corresponds to 
the situation of the cave beneath the mountain, it will be noticed that the lower triangle can be 
considered as the reflection of the upper triangle (fig. 1); and this idea of reflection is most apt 
as regards a symbol that is derived from a primordial symbol, in accordance with the already 
mentioned relationship between the mountain and the cave as successive representations of the 
spiritual center at different phases of the unfolding of the cycle. 

(Fig. 1) (Fig. 2) 

It may seem strange that the inverted triangle should be represented in the figure as being 
smaller than the upright one whose reflection it is and whose equal in size it should therefore 
presumably be; but such a difference of proportion is not unusual in symbolism: thus, in 
the Hebrew Qabbala, the Macroprosope or “Greater Countenance”, has as its reflection the 
Microprosope or “Lesser Countenance”. Moreover, in the present case, there is a more special 
reason: we have recalled, in connection with the relationship between the cave and the heart, 
the text of the Upanishads where it is said that the Principle, which resides at “the center of 
the being”, is “smaller than a grain of rice, smaller than a grain of barley, smaller than a grain of 
mustard, smaller than a grain of millet, smaller than the seed that is in a grain of millet”, but also 
at the same time “larger than the earth, larger than the atmosphere (or the intermediary world), 
larger than the heavens, larger than all the worlds together”;7 and in the universe relationship 
between the two symbols which we are now considering, it is the mountain which corresponds 
here to the idea of “largeness” and the cave (or the cavity of the heart) to that of “smallness”. 
The aspect of “largeness” refers also to the Absolute Reality, and that of “smallness” to what is 
apparent in relation to manifestation; it is thus perfectly normal that the former aspect should be 
represented here by the symbol which corresponds to a “primordial”8 condition, and the latter 
by what corresponds to a subsequent condition of “obscuration” and spiritual “envelopment”. 

In order to represent the cave as being situated inside the mountain (in its heart, we might 
say), we need only bring the inverted triangle inside the upright one, so that their centers 
coincide (fig. 2); the inverted triangle will then have to be smaller than the other so as to fit 
into it, but apart from this difference the resulting figure is clearly identical with the “Seal of 
Solomon”, where the two opposite triangles likewise represent two complementary principles, 
with all their different applications. On the other hand, if the sides of the inverted triangle are 

6  In India the inverted triangle is one of the chief symbols of the Shakti, as also of the primordial waters.  
7  Chhāndogya Upanishad, Prapāthaka 3, Khanda 14, shruti 31.  
8  Dante represents the earthly Paradise as being on the summit of a mountain, which confirms this situation as being that of  
the spiritual center in the “primordial state” of humanity. 
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made equal to half those of the upright one (we have here made them somewhat less, so that 
the two triangles can be seen altogether detached from each other, but in fact the entry to the 
cave must clearly be on the surface of the mountain, which means that the triangle which 
stands for it ought actually to touch the outline of the other),9 the smaller triangle will divide 
the surface of the larger one into four equal parts, one of which will be the inverted triangle 
itself, whereas the three others will be upright triangles; this last consideration, as also the 
question of certain numerical relationships connected with it, has no real bearing on the theme 
of this article, but we will no doubt have occasion to come back to it later. 

9 This same figure shows that if the mountain be replaced by the Pyramid, the pyramid’s inner chamber is the exact equiva-
lent of the cave. 
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The Symbolism of Archery  
by  

Ananda K. Coomaraswamy  

Homage to you, bearers of arrows, and to you bowmen, homage! 
Homage to you, fletchers, and to you, makers of bows! 

—TS.1 IV.5.3.2 and 4.2 

THE symbolic content of an art is originally bound up with its practical function, but is not 
necessarily lost when under changed conditions the art is no longer practiced of necessity but as 
a game or sport; and even when such a sport has been completely secularized and has become 
for the profane a mere recreation or amusement it is still possible for whoever possesses the 
requisite knowledge of traditional symbolism to complete this physical participation in the 
sport, or enjoyment of it as a spectacle, by an understanding of its forgotten significance, and so 
restore, for himself at least, the “polar balance of physical and metaphysical” that is characteristic 
of all traditional cultures. 

The position of archery in Turkey, long after the introduction of firearms had robbed the 
bow and arrow of their military value, provides us an excellent example of the ritual values 
that may still inhere in what to a modern observer might appear to be a “mere sport”. Here 
archery had become already in the fifteenth century a “sport” under royal patronage, the sultans 
themselves competing with others in the “field” (meidān). In the sixteenth century, at the 
circumcision festivals of the sons of Muhammad II, competing archers shot their arrows through 
iron plates and metal mirrors, or shot at valuable prizes set up on high posts: the symbolisms 
involved are evidently those of “penetration”, and that of the attainment of solar goods not 
within the archer’s direct reach; we may assume that, as in India, the “doctrine” implied an 
identification of the archer himself with the arrow that reached its mark. 

Maḥmūd II in the first quarter of the nineteenth century was one of the greatest patrons of 
the archer’s gilds, and it was for him and “in order to revive the Tradition” (iḥjā’ al-sunna)—that 
is to say, in renewed “imitation of the Way of Muhammad”, the standard of human conduct— 
that Muṣṭafā Kānī compiled his great treatise on archery, the Telkhīṣ Resāil er-Rümāt,2 in which 
the contents of a long series of older works on the subject is resumed and a detailed account is 
given of the whole art of manufacturing and using the bow and arrow. 

Kānī began by establishing the canonical justification and legitimate transmission of the 
archer’s art. He cited forty Hadith, or traditional sayings of Muhammad, the first of these 
referring to the Koran (VIII, 60): “Prepare against them whatsoever thou canst of force,” where 
he takes “force” to mean “archers”; another Hadith attributes to Muhammad the saying that 

1 Abbreviations: RV., Rgveda Samhitā; TS., Taittirīya Samhitā; AV., Atharva Veda Sāmhitā; TB., Taittirīya Brāhmana; AB., 
Aitareya Brāhmana; ŚB Śatapatha Brāhmana; JUB., Jaiminīya Upanisad Brāhmana; AA., Aitareya Aranyaka; B U., Bṛhadāranyaka 
Upanisat; CU., Chāndogya Upanisat; Ku., Kaṭha Upanisat; MU., Maitri Upanisat; BD., Bṛhad Devatā; Mbh., Mahābhārata; BG., 
Bhagavad Gitā; A., Aṅguttara Nikāya; M., Majjhima Nikāya; S., Samyutta Nikāya; Dh., Dhammapada; DhA., Dhammapada 
Atthakathā; Mil., Milinda Pañha; Vis., Visuddhi Magga; J., Jātaka; Mhv., Mahāvaṅisa; MW., M. Williams, Sanskrit Dictionary. 
2 First printed at Constantinople in 1847 A.D. A detailed account of this work and of Turkish archery has been published by 
Joachim Hein (“Bogenhandwerk und Bogensport bei den Osmanen,” Der Islam, XIV (1925), 289-360, and XV [1926], 1-78); 
my account is based on Hein’s work. 
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“there are three whom Allah leads into Paradise by means of one and the same arrow, viz. 
its maker, the archer, and he who retrieves and returns it”, the commentator understanding 
that the reference is to the use of the bow and arrow in the Holy War; other Hadith glorify 
the space between the two targets as a “Paradise”.3 Kānī went on to “derive” the bow and 
arrow from those that were given by the angel Gabriel to Adam, who had prayed to God for 
assistance against the birds that devoured his crops; in coming to his assistance, Gabriel said 
to Adam: “This bow is the power of God; this string is his majesty; these arrows the wrath 
and punishment of God inflicted upon his enemies.” From Adam the tradition was handed on 
through the “chain” of Prophets (it was to Abraham that the compound bow4 was revealed) up 
to Muhammad, whose follower Sa’d b. Abī Wakkās, “the Paladin of Islam” (fāris al-islām) was 
the first to shoot against the enemies of Allah under the new dispensation and is accordingly the 
“Pīr” or patron saint of the Turkish archers’ gild, in which the initiatory transmission has never 
(unless, perhaps, quite recently) been interrupted.5 

At the head of the archers’ gild is the “sheikh of the field” (sheikh-ūl-meidān). The gild itself 
is a definitely secret society, into which there is admission only by qualification and initiation. 
Qualification is chiefly a matter of training under a master (usta), whose acceptance of a pupil, 
or rather disciple, is accompanied by a rite in which prayers are said on behalf of the souls of 
the Pīr Sa’d b. Abī Wakkāṣ, the archer imams of all generations and all believing archers. The 
master hands the pupil a bow, with the words: “In accordance with the behest of Allah and 
the Way (sunna) of his chosen messenger...” The disciple receives the bow, kisses its grip, and 
strings it. This prescribed procedure, preparatory to any practical instruction, is analogous to 
the rites by which a disciple is accepted as such by any dervish order. The actual training is long 
and arduous; the pupils’ purpose is to excel, and to this end he must literally devote himself. 

When the disciple has passed through the whole course of instruction and is proficient, 
there follows the formal acceptance of the candidate by the sheikh. The candidate must show 
that he can hit the mark and that he can shoot to a distance of not less than nine hundred strides: 
he brings forward witnesses to his mastery. When the sheikh is satisfied the disciple kneels 
before him and takes up a bow that is lying near him, strings it, and fits an arrow to a string, 
and having done this three times he replaces it, all with extreme formality and in accordance 
with fixed rules. The sheikh then instructs the master of ceremonies to take the disciple to his 
master, from whom he will receive the “grip” (kabza). He kneels before the master and kisses 
his hand: the master takes him by the right hand in token of a mutual covenant patterned on 
that of the Koran (XLVIII, 10-18), and whispers the “secret” in his ear. The candidate is now 

3 In either direction the “Path” leading directly from the archer’s place to the (solar) target is obviously an “equivalent,” in 
horizontal projection, of the Axis Mundi: and in walking on this Path the archer is therefore always in a “central” and “paradi-
siacal” position with respect to the rest of the “Field” as a whole. It will be further observed that in the alternate use of the two 
targets there is a shooting in two opposite directions, one from and one toward the archer’s original stand; the shooting from a 
stand beside the second target involves a return of the arrow to its first place, and it is clear that the two motions are those of 
“ascent” and “descent” and that the “Path” is a sort of Jacob’s Ladder. 
4 “Compound bows first appear in Mesopotamia in the dynasty of Accad (ca. twenty-fourth century B.C.),” W. F. Albright 
and G. E. Mendenthall, “The Creation of the Compound Bow in Canaanite Mythology,” fount. Near Eastern Studies, I (1942), 
227-29, citing H. Bonnet, Die Waffen derVölker des alten Orients (Leipzig, 1926), pp. 135-45. 
5 A. N. Poliak, “The Influence of Chingiz-Khān’s Yāsa Upon the General Organization of the Mamlūk State,” Bull. School 
Oriental Studies, X (1942), 872, n. 5, refers to Arabian lancers who formed an hereditary corporation and concealed “the se-
crets of their professional education” from the lay public, pointing out that the art of these rammāhs “was a conservative one, 
claiming descent from Sasanian and early Islamic warriors”; these data are derived from a work cited as Kitāb fi’Iln al-Furūsīya, 
MS, Aleppo (Ahmadīya). 
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a member of the archers’ gild and a link in the “chain” that reaches back to Adam. Henceforth 
he will never use the bow unless he is in a condition of ritual purity; before and after using the 
bow he will always kiss its grip.6 He may now take part freely in the formal contests, and in 
case he becomes a great master of long distance shooting he may establish a record which will 
be marked with a stone. 

The reception of the “grip” is the outward sign of the disciple’s initiation. He has, of course, 
long been accustomed to the bow, but what is meant by the “grip” is more than a mere handling 
of the bow: the grip itself implies the “secret”. The actual grip, in the case of the compound 
bow used by the Turks and most Orientals, is the middle part of the bow, which connects its 
two other parts, upper and lower. It is by this middle piece that the bow is made one. It is only 
when one tries to understand this that the metaphysical significance of the bow, which Gabriel 
had described as the “power” of God, appears: the grip is the union of Allah with Muhammad. 
But to say this is to formulate the “secret” only in its barest form: a fuller explanation, based on 
the teachings of Ibn al-‘Arabī is communicated to the pupil. Here it is only indicated that what 
links the Deity above to the Prophet below is the Kuṭb as Axis Mundi, and that this is a form 
of the spirit (al-Rūḥ). 

II 

The Indian literature contains an almost embarrassing wealth of matter in which the symbolic 
values of archery are conspicuous. RV.VI.75.4 as understood by Sāyana says that when the bow 
tips consort (that is, when the bow is bent), they bear then the child (the arrow) as a mother 
bears a son, and when with common understanding they start apart (releasing the arrow), 
then they smite the foe; and it is evident that the arrow is assimilated to Agni, the child of 
Sky and Earth, whose birth coincides with the separation of his parents.7 In BD.I.113, where 
all the instruments of the sacrifice are regarded as properties of Agni, the two ends of the bow 
are again correlated with Sky and Earth and other sexually contrasted pairs, such as the pestle 
and mortar; and we are reminded not only of the Islamic interpretation cited above, but also 
of Heracleitus (Fr. LVI): “The harmony of the ordered-world is one of contrary tensions, like 
that of the harp or bow.”8 The arrow being the offspring of the bow, the identification of the 
bow ends with the celestial and terrestrial worlds is clearly indicated in AV.I.2 and 3, where 
the “father” of the arrow is referred to as Parjanya, Mitra, Varuna, etc., and its “mother is the 
Earth (prthivī)”; this is even literally true in the sense that the reed of which the arrow is made 
is produced by the earth fertilized by the rains from above and affords a good illustration of 
the exegetical principle that the allegorical meaning is contained in the literal. In these two 

6 Cf. “Anu shouted aloud and spake in the assembly, kissing the bow,” in Babylonian Legends of Creation (London, 1931), p. 
67, sixth tablet, Is. 64, 65. 
7 Agni Anīkavat, being its point (anīka), is the essential part of the divine arrow that does not swerve and with which the 
gods struck the dragon in the beginning; and so virtually the whole of the arrow, since “where the point goes, there the arrow 
goes” (ŚB.II.3.3.10, II. 5.3.2, II.5.4.3.8; AB.I.25, etc.). It comes to the saine thing that he is also the point of the bolt (vajra) with 
which the dragon was smitten (ŚB.III.4.4.14); for it is from the point of this bolt as their etymon that arrows are “derived” (TS. 
VI.1.3.5; ŚB.I.2.4.1); and vajra meaning also “adamant”; we often find that a solar hero’s arrows are described as “tipped with 
adamant.” From the concept of love (Kāma) as a fire, and Agni having “five missiles,” comes the iconography of Kāmadeva, 
the god of love, as an archer. 
8 Cf. Plato, Symposium 187 A, and Republic 439 B. That for any efficacy there must be a co-operation of contrasted forces is 
a basic principle of Indian and all traditional philosophy. 
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hymns the bowstring and the arrow are employed with spells to cure diarrhea and strangury; 
the bowstring because it constricts, the arrow because it is let fly: “As the arrow flew off, let 
loose from the bow, so be thy urine released” (yatheṣukā parāpatad avaṣṛṣtadhi dhanvanaḥ, 
evā te mūtram mucyatām); here the relation of the flight of the arrow is to a physical release, 
but it will presently be seen how this flight, as of birds, is an image equally of the delivery of 
the spirit from the body. 

In AV.I.1 the archer is the Lord of the Voice (Vācaspati) with the divine mind; recalling 
RV.VI.75.3, where “she is fain to speak” and, drawn to the ear, “whispers like a woman,” it is 
clear that the bow-string corresponds to the voice (vāc) as organ of expression, and the arrow 
to audible concept expressed. So in AV.V.18.8 the Brahmans, the human representatives of the 
Lord of the Voice, are said to have sharp arrows that are not sped in vain, the tongue being 
their bowstring and their terrible words their arrows; while in BU.III.8.2, penetrating questions 
are described as “foe-piercing arrows”. This conception underlies the use of iṣ (to “shoot”), 
compare iṣu, iṣukā (“arrow”) and our own vernacular “shoot” meaning “speak out”; in AB.II.5, 
“impelled by the Mind, the Voice speaks” (manasā vā isitā vāg vadati); the voice indeed acts, 
but it is the mind that activates (JUB.I.33.4). 

Thus an “arrow” may be either literally a winged shaft or metaphorically a “winged word”: 
Skr. patatrin, “winged”, denoting either “bird” or “arrow” covers both values; for the swift and 
unhindered flight of thought is often compared to that of birds and the symbolism of birds and 
wings is closely connected with that of arrows. The language of archery can, indeed, be applied 
to all problems of thought and conduct. Thus sādh, whence sādhu as “holy man” and as an 
exclamation of approval, is to “go straight to the mark”; sādhu may qualify either the archer 
(RV.I.70.6) or the arrow (RV.II.24.8), and “it is not for the King to do anything or everything, 
but only what is straight” (sādhu, SB.V.4.4.5); that is to say, he may no more speak at random 
than shoot at random. Ṛju-ga, “that which goes straight,” is an “arrow”; and “as the fletcher 
straightens (ujum karoti) the shaft, so the wise man rectifies his will” (Dh.33, cf. 80, 145 and 
M.II.105); in the Mahājanaka Jātaka (J.VI.66) a fletcher at work straightening (ujum karoti) an 
arrow is looking along it with one eye closed, and from this the moral is drawn of single vision. 

Since the bow is the royal weapon par excellence and such great stress is laid upon the 
king’s rectitude it will not be irrelevant to point out that the Sanskrit and Pali words ṛju and 
uju, cited above and meaning “straight”, pertain to a common root that underlies “right,” 
“rectify,” “regal” (Lat. regere and rex and Skr. rājā). From the traditional point of view, a king 
is not an “absolute” ruler, but the administrator of a transcendental law, to which human laws 
are conformed9. More than once Sankara makes the case of the fletcher profoundly absorbed 
in his task an exemplum of contemplative concentration (on BU.III.9.28.7 and on Badarāyana, 
Sariraka Mimansa Sutra VII.11, p. 800 Bib. Ind. ed.); and as St. Bonaventura remarked: “Ecce, 
quomodo illumination artis mechanicae via est ad illuminationem sacrae Scripturae, et nihil est in 
ea, quod non praedicet veram sapientiam” (De red. artium ad theologiam, 14). 

Aparadh, the opposite of sādh, is to “miss the mark,” hence “go astray,” “deviate,” “fail,” 
“sin”: the two values can hardly be distinguished in TS.VI.5.5.2, where Indra, having loosed an 
arrow at Vrtra, thinks “I have missed the mark” (aparādham); compare II.5.5.6, where one who 

See my Spiritual Authority and Temporal Power in the Indian Theory of Government (New Haven, 1942), n. 14a, and passim. 
Law, or justice (dharma) is the principle of kingship (BU.I.4.14, etc.); and this “justice” differs only from the truth (satyam) in 
that it is applied (Saṅkara BIJ.I.4.15). Government, in other words, is an art based on an immutable science; and as in the case 
of other arts, so here, ars sine scientia nihil. 
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misses his mark (avavidhyati) grows the more evil (pāpiyān), while he who does not fail of it 
is as he should be. The phrase is common, too, in Plato, where as in India and Persia it pertains 
to the metaphor of stalking or tracking (ίχνεύω mṛg), the origin of which must be referred to a 
hunting culture, of which the idiom survives in our own expression to “hit (or miss) the mark,” 
frapper le but. From vyadh (to “pierce”) derive vedha and vedhin (“archer”) and probably 
vedhas (“wise” in the sense of “penetrating”). This last word some derive from vid (to “know” 
or “find”), but there are forms common to vyadh and vid, notably the imperative viddhi, 
which can mean either or both “know” and “penetrate”; the ambiguity is conspicuous in JUB. 
IV.18.6, Munḍ. Up.II.2.2. (discussed below) and BG.VII.6. A Brahman’s verbal arrows “pierce” 
his detractors (AV.V.18.15). Comparison of an expert monk to an “unfailing shot” (akkhana-
vedhin)10 is very common in the Pali Buddhist literature, often in combination with other terms 
such as durepātin (“far-shooting”), Sadda-vedhin (“shooting at a sound”) and vālavedhin (“hair-
splitting”) (A.I.284 11.170, IV.423, 494; M.I.82, etc.). Mil.418 describes the four “limbs” of an 
archer that a true monk should possess: 

Just, O king, as the archer, when discharging his arrows, plants both his feet 
firmly on the ground, keeps his knees straight, hangs his quiver against the 
narrow part of his waist, keeps his whole body steady, sets up his bow with 
both hands,11 clenches his fists, leaving no opening between the fingers, stretches 
out his neck, shuts his mouth and eye, takes aim (nimittam ujum karoti), and 
smiles at the thought “I shall pierce”;12 just so, O king, should the Yogin (monk) 
. . . thinking, “With the shaft of gnosis I shall pierce through every defect. . .” 
And again, O king, just as an archer has an arrow-straightener for straightening 
out bent and crooked and uneven arrows... And again, O king, just as an archer 
practices13 at a target . . . early and late. . . 

10 The Pali Text Society’s Pali dictionary explanations of akkhana are admittedly unsatisfactory. The real equivalent is Skr. 
ākhana (“target”), as in JUB.I.60.7.8 and CU.I.2.7, 8. Cf. ākha in TS.VI.4.11.3, Keith’s note, and Pānini I11.3.125, vartt.l. 

With sadda-vedhin (śabda-) cf. Mbh. (Poona, 1933), I.123.12-18 where Ekalavya, the Naiṣādha, who has acquired his skill 
(laghutva) in archery (iṣvastra) by making a clay image of Drona and practicing before it as his master, shoots seven arrows into 
the mouth of a dog whom he hears barking, but does not see. 
11 Dve hatte sandhitthânam âropeti (misunderstood by Rhys Davids) can only mean “setting up the bow,” i.e., putting its two 
parts together, sandhi-tthânam being the junction and “grip”; cf. J.III.274 and IV.258 dhanum adejjham katvâna, lit. “making 
the bow to be not-twofold,” Mhv. VII.19. dhanum sandhäya, and Mil.352 câpâropana, “breaking down and setting up the 
bow” (as one “breaks down” a gun). Aropeti is to “make fit together,” and can also be used of stringing the bow, as in J.V.129 
dhanumhi... jiyam àropetvâ; while sandahati (samdhà) to “join” can also be used of setting the arrow to the string, as in J.IV.258 
usum sandhâya. 

A glossary of archer’s terms, Skr. and Pali, would require a separate article, and I have mentioned only some that have a 
bearing on the significance of archery. 
12 Cf. J.IV.258: “Thinking, ‘I shall pierce him, and when he is weakened, seize him.’” Nimittam ujum karoti could also be 
rendered “makes a right resolve.” 
13 Upasati (Skr. upas) is ordinarily to “sit near,” “sit under,” “wait upon,” “honor,” “worship”; Mil.352 speaks of a hall, 
upâsana-sala (= santhagara, S.V.453), in which a skilled archer teaches his disciples (antevâsike, resident pupils, cf. A.IV.423) 
In other words, the practice of archery is literally a “devotion”. In J.V.127f. Jotipâla is sent to a Master in Takkasila to learn the 
whole art (sippam). A fee of “a thousand” is paid. When the boy has become an expert, the master gives him a sword, and “a 
bow of ram’s-horn and a quiver, both of them deftly joined together” (sandhiyutta), and his corselet and turban (thus establish-
ing the pupil as a master in due succession.) 

“Early and late” may mean by day and night. In Mbh. (Poona) I.123.7, Arjuna resolves to practice by abhyâsa, of which 
the primary sense is a “shooting at” (cf. “intend,” “intention,” self-direction) and the derived meaning “exercise,” “practice,” 
or “study” of any kind. 
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Just as an archer practices early and late,  
And by never neglecting his practice earns his wages,  
So too the Sons of the Buddha exercise the body.  
And never neglecting that exercise, become adept (arhat).  

The bow is the royal weapon par excellence; skill in archery is for the king, what the splendor 
of divinity is for the priest (SB.XIII.1.1.1-2). It is in their capacity as Kṣatriyas that Rāma and 
the Bodhisattva can perform their feats of archery. Like the king’s own arms, the two “arms” 
of the bow are assimilated to Mitrāvarunau, mixta persona of sacerdotium and regnum; in the 
coronation rite the priest hands over the bow to the king, calling it “Indra’s dragon-slayer,” for 
the king is the earthly representative of Indra, both as warrior and as sacrificer, and has dragons 
of his own to be overcome; he gives him also three arrows, with reference to the terrestrial, 
aerial, and celestial worlds (SB.V.3.5.27 f., V.4.3.7). 

The bow as symbol of power corresponds to the conception of the power of God, 
bestowed by Gabriel on Adam, for his protection, as cited above from Turkish sources. 
It is from this point of view, that of dominion, that we can best understand the widely 
disseminated rites of the shooting of arrows to the Four Quarters; cf. RV.VI.75.2: “With 
the bow let us conquer the regions.” In the Kurudhamma Jātaka (J.II.372) we learn that 
kings at a triennial festival “used to deck themselves out in great magnificence, and dress 
up like Gods... standing in the presence of the Yakkha Cittarāja, they would shoot to the 
four points of the compass arrows painted with flowers.” In Egypt the shooting of arrows 
towards the four quarters was a part of the Pharaonic enthronement rite.14 In China, at the 
birth of a royal heir, the master of the archers “with a bow of mulberry wood and six arrows 
of the wild Rubus shoots toward Heaven, Earth, and the Four quarters” (Li Chi X.2.17);15 

14 A. Moret, Du caractère religieux de la royauté pharaonique (Paris, 1902), pp. 105-6 (p. 106, n. 3: “II semble que cette cé-
rémonie ait pour but de definir le pouvoir qu’a Pharaon-Horus de lancer, comme le soleil, ses rayons dans les quatre parties du 
monde”). In the relief from Karnak (E. Lepsius, Denkmaler [Leipzig, 1850-59], III, Pl. 36b) Thothmes III is represented thus 
shooting, guided by Horus and Seth; in the late relief of the twenty-fifth dynasty (E. Prisse d’Avennes, Monuments égyptiens 
[Paris, 1847], Pl. XXXIII; H. Schafer, Agyptischer und heutiger Kunst und Weltgebaude der alten Agypter [Berlin, 1928], Abb., 54 
and idem, “König Amenophis II als Meister-Schūtz,” Or. Literat. Zeitschr., [1929], col. 240-43) the queen is shooting at circular 
loaves, which are evidently symbols of the Four Quarters; the inscription states that she receives the bows of the North and 
South and that she shoots toward the Four Quarters; this is in the sed rite which, later in a reign, repeats the rites of enthrone-
ment and deification, apparently renewing the king’s royal power. This rite is accompanied by, or may perhaps replace another 
in which four birds are released to fly to the Four Quarters; bird and arrow are equivalent symbols. 

In ŚB.I.2.4.15 f. and TB.III.2.9.5 f., where the priest brandishes the wooden sword four times, however, this is done to 
repel the Asuras from the Three Worlds and “whatever Fourth World there may or may not be beyond these three.” But in the 
Hungarian coronation rite the sword is brandished, as the arrows are shot, toward the Four Quarters of this world. 

ŚB.V.1.5.13 f. and V.3.5.29, 30 describe the ritual use of seventeen arrows and that of three arrows. The seventeen arrows 
correspond to the “seventeen-fold Prājapati,” the seventeenth marking the place for the goal post about which the chariots 
are to turn in the ritual race (we know from other sources that this post represents the sun); and it is explicit that the shooting 
symbolizes and implies “the rule of one over many.” The three arrows, one that penetrates, one that wounds, and one that 
misses, correspond to the Three Worlds. 
15 This was regarded by B. Karlgren (“Some Fecundity Symbols in Ancient China,” Bull. Mus. Far Eastern Antiquities, II 
[Stockholm, 1930], 51) as a fecundity ritual performed for the sake of male children, represented by the arrows: C. G. Seligman 
(“Bow and Arrow Śymbolism,” Eurasia Septentrionalis Antiqua, IX [1934], 351) criticizing Karlgren, rightly pointed out that 
the primary significance of the rite is that of “a supreme assertion of power.” Neither author, however, seems to realize that 
the erotic significance of shooting (still quite familiar) and that of shooting as a symbol of dominion are by no means mutually 
exclusive meanings. Thus, the sun’s rays, which he shoots forth (cf. Phoebus Apollo) are at the same time dominant and pro-
genitive (cf. TS.VII.1.1.1, ŚB.VIII.7.1.16-17, and A. K. Coomaraswamy, “The Sun-Kiss,” Journ. Amer. Oriental Soc., LX (1940), 
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the same was done in Japan.16 

The archetype of the rite that thus implies dominion is evidently solar; that the king releases 
four separate arrows reflects a supernatural archery in which the Four Quarters are penetrated 
and virtually grasped by the discharge of a single shaft. This feat, known as the “Penetration of 
the Sphere” (cakka-viddham, where cakka implies the “round of the world”) is described in the 
Sarabhanga Jātaka (J.V.125f ), where it is attributed to the Bodhisatta Jotipāla, the “Keeper of 
the Light” and an “unfailing shot” (akkhana-vedhin). Jotipāla is the king’s Brahman minister’s 
son, and although the bow, as we have seen, is typically the weapon of the Kṣatriya, it is quite in 
order that it should be wielded by a Brahman, human representative of the brahma (sacerdotium) 
in divinis, “who is both the sacerdotium and the regnum” (SB.X.4.1.9), and like any avatāra, 
“both priest and king.” Jotipāla is required by the king to compete with the royal archers, some 
of whom are likewise “unfailing shots,” able to split a hair or a falling arrow. Jotipāla appeared 
in disguise, hiding his bow, coat of mail, and turban under an outer garment; he had a pavilion 
erected, and standing within it, removed his outer garment, assumed the regalia, and strung 
his bow; and so, fully armed, and holding an arrow “tipped with adament” (vajiragga—the 
significance of this has already been pointed out), “he threw open the screen (sānim vivaritvā) 
and came forth (nikkhamitvā) like a prince of serpents (nāga-kumāro) bursting from the earth. 
He drew a circle17 in the middle of the four-cornered royal courtyard (which here represents 
the world), and shooting thence, defended himself against innumerable arrows shot at him by 
archers stationed in the four corners;18 he then offered to wound all these archers with a single 
arrow, which challenge they dared not accept. Then having set up four banana trunks in the 
four corners of the courtyard, the Bodhisattva “fastening a thin scarlet thread (ratta-suttakam) 
to the feathered end of the arrow, aimed at and struck one of the trees; the arrow penetrated it, 
and then the second, third, and fourth in succession and finally the first again, which had already 
been pierced, and so returned to his hand, while the trees stood encircled by the thread.”19 

This is, clearly, an exposition of the doctrine of the “thread spirit” (sutrātman), in accordance 
with which the sun, as point of attachment, connects these worlds to himself by means of 
the Four Quarters, with the thread of the spirit, like gems upon a thread.20 The arrow is the 

50, n. 13, 14). In the same way Skr. sṛj, to “let fly,” can apply either to the release of an arrow or to the act of procreation, and 
it is in fact thus that Prājapati “projects” (sṛjati) his offspring, thought of as “rays.” 
16 Heike Monogatari (thirteenth century): see A. L. Sadler, “The Heike Monogatari,” Trans. Asiatic Soc. Japan, XLVI (1918), 
Pt. 2, 120. 
17 The printed text has mandapa, “pavilion,” but the v.l. mandala is to be preferred. That the archer stands within a circle 
and shoots thence to the four corners of a square field has a meaning related to that of a dome on a square structure, heaven 
and earth being typically “circular” and square; it is true that the earth can also be regarded as a circle, and the domed structure 
may be circular also in plan, still the earth is square in the sense that there are four “Quarters.” The archer’s position relative 
to the four targets is quintessential, and virtually “elevated”; the “field” corresponds to all that is “under the Sun,” the ruler of 
all he surveys. 
18  The Bodhisatta’s invulnerability corresponds to that of the solar Breath (prāna) of JUB.I.60.7-8 and CU.I.2.7-8. 
19 This mention of a second penetration of the first target should be noted; without this the circle would have been left 
“open.” One could not ask for better proof of the metaphysical content of what many would think of as mere story-telling. The 
serious student will soon learn that all true folk and fairy tale motifs have such a content; and that it would be idle to pretend 
that the most primitive peoples lacked adequate idioms for the expression of the most abstract ideas, whether in verbal or 
visual arts. It is our language that would be impoverished if their idioms were forgotten. 
20 ŚB.VI.7.1.17, VIII.7.3.10 (the Sun is the fastening to which the Quarters are linked by a pneumatic thread); BU.III.6.2; 
BG.VII.7; Iliad VIII.18 f; Plato, Theatetus 153 C, D; Laws 644 E, “One Golden Cord”; Dante, Paradiso, I, 116 questi la terra in 
se stringe; W. Blake,”I give you the end of a golden string”; etc. 

“At a place in Gilgit there is said to be a golden chain hanging down to earth from the sky. Any persons suspected of 
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equivalent of the “needle”, and one might say that in the case described above the quarters are 
“sewn” together and to their common center; the feathered end, or nock of the arrow to which 
the thread is attached corresponding to the eye of the needle.21 In ordinary practice an arrow 
leaves no visible trace of its passage. It may be observed, however, that an arrow with a slender 
thread attached to it can be shot across an otherwise impassable gulf; by means of this thread a 
heavier line can be pulled across, and so on until the gulf is spanned by a rope; in this way the 
symbolism of archery can be combined with that of the “bridge.” The principle is the same in 
the case of modern life-saving apparatus, in which a line is shot, in this case from a gun, from 
the shore to a sinking ship, and by means of this line a heavier “life-line” can be drawn across. 

The Chinese, moreover, actually employed an arrow with an attached line in fowling, as 
can be clearly seen on an inlaid bronze of the Chou dynasty now in the Walters Art Gallery, 
Baltimore. The Eskimo, too, made use of arrows with demountable heads and an attached cord 
in hunting sea otter.22 In the same way in the case of a cast net with attached line, and in the 
case of the lasso; and likewise in fishing, where the rod corresponds to the bow and the eyed 
fishhook to the arrow of needle. In all these cases the hunter, analogous to the deity, attaches 
the prey to himself by means of a thread, which he draws in. In this sense Shams-i-Tabrīz: 

He gave me the end of a thread—a thread full of mischief and guile— “Pull,” he 
said, “that I may pull; and break it not in the pulling”23 

A famous passage in the Mahābhārata (I.123.46 f. in the new Poona edition) describes 
the testing of Drona’s pupils in archery. An artificial eagle (bhāsa) has been prepared by the 
craftsmen, and set up at the top of a tree to be a mark. Three pupils are asked: “What do you 
see?” and each answers: “I see yourself, the tree and the eagle”. Drona exclaims: “Away with 
you; these three will not be able to hit the mark”; and turning to Arjuna, “the mark is for you to 
hit”. Arjuna stands stretching his bow (vitatya kārmukam), and Drona continues: “Do you also 
see the tree, myself and the bird?” Arjuna replies: “I see only the bird”. “And how do you see 
the bird?” “I see its head, but not its body.” Drona, delighted, says: “Let fly” (muñcasva). Arjuna 
shoots, cuts off the head and brings it down. Drona then gives him the irresistible weapon, 
“Brahma’s head,” which may not be used against any human foe; and there can be little doubt 
that this implies the communication of an initiatory mantram, and the “secret” of archery.24 

wrong-doing or falsehood were taken to the place and forced to hold the chain (as in Plato Laws, 644!) while they swore that 
they were innocent or that their statements were true. This suggests the Homeric reference (Iliad VIII.18 et seq.), and the 
Catena Aurea Homeri, which was handed down through the Neo-Platonists to the alchemists of the Middle Ages” (W. Crooke, 
Folklore, XXV [1914], 397). 
21 “Tis the thread that is connected with the needle: the eye of the needle is not suitable for the camel,” i.e., soul-and-body 
(Rumi, ed. by R. L. Nicholson, Mathnawi, I.3065: cf. I.849, cords of causation; 11.1276, rope and well). 
22 O. T. Mason, “North American Bows, Arrows and Quivers,” Smithson. Rept. 1893 (Washington, 1894), pp. 631-79. I am 
indebted to Dr. Carleton S. Coon of the University Museum, Pennsylvania, for this reference. 
23 In R. A. Nicholson, Diwan-i-Shams-i-Tabriz (Cambridge, 1898), Ode 28. “Keep thy end of the thread, that he may keep 
his end” (Hafiz, I.386.2); “Fish-like in a sea behold me swimming, Till he with his hook my rescue maketh” (W. Leaf, Versions 
from Hafiz [London,1898], XII.2). Any full discussion of the Islamic symbols of the spirit would require a separate article. Far 
Eastern parallels could also be cited, e.g., the story of “The Spider’s Thread” in Tales Grotesque and Curious, by R. Akutagawa, 
trans. by G. Shaw (Tokyo, n.d.), the thread is broken by the climber’s egotism. 
24 In Mbh. I.121.21, 22 we are told that Drona himself had received from (Paraśu) Rāma his “weapons, together with the 
secrets of their use” (astrāni... saprayogarahasyāni) and the “Book of the Bow” (dhanurvedam). 

A Dhanurveda, dealing with the whole art of war and arms “auch über geheime Waffen, Zaubersprüche, Königsweihe und 
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The evident “moral” is one of single-minded concentration. 
In public competition25 Arjuna performs a number of magical feats using appropriate 

weapons to create and destroy all sorts of appearances, and then from a moving chariot shoots 
five arrows into the mouth of a moving iron boar, and twenty-one into the opening of a cow’s 
horn suspended and swinging in the air.26 In the great competition for the hand of Draupadī27 

her father has made a very stout bow which no one but Arjuna will be able to bend, and 
has made also “an artificial device suspended in the air and together with it a golden target” 
(yantram vaihayasam . . . krtimam, yantrena sahitam . . . laksyam kâncanam), announcing that 
“whoever strings this bow and with it and these arrows pass it and pierce the target (atītya 
laksyam yo veddhā) shall have my daughter.” When the competing princes are assembled, 
Draupadī’s brother addresses the assembly: 

Hear me, all ye children of the Earth: This is the bow, this the mark and these 
the arrows; hit the mark with these five arrows, making them pass through the 
opening in the device (yantrachidrenābhyatikramya lakśyam samarpayadhvain 
khagamair daśārdhaiḥ).28 

Whoever, being of a good family, strong and handsome, performs this 
difficult feat shall have my sister to wife this day, I tell no lie. 

Omina” is attributed to the Rsi Viśvāmitra; and there are other Dhanurvedas extant in manuscript (M. Winternitz, Geschichte 
der indischen Literatur [Leipzig, 1920], III.532). 

MW. cites the word kārmukopaniṣat (“secret of the art of shooting”) from the Bālarāmāyana. 
25  Mbh.I.125. 
26 In the Mahāvrata rite (a winter solstice festival) three arrows are shot by a king or prince, or the best archer available, at a 
circular skin target suspended between two posts; the archer stands in a moving chariot that is driven round the altar; the ar-
rows are not to pass through, but to remain sticking in the target. That is done to “break down” (avabhid) the sacrificer’s evil 
(papman), as the target is “broken down” by the arrows (TS.VII.5.10). A skin is often the symbol of darkness (for RV. see H. 
G. Grassmann, Wörterbuch, zum Rig-Veda [Leipzig, 1873], s.v. tvac, sense 9), and darkness, death, and sin or evil (papman) are 
one and the same thing (Brahmanas, passim). So it is to free the sun from darkness, and by analogy the sacrificer from his own 
darkness, that the rite is performed. 
27  Mbh.1.176-79. 
28 In S.V. 453 the Buddha finds some Licchavi youths exercising in a gymnasium (santhāgāre upāsanam karonte) shooting 
“from afar through a very small ‘key-hole’” (durato va sukhumena tāla-chiggalena) and splitting an arrow, flight after flight 
without missing (asanam atipatente poṅkhānupoṅkham avirādhitam). Tāla-chiggala (= tāla-chidda) is here evidently not an 
actual keyhole but the equivalent of the yantra-chidra of Mbh., an aperture that may very well have been called in archer’s slang 
a “keyhole”, just as we speak of any strait gate as a “needle’s eye”; in this sense one might have rendered yantra-chidra in Mbh. 
by “keyhole.” The term is, furthermore, most appropriate inasmuch as the sun door, passing which one is altogether liberated 
(atimucyate), is a “hole in the sky” (divaś chidra, JUB.I.3.5; childra ivadityo drsyate, AA. III.2.4), while the arrow equated with 
the Atman or with Om (Munḍaka Up.11.2.4, MU.VL24) could well have been thought of as the pass “key.” In the same con-
nection it may be observed that in traditional art actual keyholes are commonly ornamented with the device of the sun bird 
(often the bicephalous Garuda or Hamsa), through which the key must be passed before there can be access to whatever is 
within. To this sun bird corresponds the “suspended device” of Mbh. 

In S. (loc. cit.) the Buddha proceeds to ask the archers whether their performance, “to shoot like that, or to pierce one 
strand of a hair, a hundred times divided, with another strand is the more difficult?” The answer is obvious. He continues: 
“That is just what they do, who penetrate the real meaning of the words, ‘This is grief’” (atha ko . . . pativijjhanti ye IDAM 
DUKKHAM ti yathābhūtam pativijjhanti). 

[With atipātente above, cf. M.I.8.2 tiriyam talacchayam atipateyya “pierces an umbrageous palm”; but in J.V.130, 1.1, 
patesi is “knocks down.” The more usual word for “piercing” is vijjhati, as in the expression vālavedhi, “splitting a hair.” It 
may be remarked here that in J.V.130 kotthakam parikhipanto viya is misunderstood by the translator (H. T. Francis); the Bo-
dhisattva knocks down (pātesi) his opponents’ 120,000 arrows and “throws round himself a sort of house” of which the walls 
are the fallen arrows, neatly stacked; it is from within this “arrow-enceinte” (sara-gabbha) that he afterwards rises into the air 
“without damaging the ‘house’”]. 
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This only Arjuna is able to do; his arrows penetrate the target itself, with such force as to stick 
in the ground beyond it. 

The language itself of all these texts expresses their symbolic significance. The feat itself 
is essentially Indra’s, of whom Arjuna is a descent, while Draupadī, the prize, is explicitly Śri 
(Fortuna, Tyche, Basileia). With hardly any change of wording the narrative could be referred to 
the winning of a more eminent victory than can be won by concrete weapons alone. This will 
appear more clearly in the citation from the Munḍaka Upaniṣat, below. In the meantime it may 
be observed that muñcasva (“let fly”) is from muc (to “release”), the root in mokṣa and mukti 
(“spiritual liberation”, man’s last “aim”). Kārmuka (“bow”) is literally “made of krmuka wood,” 
a tree that ŚB.VI.6.2.11 derives from “the point of Agni’s flame that took root on earth”; thus 
the bow, like the point of the arrow29 participates in the nature of fire. The primary meaning of 
yantra is “barrier”; the suspended perforated yantra through which the arrows are to be shot 
can hardly be thought of but as a sun symbol, that is, a representation of the Sun door, through 
which the way leads on to Brahma: “Thereby men reach the highest place.”30 That the mark, 
whatever its form may have been, is “golden” reflects the regular meanings of “gold,” viz., 
light and immortality; and that it is to be reached through a perforated disk, such as I take the 
“device” to have been, corresponds to such expressions as “beyond the sky” (uttaram divah31) or 
“beyond the sun” (parena ādityam32), of which the reference is to the “Farther half of heaven” 
(divi parārdha33), Plato’s ύπερουράνιος όπος, of which no true report has ever been made34 

and is nameless,35 like those who reach it. Kha-ga, “arrow,” is also “bird,” and literally, “farer 
through empty-space”; but kha is also “void,”36 and as such a symbol of Brahma—“Brahma is 
the Void, the Ancient Void of the pneuma . . . whereby I know what should be known” (kham 
brahma, kham purānam vāyuram . . . vedainena veditavyam37). 

It is, in fact, in the notion of the penetration of a distant and even unseen target that the 
symbolism of archery culminates in the Munnḍk Upaniṣat (II.2.1-4). In the first two verses 
Brahma is described as the unity of contraries, summum bonum, truth immortal: “That is what 
should be penetrated, penetrate it, my dear” (tad veddhavyam, somya viddhi). The third and 
fourth verses continue: 

Taking as bow the mighty weapon (Om) of the Upaniṣat,  
Lay thereunto an arrow sharpened by devotions (upāsana-nisitam)38 Draw  

29  See footnote 6. 
30 MU.VI.30. The “path” is that one of the sun’s “rays” that pierces through his disk, ūrdhvam ekah sthitas teṣām yo bhitvā 
sūrya-mandalam brahmalokam atikramya in MU., like yantrachidrenābhyatikramya in Mbh. cited above; cf. Hermes Trismegis-
tus, Lib. XVI.16 άκτις έπιλάμπει διά μοΰ ήλιοΰ. For a more detailed account of the sun door and its form and significance see 
my “Svayamātṛnnā: Janua Coeli,” Zalmoxis, II (1939), 3-51. 
31 AV. X.7.3. 
32 JUB. 1.6.4. 
33  RV. I.164.12; ŚB.XI.2.3.3, etc. 
34  Phaedrus 247C. 
35  Nyasa Up. 2. 
36  Cf. my “Kha and Other Words Denoting Zero. . .,” Bull. School of Oriental Studies, VII (1934), 487-97. 
37 B U. V.1. 
38 In RV.VI.75.15 arrows are “sharpened by incantations” (brahmasamśita), just as in ŚB.I.2.4 the wooden ritual sword is 
sharpened by and held to participate in the nature of the cutting Gale. Upāsana has been remarked above (Note 12) as “ex-
ercise”; in the present context the “exercise” is contemplative, as in BU.I.4.7 ātmety evopāsīta, “Worship Him as Spirit,” or 
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with a mind of the same nature as That (tadbhāva-gatena cetasā): The mark 
(lakśyam) is That Imperishable; penetrate it (viddhi)39 my dear! 
Om is the bow, the Spirit (atman, Self )40 the arrow, Brahma the mark: It is 
penetrable41 by the sober man; do thou become of one substance therewith 
(tanmayo bhavet), like the arrow. 

Here the familiar equation, Ātman=Brahman, is made. The penetration is of like by like; 
the spiritual self represented by the arrow is by no means the empirical ego, but the immanent 
Diety, self-same self in all beings: “Him one should extract from one’s own body, like the arrow 
from the reed” (KU.VI.17); or, in terms of M U.VI.28, should “release” and “let fly” from the 
body like an arrow from the bow. 

In MU. the phrasing differs slightly but the meanings remain essentially the same: there are 
obstacles to be pierced before the target can be reached. In MU.VI.24: “The body is the bow, 
the arrow Om, the mind its point, darkness the mark (lakṣyam)42; and piercing (bhitva)43 the 
darkness, one reaches that which is not wrapped in darkness, Brahma beyond the darkness, of 
the hue of the Sun (i.e., ‘golden’), that which shines in yonder Sun, in Fire and Lightning.44 In 
VI.28 one passes by, or overcomes (atikramya) the objects of the senses (sensibilia, τά αίσθήτα), 
and with the bow of steadfastness strung with the way of the wandering monk and with the 
arrow of freedom from-self-opinion (anabhimānamayena caiveṣunā) knocks down (nihatya) 
the janitor of Brahma’s door45—whose bow is greed, bowstring anger, and arrow desire—and 

“thy Self.” 
39 Viddhi, as noted above, is the common imperative of vyadh or vidh to pierce or penetrate, and vid to know or find. Cf. 
BG.VII.7 prakrtim viddhi me parām, “penetrate (or know) my higher nature,” i.e., the “that-nature” of the Mundaka verse. In 
the same way JUB.IV.18.6 (Kena Up.) “tad eva brahma tvam viddhi ne’dam yad idam upāsate,” “Know (or penetrate) only 
Brahma, not what men worship here.” The ambivalence recurs in Pali; thus, in Udāna 9, attanā vedi is rendered by Woodward 
as “of his own self hath pierced (unto the truth)” [“in,” or “with the spirit” would be equally legitimate], the commentary read-
ing: sayam eva aññāti, pativijjhati, “knows or penetrates.” In S. I.4 patividhitā (v.l. -vidhitā) is interpreted by ñānena patividdha 
“those who have by gnosis penetrated,” and this can hardly be called with Mrs. Rhys Davids an “exegetical pun,” for we do 
not call the double entendre in our word “penetrating” a “pun.” The fact is that the “pursuit” of truth is an art of hunting; one 
tracks it down (mṛg, ίχνεύω), aims at it, hits the mark, and penetrates it. Cf. J.340, 341, pacceka-bodhi-ñānam pativijjhi, “he 
penetrated the gnosis of a Pacceka Buddha,” and Vis. 288 lakkhanapatisamvedhena, li. “by penetration of the mark” but here 
“by penetration of the characteristics” (of a state of contemplation). In KB.XI.5 manasā preva vidhyet is “with his mind, as it 
were, let him pierce”; cf. MU.VI.24, where the mind is the arrow point. 

An analogous symbolism is employed in Vis. 1.284, where suci-pāsavedhanam is a “needle’s eye borer” used by the needle 
maker; the needle stands for recollection (sati = smrti) and the borer for the prescience (pañña = prajñā) connected with it. 

On penetrabilia and penetralia cf. Isidorus, Diff.I.435 (Migne, vol. 83, col. 54) penetralia autem sent domorum secreta, et 
dicta ab eo quod est penitus (penitus is “within,” and not to be confused with “penitent”): Mellifluus (ca. 540 A.D.) ad regni 
superni penetrabilia non pervenit quisquam nisi egerit paenitentiam; cited by R. J. Getty, “Penetralia and penetrabilia in Post-
Classical Latin,” Amer. Journ. Phil., LVIII (1936), 233-44. Cf. also Rūmī, Mathnawī, ed. R. A. Nicholson, I.3503, “As the point 
of the spear passes through the shield.” 
40 Cf. Udāna 9 attanā vedi cited in the preceding note. The condition of entry is that one should realize “‘That’ is the truth, 
‘That’ the Spirit (or Self, the real self of all beings), ‘That’ art thou.” (CU.VL9.4; cf. JUB.III.14.3 and my “The ‘E’ at Delphi,” 
Review of Religion, V (1941), 18-19. 
41  Cf. BG.VI.54 sakyo hy aham viddhah, “I can, indeed, be penetrated (or known).” 
42  Not here, of course, the ultimate mark, but the obstacle. 
43 As in MU.VI.30 sauram dvāram bhitvā, “piercing the Sundoor.” All this symbolism is paralleled in that of the roof; the 
expert monk, rising in the air, breaks through the roof plate of the dome (kannika-mandalam bhinditvā, Dh.A.III.66, etc.); cf.  
my “Symbolism of the Dome,” Indian Hist. Quart., XIV (1938), Pt. iii.  
44  Three forms of Agni. Brahma is “that in the lightning which flashes forth” (Kena Up. 29).  
45 Abhimāna, arrogance, is the ego delusion, the notion “I am” and “I do.” To overcome the janitor is to open the way in, and 
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reaches Brahma. 
The penetration of obstacles is a common feat; it has been noted above in Turkish 

practice, and in J.V.131 Jotipāla pierces a hundred planks bound together as one (ekābaddham 
phalakasatam vinijjhitvā). In Vis. 674 an archer performs the difficult feat of piercing a hundred 
planks (phalakasatam-nibbijjhanam) at a distance of some fifty yards; the archer is blindfolded 
and mounted on a moving wheel (cakka-yante aṭṭhāsi); when it comes round so that he faces 
the target, the cue (saññā)46 is given by the sound of a blow struck on the target with a stick; 
and guided by the sound, he lets fly and pierces all the planks. The archer represents the 
“Gnosis of the Way” (magga-ñāna), while the given cue is that of “Adoptive Gnosis” (gotrabhū-
ñāna) and can be regarded as a “reminder” of the end to be reached; the bundle of planks 
signifies the “trunks or aggregates of greed, ill-will and delusion” (lobha-dosa-moha-kkhandhā); 
the “intention” or “aim” (ārammana) is Nibbana (Nirvāna).47 

is an equivalent of the “keyhole” symbolism. In JUB.I.5 the sun (disk) is the janitor, and he bars the way to those who expect 
to enter in by means of their good works; but cannot hinder one who invokes the truth, which is that his deeds are not “his 
own,” but those of the sun himself, one who disclaims the notion “I do,” or as in JUB.III.14.5 denies that he is another than the 
sun himself; cf. Rumi, Mathnawi, I.3056-65. The world door is a way in for the wise, and a barrier to the foolish (CU.VIII.6.5; 
cf. RV.IX.113.8). 
46 Saññā (samjñā) is also “awareness”; A.II.167 defines four levels of consciousness, of which the first and lowest is renuncia-
tion (hāna, repudiation, repentance), the second the taking up of a stand (thiti), the third the transcending of dialectic (vita-
kka), while the highest involves indifference (nibbida) and revulsion (virāga) and is of the nature of penetration (nibbedha = 
nirvedha). The stand (thiti) corresponds to the skilled stance of the, archer; like the archer with his skill, the monk is a “man of 
skilled stance” (thāna-kusalo) by his conduct (sila), a “far-shooter” in that in all phenomenal things he recognizes “that is not 
mine, I am not that, that is not my Self,” one “who hits the mark” in that he understands the meaning of “grief” (dukkham) as it 
really is, and the “cleaver of a great mass” in that he pierces the trunk of ignorance avijja-khandham (A.I1.171; cf. II.202). M.l.82 
compares the perfected disciple to an instructed, practiced, devoted archer (dhanūggaho sikkhito katahattho katūpāsano), who 
can easily, even with a light shaft, pierce an umbrageous palm (tiriyam tālacchāyam atipāteyya The Bodhisattva’s great feats 
of archery (by which, like Arjuna and Rama, he wins a bride) are described in J.I.58 (where it is to be understood that he per-
formed all those feats that were performed by Jotipala in the Sarabhaṅga Jataka) and the Lalita Vistara (Ch. XI.), where he 
pierces five iron drums, seven palm-trees, and “an iron figure of a boar, provided with a (perforated) device” (yantra-yukta, cf. 
yantra-sahitam cited and explained above from Mbh.) with a single arrow which passes through all these and buries itself in the 
earth beyond them, and when the assembly marvels, the Gods explain (S. Leftmann, Lalita Vistara [Halle, 1902], p. 156, verse 
omitted in P. E. Foucaux’s translation [Paris, 1884], from another edition of the text) that “former Buddhas have likewise, with 
the arrows of ‘emptiness’ and ‘impersonality’ (sūnya-nairātma-bānaih) smitten the enemy, depravity, and pierced the net of 
(heretical) ‘views,’ with intent to attain to the supreme Enlightenment”; cf. MU.VI.28. The Buddha is, indeed, “of superlative 
penetration” (ativijjha) by his prescience (paññā, S.I.193, V.226). 
47 It was unnecessary for the purposes of the text to explain the symbolism of the turning wheel, which must have been 
quite apparent to an Indian audience. This is evidently the “wheel of becoming” (bhava-cakka), “the turning wheel of the 
vortex of becoming” (āvṛtta-cakram iva samsara-cakram, MU.VI.29), and, like “chariot” and “horse”, the physical vehicle on 
which the spirit rides; the blindfolded archer is the incarnate and unseeing elemental self (bhūtātman, i.e., sarira ātman, bodily 
self ), caught in the net, overcome by karma, filled with many things and “carted about” (rathita) MU.III.1-IV.4; the bodily self 
(kāyo=attā, cf. D.I.34 añño attā = D.I.77 añño kayo), unseeing, overspread by the net, filled up and “carried about on karma-
car” (karma-yantita), Th.I.567 f. 

The stance upon a moving wheel corresponds to Arjuna’s, who shoots from a moving car, as mentioned above. For the 
equivalent of a turning wheel and a car may be cited TS.I.7.8 and ŚB.V.1.5.1. f., where the high priest (brahmā) “mounts a car-
wheel” (rathacakran . . . rohati, TB.I.3.6.1) and there enacts a chariot race. This carwheel is mounted on the point of a post and 
made to revolve, and is thus just what Vis. refers to as a cakkayanta: and because a car is essentially the “bolt” (vajra), as are also 
arrows (see TS.V.4.11.2, VI.1.3.4, 5; SB.I.2.4.1-6), the operation implies a “victory over all the Quarters” (Sāyana on TS.I.7.8), 
as in the case of shooting towards the Quarters, mentioned above. For the equation, car = flesh or bodily self, KU.III.3-9, 
J.VI.252 will suffice; cf. Plato, Phaedrus, 247. In the same way the body can be compared in the same context to a chariot and 
to a potter’s wheel (cakra), MU.II.6 (mark the contrast of cakra-vṛtta, “spun on the wheel” and Cakravartin, the “spinner of 
the wheel”). All these things, like the body itself, are “engines” (yantra): well for him who, from such a merry-go-round, can 
hit the unseen mark! 

On the general symbolism of wings cf. RV.VI.9.5 “Mind is the swiftest of flying things”; JUB.III.13.10 where the sound of 
Om serves the sacrificer as wings with which to reach the world of heaven; PB.XIX.11.8, XXV.3.4; Plato, Phaedrus 246-56; 
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Remarkable parallels to the foregoing texts can be cited from other sources. Thus Shams-i-
Tabriz: “Every instant there is, so to speak, an arrow in the bow of the body: if it escapes from 
the bow, it strikes its mark.”48 In what means the same he exclaims: “Fly, fly, O bird, to thy 
native home, for thou hast escaped from the cage, and thy pinions are outspread. . . . Fly forth 
from this enclosure, since thou art a bird of the spiritual world49 and indeed: “It is as a bird that 
the sacrificer reaches heaven.”50 His great disciple Rumi said: “Only the straight arrow is put on 
the bow, but this bow (of the self ) has its arrows bent back and crooked. Be straight, like an 
arrow, and escape from the bow, for without doubt every straight arrow will fly from the bow 
(to its mark).”51 

In the same way Dante;52 “And thither now (i.e., to the Eternal Worth as goal),53 as to 
the appointed site, the power of that bowstring beareth us which directeth to a happy mark 
whatso it doth discharge.”54 With “Om is the arrow” may be compared the Cloud of Unknowing 
(Chap. 38): “Why pierceth it heaven, this little short prayer of one syllable?” to which the same 
unknown author replies in the Epistle of Discretion: “Such a blind shot with the sharp dart of 
longing love may never fail of the prick, which is God.”55 

In conclusion, I shall allude to the practice of archery as a “sport” in Japan at the present 
day, making use of a valuable book compiled by Mr. William Acker, the American pupil of Mr. 
Toshisuke Nasu, whose own master, Ichikawa Kojurō Kiyomitsu, “had actually seen the bow 
used in war, and who died in the bow-house while drawing his bow at eighty years of age.” 
The book56 is a translation of Toshisuke Nasu’s instructions, with an added commentary. The 
extracts show how little this “sport” has the character of mere recreation that the notion of 
sport implies in secular cultures: 

The stance is the basis of all else in archery. When you take your place at the 
butts to shoot, you must banish all thought of other people from your mind, and 
feel then that the business of archery concerns you alone... When you thus turn 
your face to the mark you do not merely look at it, but also concentrate upon 
it... you must not do so with the eyes alone, mechanically, as it were—you must 
learn to do all this from the belly. 

Again: 

Dante, Paradiso, XXV, 49-51. 
48 Dīwān, T.1624 a, cited by R. A. Nicholson, Dīwān of Shams-i-Tabrīz (Cambridge, 1938), p. 336. Cf. “the mark of truth, 
that they may aim aright” (homilies of Narsai, XXII), and “should he miss, the worse for him, but if he hits becomes like as 
(the mark),” TS. II.4.5.6. 
49 Ibid., Odes XXIX, XLIV. 
50 PB.V.3.5; cf. TS.V.4.11.1. 
51 Mathnawi 1.1384, 1385, Nicholson’s translation. 
52 The following is cited, in Voile d’Isis, 1935, p. 203, from an Ilahi of Yunis Emre (fi. thirteenth-fourteenth century): “Ta vie 
est comme une flèche sur un arc tendu à fond, puisque l’arc est tendu, pourquoi rester sans mouvement? Suppose donc que 
tu as lancé cette flèche.” 
53 Paradiso, 1.107. 
54  Ibid., 1.124-7. 
55  “Blind shot” is not, of course, a shot at random, but at an unseen mark. 
56 Nasu and Aka (Acker), Toyô kyad Kikan (Tokyo, 1937). Now obtainable only from the author, Freer Gallery, Washington. 
I have not seen Martin Villa, Grundlagen und Wesen der altjapanesischen Sportkunste (Wurzburg-Aumuhle). 

89 



Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 5, #2 (Spring 1971)  

By dōzokurī is meant the placing of the body squarely on the support afforded 
by the legs. One should think of oneself as being like Vairocana Buddha (i.e., the 
sun), calm and without fear, and feel as though one were standing, like him, in 
the center of the universe.57 

In the preparation for shooting, the greatest stress is laid on muscular relaxation, and on 
a state of calm to be attained by regular breathing; just as in contemplative exercises, where 
likewise the preparation is for a “release.” In taking aim (mikomo, from miru, to see, and komu, 
to press) the archer does not simply look at the target, but “presses into” or “forces into” it his 
vision, as it were anticipating the end to be reached by the arrow itself. The archer’s breathing 
must be regulated, in order to “concentrate one’s strength in the pit of the abdomen—then 
one may be said to have come to a real understanding of archery.”58 In this emphasis on deep 
breathing the “Zen” (Skr. dhyāna) factor is apparent, and on the stress that is laid on the 
“spirit” (ki, Chinese chi, Skr. ātman, prāna) in the same connection, the Taoist factor. Mr. Acker 
remarked that all Japanese arts and exercises are referred to as “ways” (Michī, Chinese tao), that 
is, spiritual disciplines: 

. . . one may even say that this is especially so in archery and fencing for there are 
archers who will tell you that whether or not you succeed in hitting the mark 
does not matter in the slightest—that the real question is what you get out of 
archery spiritually.59 

The consummation of shooting is in the release . . . the Stance, Preparation, 
Posture, Raising the Bow, Drawing, and Holding, all these are but preparatory 
activities. Everything depends upon an unintentional involuntary release, 
effected by gathering into one the whole shooting posture . . . the state in which 
the release takes place of itself, when the archer’s breathing seems to have the 
mystic power of the syllable Om . . . at that moment the posture of the archer is 
in perfect order—as though he were unconscious of the arrow’s having departed 
. . . such a shot is said to leave a lingering resonance behind —the arrow moving 
as quietly as a breath, and indeed almost seeming to be a living thing . . . Up to 
the last moment one must falter neither in body nor in mind... (Thus) Japanese 
archery is more than a “sport” in the Western sense; it belongs to Bushido, 
the Way of the Warrior. Further, the Seven Ways are based upon spontaneous 
principles, and not upon mere reasoning— 

Having drawn sufficiently, 

57 All this implies an identification of one’s (real) Self with the mark, as in the Munḍaka Up. cited above (tadbhāva-gatena 
cetasā . . . tanmayo bhavet). “If you do not make yourself equal to God, you cannot know God; for like is known by like” 
(Hermes Trismegistus, XI.ii.20b). 
58 Cf. CU.I.3.4.5 where, as in chanting, “so in other virile acts such as the production of fire by friction, running a race, or 
bending a stiff bow, one does these things without breathing in and out,” i.e. without panting, getting out of breath or excite-
ment. 
59 That is to say that hitting the mark in fact should be a result of one’s state of mind; an evidence, rather than the cause of 
his spiritual condition. “Thy concern is only with the action (that it be `correct’), never with its results: neither let the results 
of action be thy motive, nor refrain from acting” (BG.II,47). 
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No longer “pull”, but “drive” it  
“Still without holding.”  

The bow should never know  
When the arrow is to go.  

The actual release of the arrow, like that of the contemplative, whose passage from dhyāna 
to samādhi, contemplatio to raptus, takes place suddenly indeed, but almost unawares, is 
spontaneous, and as it were uncaused. If all the preparations have been made correctly, the 
arrow, like a homing bird, will find its own goal; just as the man who, when he departs from 
this world “all in act” (krtakrtya, katam karanlyam), having done what there was to be done, 
need not wonder what will become of him nor where he is going, but will inevitably find the 
bull’s eye, and passing through that sun door, enter into the empyrean beyond the “murity” of 
the sky. 

Thus one sees how in a traditional society every necessary activity can be also the Way, 
and that in such a society there is nothing profane; a condition the reverse of that to be seen in 
secular societies, where there is nothing sacred. We see that even a “sport” may also be a yoga, 
and how the active and contemplative lives, outer and inner man can be unified in a single act 
of being in which both selves cooperate. 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 

Those who feel desire and need within themselves to reach the heights of inward life 
will do it best, not through diversity of interests in fellow creatures, but by unification of all 
interests in God. 

God once found, and possessed, we return to the interests of creatures in moderation and 
with judgment. 

From: The Golden Fountain 
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The Crisis of Hinduism1 

by 
A. K. Saran 

TODAY there is no living Hindu society in India. The process of the decay of Hindu society 
and religion (which must be distinguished from Hindu spirituality) began very long ago. It 
reached a decisive phase during India’s encounter with Islam and continued in a different form 
throughout the comparatively brief but radically significant period of British rule. It has taken 
yet another form in independent India. So far, I have seen no signs of a genuine renewal. And 
the future is dark; more so because our vision is obscured by a false light. 

Was there not a renaissance of Hinduism during the early British period? And right now, do 
we not see in India a violent attempt to revive Hinduism? Has India not been passing through a 
new wave of Hindu nationalism that signifies a reinforcement of counter-secular forces in Indian 
politics? Has there not been in recent years a noticeable set-back in the modernizing processes, 
and does it not indirectly strengthen Hinduism? And above all, is not Hinduism showing, once 
again, its unique strength to meet the new challenges of secularism and modernization? 

At the level of facts, the answer to all these questions is broadly in the affirmative; and at 
that level, there is a certain obvious persuasiveness about it. But this in no way compromises 
the truth of the statement that there is no living Hindu society in contemporary India, even 
though the Hindu tradition is not decayed or dead. 

What instinct is to the animal order (which is passive and non-self-conscious), tradition is 
to the human (which is active and self-conscious). Man too has instincts, but unlike animals, he 
cannot live by them alone. Tradition, then, is that by which man, qua man, lives. 

This presupposes the definition of man. Man cannot define man without falling into 
contradiction. So man is the being who cannot define himself and yet who, by virtue of his 
self-consciousness, cannot live without seeking self-definition; in other words, without yearning 
for self-knowledge. This yearning, this search, implies his finitude; the contradiction of its 
fulfillment, his infinity. The tension between finitude and infinity is man’s existence. Tradition 
enables him to cope with (not resolve or eliminate) this radical tension. To lose (or reject) 
tradition is to be sick in the soul. 

Since man as man cannot live without tradition, the existence and continuity of tradition 
is simply the reality of human existence. However, since tradition is concerned with man’s 
transcendent destiny, it is greater than, and prior to, man. (Hence no merely anthropological 
and sociological theory of tradition can be adequate). But man ultimately has to transcend all 
hence he is more than tradition. Man himself lives between temporal realities and a temporal 
meaning: he cannot be identified with either of them. Tradition, as the mediator between time 
and eternity, duplicates this Janus-like quality of man. Thus the relation of Man and Tradition 
is one of synonymy but without mutual reducibility. 

As symbolic system Tradition points to the Transcendent, the Absolute, the Unmanifest; in 
a dialectical identification with the symbolized, it is, therefore, primordial, a-historical; hence 
perennial and universal. As a mediator, it is a specific formulation of transcendent or supra-

This article, in an earlier form, first appeared in Convergence, 1969, and is now published, after revision by the author, with 
the permission of the editor. 
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temporal truth. A formulated tradition, though always pointing beyond itself, exists in time 
and space, and has a history. The Hindu tradition is one of the earliest formulations of the 
Primordial Tradition. There are other formulations: Judaism, Buddhism, Jainism, Zoroastrianism, 
Christianity, Islam and the Far Eastern and Near Eastern ancient traditions. 

The Hindu tradition, though a modality of the Primordial Tradition, is intended to be 
complete and universal. (This does not exclude other modalities of the Primordial Tradition— 
say, Judaism, Christianity or Islam—from being universal and complete in their own way. This 
point cannot be elucidated here, but it is important to mention it). 

In virtue of its universality and completeness, the Hindu tradition provides for man a whole 
way of life grounded in a theory of cosmic history, worked out in all necessary detail. A “sacred” 
science of society and history thus becomes a necessary aspect of the Hindu tradition. This is 
not true, for instance, of the Buddhist tradition, in which a social order is presupposed rather 
than derived from its first principles. “Why have I taught you nothing about the world? Because 
that would be in no way useful to you for deliverance”. (A saying of the Buddha). 

Thus to be a Hindu is to participate wholeheartedly, in the prescribed manner and at the 
prescribed level, in a social order based on, and functioning in accordance with, the “Sacred” 
Sociology. The progress of the Hindu towards his ultimate goal, Mukti, the authenticity (or 
meaningfulness) of his life, is thus a function jointly and integrally of the participant’s sincerity 
and the conformity of the social order to traditional principles (sacred sociology). Any antithesis 
of the two, though not excluded empirically, is theoretically ruled out. It follows that one has 
no way of being a Hindu—in fact, of leading an authentic human life—if there is no traditional 
(sacred, normal) society in which one can participate. 

There is one important exception to this. Besides the religio-social mode of the Hindu 
tradition, there is another, the intellectual-spiritual. The intellectual-spiritual mode of the 
Hindu tradition is basically a Sadhana (spiritual exercise). It is the effort to realize directly the 
ultimate Transcendence, the supreme identity of the individual and the Absolute. This, in the 
last analysis, is not a matter of doing anything or of participating in a traditional social order. 
One can realize the supreme Self-knowledge whatever one’s situation. The whole question is 
one of cultivating purity of mind. 

One can try to do this by stepping out of the social order and joining a monastic order 
which, theoretically, can exist within any kind of society and yet preserve its integrity; or by 
cultivating inner detachment in a degree that enables one to remain completely unaffected 
by one’s participation in the socio-cultural system. A high level of detachment is, in fact, also 
required in the case of the monastic option when it is not an integral part of the dominant 
world-view of one’s times. 

This exception is an extremely restricted one. For obviously, only those already endowed 
with superior intellectual-spiritual qualities can follow the direct mystical-intellectual way 
to Self-realization. Indeed, at this level it is no longer a question of Hinduism, Buddhism, 
Christianity or Islam, etc.: it is entirely a question of following the technique of spiritual growth 
(Sadhana) most suited to one’s nature (Svabhava). A number of different Sadhanas have always 
been available within the historical world of Hinduism, but a Hindu can, quite consistently 
with tradition, follow a Buddhist, Christian or Islamic technique of interior spiritual-intellectual 
growth. 

Thus the asocial, personal, spiritual-intellectual mode of Hinduism being available only 
to extremely few people, it remains true to say that for the vast majority of Hindus the 
disintegration of the religio-social mode means the absence of all opportunity for an authentic 
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(normal) life. 
The distinction between the two modes of the Hindu tradition (the religio-social and the 

mystical-spiritual-intellectual—or, more simply, Hindu Religion and Hindu Spirituality) is 
not new; but it has often been misunderstood. In the first place, it is not an evolutionary or 
developmental distinction: the two modes do not and cannot represent different stages in the 
historical development of Hinduism. Secondly, they are not equivalent modes: the one cannot 
replace the other. 

It is of the utmost importance to understand the true relationship of the two. 
The religio-social and the spiritual-intellectual modes are asymmetrically related: the 

second is logically independent of the first which is dependent on it (the spiritual-intellectual) 
both logically and existentially. This implies that the two modes represent two levels which 
are logically discontinuous but existentially continuous. The contradiction that this involves is 
internal to the Hindu tradition as a whole and represents a Mystery. 

The asymmetrical relationship of the two modes, however, does not imply any relationship 
of inferiority and superiority insofar as the modes represent discontinuous levels. At the 
existential level they are hierarchically related: the first leading to the second. 

It is in this way that the Hindu tradition in its spiritual-intellectual mode is perennially 
alive, while in its religio-social mode it is in utter decay today. The death or near-death of 
Hindu society does not prevent one from becoming a saint, a Yogi, a Siddha; but it does hinder 
one from attaining to a meaningful level of life short of actually being a saint. 

To understand the contemporary situation of Hinduism, to see the unauthentic nature 
of the Hindu response to the present challenges and to understand the false consciousness of 
which the contemporary Hindu is a tragic victim, a backward glance—brief in the extreme—is 
necessary. 

In its encounter with Islam, there were three possible responses for the Hindus: 
1.  to be converted to Islam en masse; 
2.  to resist Islamic domination relentlessly and unceasingly in the spirit of do or die; 
3.  to evolve a mode of coexistence with Islam including the effort to create a synthesis 

of Hinduism and Islam. 
The first possibility arises from the a-historical, transcendent nature of the Hindu tradition. 

Islam too is a modality of the Primordial Tradition. In transferring from the Hindu to the 
Islamic mode one would still remain within the Tradition. The collective conversion to Islam 
could be thought of as the contemporary mode of Hindu renewal: by dying as an old and 
defeated religion it might be reborn as the youngest modality of the Primordial Tradition. (One 
could picture this as the generalization of the custom the Rajput women developed of putting 
themselves to death when their kingdom and men were hopelessly defeated and captured. This 
was interpreted as martyrdom, for suicide is not permitted by Hinduism)2 

There is scriptural authority for this prohibition: 

Supremely important as the ritual death may be in which the sacrificer’s final attainment of his immortal goal is prefig-
ured, it is still of utmost importance (as explained in Satapatha Brahmana X 2-6.T. 7-8, where also suicide is expressly 
condemned) that he should live out his full term of life on earth, for the “hundred years” of his earthly life correspond to 
the “thousand years” of his heavenly life (the “thousand years” is a round number: “a thousand means everything”, Sa-
tapatha Brahman, passim).” Ananda K. Coomaraswamy: Svayamatrnna: Janua Coeli in Zalmoxis II, 1, 1939, p. 9, Paris. 

Except as an heuristic aid, it is perhaps misleading to suggest that the total conversion of Hindus to Islam should be pic-
tured as the generalization of the Rajput custom of collective suicide to avoid ignominy and forced conversion. Referring to 
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I do not think this possibility ever emerged as an actual option.3 

The reason for this too is to be discovered in the dialectic of Hindu metaphysics. If all 
religious traditions are spiritually equivalent at the highest level, the question of transferring 
to a tradition other than the one of one’s birth does not arise: there can be no logical grounds 
for such a move. Only exceptionally can there be a true case for religious conversion, namely, 
when one discovers that the perspective and spiritual resources of another tradition are far 
better suited to one’s nature than those of the tradition of one’s birth. How one ascertains the 
truth of such a discovery—indeed, how one is led to make it in the first place—is not a relevant 
question in this context. 

The point is that, in the nature of the case, the grounds for conversion apply only to 
individuals: a collective decision to convert to Islam cannot be taken without implying the 
ultimate superiority of one tradition over another and that is incompatible with the Hindu 

the eleventh and twelfth Centuries Dr. B. P. Majumdar writes in Socio-Economic History of Northern India (Calcutta, Firma K. 
L. Mukhopadhyay, 1960), pp. 361-66: 

Another characteristic feature appears to be the prevalence of the practice of committing suicide, especially amongst 
the ruling classes. Manu and other Dharamshastras condemn suicide in severest terms. (Manu, V-89; Para sara IV. 
1-2). 

But the Mahabharata permits one to end one’s life at a sacred place like Prithudaka, the holy Himalayas and Prayaga. 
(Kane, History of Dharamasastra, p. 925). 

The Matsya and the Kurma Puranas extolled the merits of sacrificing one’s life in holy places. Lakshrnidhara quotes 
extensively from Matsya Purana and bestows praise upon those who commit suicide by burning themselves at Va-
ranasi or by drowning themselves in the confluence at Prayaga, or by leaping from the hills at Amarkantaka into the 
Narbada river to drown themselves. (Tirthavivechana, pp. 21, 138-139, 142-146, 200). 

Alberuni also refers to the banyan Tree of Prayaga from which Brahmanas and Kstriyas threw themselves into the 
Ganges. (Schau: Alberuni’s India: II, p. 170-171). 

He further informs us that persons intending to commit suicide sometimes “hire somebody to drown them in the 
Ganges keeping them under water until they are dead”. (Schau: op. cit., II, p. 170). 

This shows that it may not be correct to interpret sari and jauhar as acts of martyrdom. They were more likely variations 
on the idea of suicide as a way of mukti (ultimate Deliverance) and thus were a falsification of scriptural doctrine. This and 
some other mediaeval theories and practices have to be regarded as without traditional authority partly because the authentic-
ity and authority of many of these late Puranas and Smritis is doubtful, but more essentially because the Yugadharma cannot 
contradict the Sanatanadharma. 
3 This is not to say that no efforts in this direction were made at all. Some Sanskrit scholars tried to prove that the Muslim 
rule was providential for India. The following quotations, which are given only as samples, contain this idea:, 
(a) One of them, Vijaya Gupta, mentioned above, described Hussain Shah as an ideal king whose subjects enjoy all the bless-
ings of life and compares him to the epic hero Arjuna. Another goes even further and describes the Muslim Sultan, notorious 
for breaking Hindu temples, as the incarnation of Krishna in the Kali Age. (The Delhi Sultanate The History & Culture of the 
Indian People, (General Editor, B. Majumdar, R.C. Bombay, 1960), p. 635.) 
(b) In Bengal the followers of the Dharma cult hailed the conquests of the Muslims. We learn from the Sunya Purana and the 
Dharma-Puja-Vidhana that when the Brahmanic people of Maldah began to tax and persecute the Dharmites Lord Niranjana 
became angry in Vaikuntha (heaven) and revealed himself as the Khuda of the Muslims in the village of Jajpura; he was seated 
on a horse with a black hat on and with a bow and arrow in his hands, and all the gods and goddesses of the Hindu Pantheon 
gladly put on the dress of Muslim soldiers and accompanied the Lord. The Lord broke all the temples of the Hindus, plundered, 
ravaged and persecuted them and saved the Dharmites. . . . Later works of this sect state that Lord Dharma assumed the Muslim 
incarnation (Yavanavatara). (Buddha Prakash: Aspects of Indian History and Civilization, Agra, 1965, pp. 221-22.) 

However, as these quotations show, even these intellectuals did not advocate an end of the Hindu religion and the col-
lective acceptance of Islam—which indeed would be contrary to the Hindu theory of Avataric function; they wanted only the 
acceptance of Muslim Rulers, even though they did not oppose the theory that the Muslims were Mlecchas. 
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position. In the historical context, a proposal for collective conversion would have required one 
to equate the political victory of Islam with the death of Hindu religio-social tradition and the 
descent of a new modality of the Tradition for the Hindus. It is clear that there was nothing in 
the historical situation to provide spiritual authority for such a decision that could not but look 
like a rationalization of political defeat. In the absence of such an authority any such decision 
would have been unconvincing. 

The actual options for the Hindus were therefore only the second and third. Throughout the 
long history of Muslim domination the Hindus oscillated between these two, leaning naturally 
quite heavily on the third option in which, however, they eventually did not succeed. With 
some modifications which I will mention subsequently, the following paragraph well sums up 
the situation: “The standpoint taken here is the treatment of Muslims by Hindus as merely 
another caste; the interpenetration of Hindu customary law among Muslims in the villages; 
the creation of a Hindu-Muslim ruling class by the Mughal emperors with a system of rank 
in the imperial service and common interest in polo, elephant fighting and common modes of 
dress; the development of a lingua franca, Urdu, combining Hindi grammar with Arabic and 
Persian vocabulary; the study of Hindu thought by Muslims such as al-Biruni or Abu’l Fazl; 
the composition of histories in Persian by Hindus; the syncretist religions of Kabir and Guru 
Nanak—all of these notwithstanding neither educated Muslims nor educated Hindus accepted 
cultural co-existence as a natural prelude to cultural assimilation. 

Thus, long before British rule and long before modern political notions of Muslim 
nationhood, the consensus of the Muslim community in India had rejected the eclecticism of 
Akbar and Dara Shikoh in favor of the purified teachings of Shaikh Ahmad of Sirhind and Shah 
Wali-Ullah. Cultural apartheid was the dominant ideal in mediaeval Muslim India in default of 
cultural victory”.4 

It is obviously out of the question to substantiate this thesis here. A few comments however 
may be in order. First about Kabir and Guru Nanak. Kabir himself was a radical critic of both 
Hinduism and Islam in their religio-social form: as such he could not be, and was not, interested 
in sponsoring any religion or sect. He was a master of the Hindu Intellectual Way, having his 
own system of esoteric Yogic Sadhana. There did arise a sect named after him (Kabir panth), 
but that is a different story. 

Sikhism, which developed from the teachings of Guru Nanak, could be said to represent 
a synthesis of Islam and Hinduism; but it is remarkable that in becoming a religion, from its 
origin as a Sadhana (personal way of spiritual realization) it eventually developed into a violent 
anti-Muslim movement (though not necessarily a pro-Hindu one). In other words, only at the 
level of esoteric personal realization, the level of saints and aspirants to sainthood, could there 
be any genuine synthesis or interaction. 

The other thing to note is that it was not cultural but religious apartheid that was the 
dominant ideal in India under Muslim rule. Religious apartheid was the response of the Hindus 
to their political defeat and of the Muslims to their religious defeat.5 

It is important to see why it is truer to say that it was religious and not cultural apartheid in 
Muslim India. Leaving aside the interaction of Islam and Hinduism at the spiritual level (Vedanta 

4  de Bary, William Theodore (Ed.): Sources of Indian Tradition, (New York, Columbia University Press, 1958), pp. 362-63. 
5 From our point of view, the Hindus were defeated both politically and religiously, which means the political and religious 
victory of the Muslims. If, however, we take the Muslim rulers’ religious goal as the conversions of all Hindus to Islam, then 
the Muslims eventually failed to achieve this. 
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and Sufism, Kabir, etc.), all efforts toward synthesis were, as the cited passage briefly indicates, 
in the socio-cultural sphere. This was the inevitable consequence of the Hindu acceptance of 
Islam as the sovereign political power while rejecting it as a religion. This acceptance involved 
the active collaboration of the Hindus with the Muslims in the political and economic spheres, 
and in this process it was just too hard, if not impossible, for the Hindu not to accept and adopt 
a large measure of Muslim culture. 

What is deeply disturbing and of far-reaching consequence is that this process of “cultural 
interaction” between two different and exclusive traditions introduces into the Hindu world an 
idea which is completely foreign and unintelligible to both the Islamic and the Hindu tradition, 
namely, the idea of an autonomous culture i.e. patterns of thought and behavior which are 
unrelated to the religious and spiritual belief systems. In other words, since in both the Hindu 
and Islamic traditions culture cannot be independent of religion nor of the Intellectual-Spiritual 
tradition, Hindu adoptions from the Muslim world, given religious exclusivism, would imply 
precisely the introduction of meaninglessness into Hindu life, the existential expression of 
which is a lie in the Soul. 

Both Hinduism and Islam being total systems, all efforts at developing a mode of co-
existence involved serious and far-reaching loss. The Hindu tradition does not allow any 
dichotomy between the inner and the outer life: it closes the gap by making both the inner and 
the outer different but equivalent expressions of the Transcendent—beyond time and space. In 
its encounter with Islam, this unity was disrupted with the development of the Bhakti tradition 
(devotionalism) and the so-called social reform and humanist movements associated with it. 

The Bhakti movement was essentially asocial and emphasized the cultivation of an inward 
emotional life dedicated to one’s God or deity. It thus opened to every Hindu the possibility of 
seeking an authentic existence, of following a direct path to Self-realization, independently of 
his society but without renouncing it. Thus it authorized a gap between the inner and outer life 
which the saint transcends by the high level of his inward detachment; but the ordinary man 
cannot do so and therefore has to mask it by a kind of structural self-deception. In effect, the 
Bhakti movement allowed a general personalization of the tradition, such as the Hindu tradition 
permits only at a high spiritual level, and, by implication, to a small minority alone. Thus for the 
majority Bhakti strongly encourages the privatization of religion, which, in the Hindu theory, is 
a contradiction in terms and necessarily leads to falsification of consciousness itself. 

The Bhakti movement, it is true, did generate social criticism; it was against the caste-system 
and untouchability. But in this, as well as in other “humanistic” and “progressive” ideas that can 
be found in the movement, one can see the beginning of the tragic confusion between Hindu 
spirituality and Hindu religio-social tradition which persists up till now. If the institutional 
forms of Hinduism were outworn and stood in need of reform, the task for mediaeval leaders 
was to formulate and fight for a whole new social system which would be the contemporary 
application of the traditional Hindu sociology. In the absence of this, the Bhakti movement, in 
spite of its social criticism, remained asocial. 

Thus Tulsidas (1532-1623) whose Ramayana is read and venerated almost as scripture by 
the Hindus, could be an uncompromising supporter of the Varna system (caste) and yet sanction, 
even glorify, its non-observance on the part of the Bhaktas (devotees). Such an inconsistency is 
too important to be ignored even by a great poet. Clearly Tulsidas thought that the norms for 
the Bhaktas operated at an asocial level. The Bhakti movement gave us a new form of Hindu 
spirituality which was accessible to all. But since the two modes of the Hindu tradition are 
at two different levels and so are not mutually substitutable, this universalization of Hindu 
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spirituality tended only to sanctify and thus mask the disintegration and even the perversion of 
the Hindu religio-social tradition. 

The other side of the process that sustained the Bhakti movement was fanaticism and 
formalism expressed internally by the growth of sectarianism, cultism, empty and rigid ritualism 
and resultant intolerance and persecution, and, externally, by violent waves of anti-Muslim 
activity. 

Was this lie in the Hindu’s soul, this falsification of his consciousness, an unavoidable 
consequence of Hinduism’s encounter with Islam? I do not know. 

As Islamic rule moved towards its decline, the Hindus, spiritually enfeebled but unreconciled, 
made persistent efforts to regain their political sovereignty in the name of restoring Hinduism. 
By this time, it was no longer a straight contest: European powers and Christianity had entered 
the scene. After a century of confusion and struggle the British succeeded in establishing their 
rule over the whole of India. It was a complete defeat for both Hindus and Muslims. 

Both now faced common challenges: Christianity, foreign rule, modern Western civilization. 
I will refer here to the Hindu response alone. 

The option of mass conversion, which in one sense was open to the Hindus in the case of 
Islam, was not open to them in the case of Christianity. If all the Hindus had become Christians 
they would still be confronting the most radical challenge of a “rationalistic” scientific, humanist, 
technological, industrial, secular world-outlook of which India’s newest conquerors were the 
carriers. For the Hindus, therefore, British rule presented three distinguishable challenges even 
though overlapping and often confused: Foreign rule, Christianity, Modernism and Secularism. 

The response to foreign rule eventually developed as a straight opposition up to the point 
of do or die. But it cannot be discussed here for want of space even though it was an important 
factor in the development of the responses to the other two challenges. 

The basic principle of the Hindu response to the challenges of Christianity and modernism 
(and secularism) may be called the Nilkantha syndrome. It is assimilation, synthesis, harmonious 
co-existence; this was the strategy the Hindus had unsuccessfully used earlier in their encounter 
with Islam. This period (1800-1947) has usually been regarded as a vital and creative period. It 
has been generally called the Renaissance of Hinduism. However, the fact that no advance was 
made beyond the untenable idea of assimilation and synthesis shows how deeply the Hindu 
consciousness had been falsified. 

One of the first movements of the “renaissance” of Hinduism was the Brahma Samaj 
(1828), an underlying idea of this movement being that a reformed Hinduism could assimilate 
Christianity; or in any case, that a synthesis of Hinduism and Christianity could be created. In 
spite of a number of Hindu features (including caste consciousness) being present in the ways 
of thought and life of the Indian Christians, it was and remains unrealistic to think in terms of 
absorbing Christianity into Hinduism. 

There are at least two related doctrines that will always prevent this: one, the doctrine of 
Jesus Christ as the Savior; and two, the world-historical and missionary nature of Christianity. 
Hinduism can make an idol of Jesus Christ; this will be a misunderstanding of the Christian 
tradition. Alternatively, it can understand him as a symbol (an iconic symbol)6, or else it can 

We cannot go here into the general theory of Symbolism. Briefly, an iconic symbol is one that also is what it represents; for 
example, a straight line not only represents the shortest distance between two given points, it actually is the shortest distance 
between the points it connects. 

However, the concept of iconic symbol, when interpreted as the identity of the symbolized and the symbol, does give rise 
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accept him as an Avatar. Neither of these modes of understanding Christ will be acceptable 
to Christianity (except, perhaps, to the mystical tradition; this, however, is not the level in 
question here). 

But whatever the validity of these interpretations, the very fact of understanding Christ 
through Hindu categories makes Christianity a sect within Hinduism and this seriously 
compromises the world-historical mission of Christianity. Moreover, the dialectic of Hindu 
categories blunts the uniqueness of Christ and hence will always be resisted by Christianity. 

In the whole religio-social development of the 19th and 20th centuries the impact of 
Christianity is clearly discernible. But it is equally clear that Christianity cannot absorb or 
replace Hinduism, for the same reasons as make it impossible for Hinduism to absorb or replace 
Christianity. It is significant in this context to note that the Brahma Samaj and its offshoot Deva 
Samaj, which are the earliest religious movements responding to strong Christian and Western 
impact, became more and more heretical and non-Christian as they moved more and more 
towards Christianity. 

Both Keshab Sen (of the Brahma Samaj) and S. N. Agnihotri (founder of the Deva Samaj) 
set themselves up as new Christs, as the bearers of new post-Christian revelations. It is true that 
Keshab Sen was not consistent in this; if he said, “If Christ was the center of his Dispensation, 
am I not the center of this?”, he also said in the same lecture, “No, a prophet’s crown sits not on 
my head. My place is at Jesus’ feet”. And, according to a testimony quoted by Farquhar, on his 
deathbed he prayed: “Buddher Ma, Sakyer Ma, Nirban dao”. (Mother of the Buddha, Mother of 
the Sakyas, grant me Nirvana)7 But this precisely illustrates my central point, namely that the 
meaninglessness which entered Hindu life through the Islamic encounter only deepened during 
the Western encounter. As Keshab moved farther from the tradition of his birth, he failed to 
find roots anywhere else. 

The other, and perhaps more important, aspect of the “renaissance” of Hinduism was a 
continuing movement towards reform of Hindu customs and institutions. From Raja Rammohan 
Roy and the Brahma Samaj through the Arya Samaj, the Ramakrishna Mission, the Indian 
National Social Reform Conference, the All-India Women’s Conference, the Depressed Classes 
League, the Jat Pat Torak Mandai, Mahatma Gandhi and the Indian National Congress and 
many other men and organizations, down to the present day when it has been taken over by 
the Indian State, one can see social reform as a powerful element in the Hindu response to the 
Western challenge. 

Christianity was only one, and perhaps not a major, source and inspiration for this movement. 
It was inspired very much by eighteenth and nineteenth century rationalistic and humanistic 
thought in England and Europe. A large part of this thought (and the values it espoused) was 
non-Christian, some of it even anti-Christian. Raja Rammohan Roy denied the divinity of Jesus 
Christ and, in general, did not accept a specifically Christian foundation for his ethical system. 

He definitely sought the foundation of all the new ethical and social ideas in ancient Hindu 
thought. And whatever the immediate sources and contexts for social reforms, their ultimate 
legitimation was always sought in the Hindu tradition, however reinterpreted. 

The other important source and context for all these reform movements was the Indian 
Freedom movement. A number of leading figures in the social reform movement, Rammohan 

to ambiguities and contradictions inseparable from the dialectics of the Absolute and the Manifest. 

 Farquhar, J. N.: Modern Religious Movements in India (1915), Indian Edition, Delhi, (1967), p. 68. 
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Roy, Lala Lajpat Rai and other Arya Samaj leaders—Gokhle, Kelkkar, Gandhi—were also 
leaders of the freedom movement and realized that in order to unify and strengthen Hindu 
society, as also to give people a strong sense of self-respect and identity, certain major reforms 
in customs, habits of thought and institutions were imperative. A dynamic interpretation of 
Karma, reform or abolition of caste and untouchability, advancement of women’s education 
and of their social status, development of social activism and the missionary spirit, were often 
seen more as conditions and requirements of success in the struggle for freedom than as a 
religio-social concern. 

This political and defensive (rather than creative) character of Hindu social reform was 
reinforced by the fact that whatever its true source, its context was one of subjugation by an 
alien power claiming legitimacy in terms of the socio-cultural superiority of the modern West 
and, unofficially, in terms of religious superiority as well. 

If the Hindus (in fact, the Indians) had accepted this theory of Western domination, 
there could have been no demand for freedom: the Western rulers would grant the Indians 
independence when they would be fit for it; that is, when they would be sufficiently civilized. 
And what does “sufficiently civilized” mean? Does it mean `better’ Hindus and Muslims? Does 
it mean superior Indians? Does it mean Christianized Indians? Does it mean Indians anglicized? 
If the theorists of Western imperialism, old and new, ever had a coherent answer to these 
questions, I am unaware of it. 

Whatever the imperial answer to these questions, Colonial India had to face them, for even 
though the majority of Indians never accepted the “civilizing mission” theory of British Rule, 
they, as a subject people, had to prove their “freedom-worthiness” as part of the legitimization 
of the independence struggle. And to make the freedom struggle stronger this proof had to be 
given largely in terms of the West’s own standards. But this involved a separation of culture and 
society from religion, which led to a concept of social reform as distinguished from religious 
reform. In other words, the history of Hindu response from Rammohan Roy to Gandhi and 
Vinoba Bhave, and the present day Hindu revivalisms (the Jana Sangh, the Rashtriya Swayam 
Sewak Sangh and Anti-Cow slaughter movements) centers once again on one key issue: is the 
separation of society and culture from Tradition compatible with Hinduism? 

It would seem that broadly the answer of reformists and revolutionists is, yes, and that 
of revivalists, no. But this division is far less clear-cut than it looks: in fact, notwithstanding 
important differences, there is a unity in their responses. 

A very early revivalist movement was the Arya Samaj (1875) founded about fifty years 
after the Brahma Samaj. It was both reformist and revivalist. It successfully sponsored a number 
of important social changes; it was against the existing system of caste. However, in all this it 
claimed to have gone back to the traditional form: the Vedic Society; it did not want any change 
as such. And yet the existing society in India was not Vedic, but one that was heavily menaced 
by the forces of modern Western civilization. A consistent revivalist theory of the Arya Samaj 
type can hardly stop at piecemeal reforms, it requires a complete rejection of modern Western 
civilization (whatever that may mean). 

But the Arya Samaj in practice took a different view. It stuck to the doctrine that the 
Vedas contain all possible human knowledge.8 So all modern science and technology, indeed, 
all knowledge in any sphere past, present or future must be in the Vedas and one can, by going 

See Rai, Lajpat: A History of the Arya Samaj. Revised Edition (New Delhi, Orient Longmans, 1967), pp. 76, 110, 190, 197. 
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back to their study and practice, become even more modern than the modern West: even 
more advanced scientifically and technologically. For the Arya Samaj therefore the question 
of adjustment to the West, as also the resultant problem of separating religion from society 
and culture, does not arise. When India regains the full possession of its Vedic heritage it will 
replace the West completely. Society will be inseparable from Vedic religion, but it will be, 
by the same token, scientific-technological, industrially and politically advanced. In a book, 
published in 1965, Nirad C. Chaudhry offers a variant of this theory.9 Modern Indians, he says, 
are ancient European Aryans, Let us take possession of our true inheritance and thus eliminate 
the problem of meeting the Western Challenge: we are the original West! 

There were other movements and organizations which differed from or opposed the Arya 
Samaj, the Theosophical Society, the Bharat Dhama Mahamandal, the Sanatan Dharma Sabha, 
the Shuddhi League, the Hindu Mahasabha, the Ram Rajya Parishad, the Jana Sangha, the 
Rashtriya Swayam Sewak Sangh and others. They, in the main, differed in defending the whole, 
or nearly the whole of Hindu historical tradition and not just the Vedic. Thus some of these 
organizations have been opposed to most of the social reforms proposed or legislated. They do 
believe in the inseparability of Hindu society from Hindu religion, but either do not consider 
the Western challenge of modernization (secularization and industrialization) really serious or 
believe in Hinduism’s capacity to assimilate it. 

The reformist group from Roy to Vivekanand and the contemporary Indian State answer 
the question of separation of religion and society in terms of synthesis, Indian society will 
be an Indian version of the modern Western one; in fact, it will be one far better equipped 
since it can and will represent a synthesis of the best in Hinduism, Islam, Christianity (and, of 
course, Buddhism, Jainism, Sikkhism, and other religions) and the best in the modern scientific, 
secular, humanist world-view. The great exponent of this view is the former President of India, 
Sarvapalli Radhakrishnan. 

Mahatma Gandhi stands apart. He believed in the Hindu tradition; he believed in the 
equality of all religions; he believed in and sponsored, often successfully, far-reaching changes in 
the customs, beliefs, thinking, attitudes, and institutions of Hindu society; at the same time he 
did not believe in the modern secular, technological-industrial society and culture, and though 
he could see certain valuable things in modern civilization, he clearly did not believe in any real 
synthesis between tradition and modernism; on the other hand, he wanted to change radically 
the modern Western civilization itself. 

Vinoba Bhave, who is generally regarded as Gandhi’s successor, is the leader of the Gandhian 
Sarvodaya movement. He also believes in Hinduism, the unity of all religions and a simple non-
technological society. But his attitude to Western science, technology and secular humanism is 
quite different from that of Gandhi. In his own way he does seem to believe in a synthesis of 
tradition and modernity, between traditional metaphysics and modern science and technology, 
between the Hindu and other religions as also between secularism and Hinduism. 

Ramakrishna Paramahansa, Aurobindo Ghosh and Ramana Maharshi have remained 
unmentioned so far. Though Ramakrishna Paramahansa by implication authorized Swami 
Vivekananda’s world-historical mission of Hindu revival, he himself remained occupied with 
personal realization in the spiritual-mystical mode of the Hindu tradition; and, though one of 
the most dynamic and effective social action and social work organizations in India bears his 

Chaudhary, Nirad C.: The Continent of Circe, (London, Chatto and Windus, 1965). 
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name (The Ramakrishna Mission, founded by Swami Vivekanand), he himself often strongly 
discouraged social work. 

Aurobindo Ghosh began as a political leader of India’s freedom movement; he withdrew 
from the movement and retired into an Asram as he realized that the spiritual regeneration of 
India came absolutely before everything else including political freedom. He became a Yogi 
and, through his writings, a noted interpreter of the Hindu tradition. I have no access to his 
later thinking, but earlier writings show him as concerned simultaneously with the religio-
social and the spiritual modes of the Hindu tradition. He thought he could mediate the descent 
of the spirit at a collective level and thus a new spiritual social system could be brought into 
being. In this sense, Aurobindo was deeply concerned with Hindu religion and society even 
though, apart from his own Sadhana, he remained preoccupied only with guiding devotees 
who were themselves engaged in personal Sadhana. The Aurobindo Ashram is now the scene 
of an educational experiment designed to lay the foundation for a new man and society. 

The realization and knowledge of the Self was the sole concern of Ramana Maharshi’s life 
and teaching. He taught people to seek the answer to the question: Who am I? And in this 
search, the whole meaning of life is to be found. He definitely discouraged any concern with 
society and history. 

Ramakrishna, Aurobindo and Ramana actually embody the perennial spiritual tradition 
of India “and thus serve as an impressive warning, lest the demands of the soul be forgotten 
amid the novelties of Western civilization with its materialistic technology and commercial 
acquisitiveness. The breathless drive for power and aggrandizement in the political, social and 
intellectual sphere, gnawing at the soul of the Westerner with apparently insatiable greed, is 
spreading irresistibly in the East and threatens to have incalculable consequences. Not only in 
India but also in China, too much has already perished where once the soul lived and thrived. 
The externalization of culture may do away with a great many evils whose removal seems most 
desirable and beneficial, yet this step forward, as experience shows, is all too dearly paid for 
with a loss of spiritual culture”.10 The synthesis ideology, or the Nilkantha Syndrome which has 
continued to possess the Hindu consciousness from the days of Muslim and British domination 
down to the present time, is the Hindu way not only of paying the fatal price for some kind of 
survival, but also of masking the fact that such a tremendous price is being paid. 

The Reform movement started by Rammohan Roy, supported by Vivekanand, and today 
by the Indian State, has failed to understand that effecting reforms and changes in response 
to emerging situations carries the danger of slowly undermining the social structure and of 
reducing it to mere congeries of institutions, often expressing conflicting principles and realities. 
This is not the way of renewal but of deeper decay. 

The reason for this has been the belief that the basic principles of Hinduism are compatible 
with the ideas, institutions and principles that have to be accepted from the West. But this 
compatibility has almost always been sought at the level of Hindu spirituality and this is wholly 
fallacious. Swami Vivekanand felt this from time to time in his heroic career. What he was 
really interested in was monastic reform: he established a new kind of monastic order. But in 
order that this may transform the social structure, more than the personal social involvement 
of spiritual men is required; for, as he knew, there is a discontinuity between the religio-social 
and the spiritual orders. What Hinduism needed was a new theory of society: a new application 

10  Jung, C. G.: Psychology and Religion (New York, Pantheon Books, 1958), pp. 584-85. 
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of sacred sociology which would be a bridge between religion and spirituality by reflecting the 
Transcendent in time as the spiritual reflects it atemporally. 

Again, contemporary Indian social legislation is not based on any coherent theory of society. 
The modern ideas that are expressed in these social reforms are shown to be compatible with 
Hinduism at the level of spirituality, whereas what is required is that they should fit in with a 
new systematic reinterpretation of traditional Hindu theory. This has not been accomplished. 

Though the Arya Samaj theoretically eliminates the challenge of modernity, in practice it 
assumes, without noticing it, the synthesis ideology. For it does not grapple with the problem 
of unifying the values of Vedic society with those of the technological society. (We have a 
similar problem with van Leeuwen’s doctrine that technological society is the latest phase of 
Christianity: technocracy being here regarded as a development from the theocratic Christian 
cosmology)11 

The other parties and movements in contemporary India (Jana Sangh, etc.) insofar as they 
do not ignore it, hold to the synthesis ideology. 

If one does not confound the spiritual and the religio-social levels, one can easily see the 
incompatibility between a Hindu society and the secular technological world-view. 

The two are incompatible because the autonomy of society and culture necessarily required 
by the synthesizing process contradicts the Hindu tradition. 

The modern world-view denies the doctrine of karma. If contemporary Hinduism too 
rejects this doctrine in order that Hinduism may not be an obstacle to “modernization”, it has 
to devise or import (from where?) a new metaphysical system as consistent as the traditional 
metaphysic. Has this been done? Are we even aware of this problem? 

The technological society of today is not a random development which has just happened 
to man and is still happening and to which man simply has to adjust himself. The problem is not 
to develop another human power to counter, and thus to use and master, man’s technological 
power. Not at all. Technology itself is an expression and product of contemporary man’s highest 
powers. Its gigantic, overwhelming development in modern times is the consequence of asking 
the proud question: What can I do?, without bothering to ask the absolutely prior, human 
question: What ought I to do? In technical words, a technological society develops from the 
rejection of the traditional hierarchical theory of knowledge and the adoption in its place of the 
modern autotelic (self-sufficient) theory of knowledge. Between these two theories there is no 
possible synthesis. (This shows up the fallacy of Vinoba Bhave’s theory). 

Is the modern world-view (secular, humanist, technological) a consistent system? If it is, 
and if the traditional world view too is a consistent system, can there be a selective synthesis 
between the two except in terms of a third system? Where is that third system? 

If the modern world-view is not a consistent system, what is it to which the Hindu tradition 
must adjust? Do Hindus today realize that the modern Western world view is already obsolete 
and itself needs radical renewal? 

Contemporary thinkers and religious and political leaders do not, apart from a few 
exceptions, concern themselves with these questions; the synthesis shibboleth has, by constant 
repetition, dulled contemporary Hindu sensitivity in this respect. Synthesis is the present form 
of the meaninglessness and rootlessness towards which Hindus have been moving ever since 
the Muslim Conquest. 

11  van Leeuwen, Arend, Th.: Christianity in World History (New York: Charles Scribners & Sons, 1964). 
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How have we tried to cope with this absence of meaning? By fanaticism; by ritualism; by 
other forms of sentimental revivalism; by politicization of religious feelings and urges. 

The Hindu political parties sense that the real challenge to tradition is constituted by 
secularism and the technological society. But unwilling to accept this, they obscure the fact by the 
synthesis ideology and project, instead, Islam and Pakistan as the major threat to contemporary 
Hinduism. This is a form of our false consciousness. Its dangers cannot be overemphasized. But 
this self-deception is unavoidable as long as the false hope in the synthesis ideology persists, for 
it is simply the other side of the untenability of that ideology. 

It is not that the Hindu political parties have not opposed secularism. The division of 
India in 1947 was against the ideology of the Hindu Mahasabha and was opposed by it. But 
the resistance was half-hearted, nor did the Hindu Mahasabha or the Jan Sangh continue 
the struggle for a re-united India. One can even say that the Hindus accepted the division of 
India. Some leaders of the Jan Sangh now support secularism on the ground that Hinduism 
is fundamentally secular in the sense of tolerance for, and equality of, all religions (“Sarva-
dharma-samabhava”). Early in Independent India, the Raina Rajya Parishad (now practically 
defunct) and other predominantly Hindu parties opposed the Government of India’s legislation 
that introduced fundamental changes in Hindu personal law. But here again the opposition was 
not sufficiently determined and was not continued after its initial failure. 

This continued failure is connected with the fact that the Hindu intellectuals did not 
develop any systematic theory of society and state which would be traditional and adequate to 
the needs of the contemporary plural society of India. This non-contemporaneity of the Hindu 
consciousness also throws light on the fact that a large number of Hindus joined the nationalist 
freedom movement led by the Indian National Congress without being personally committed 
to secular nationalism. The point here is not, of course, that commitment to secular nationalism 
was a precondition for being active in the freedom struggle. That is false. The point is that those 
(Hindus or Muslims) who were opposed to secular nationalism did not see sharply enough the 
conflict between the official Congress ideology and their own. Not being clear in their own 
feelings, attitude and thinking about nationalism and secularism, they could not be effective in 
prevailing upon the Congress to reject the two-nation theory. The almost sudden acceptance 
of the two-nation theory on the basis of a religious difference represents the abandonment 
of the secularist ideal of Indian unity. However, the Hindus who did not accept this theory 
wholeheartedly nevertheless indirectly contributed to this result because Hindu intellectuals 
had not worked out a contemporary and traditional form of personal law or of the hierarchical 
principle of social organization. Thus they lacked and still lack an intellectual basis for resisting 
the secularization of contemporary society. 

And if there cannot be a contemporary institutional form of traditional principles, it 
is far better, in the last analysis, to accept this and prepare to face the consequences of the 
secularization of man and society with clear vision and fortitude. 

It is this consciousness of a decisive movement of history that is lacking in the Hindus, 
if not in the entire Indian people. What we find is that loyalty to Hinduism is expressed in 
fanatical and, therefore, necessarily sentimental forms (agitation and demonstration against 
Cow-slaughter, anti-Muslimism, anti-Pakistanism, etc.). A fanatic, sentimental approach and a 
clear-headed, responsible approach are two very different things. 

Gandhi was deeply aware of these tremendous problems. He knew the meaninglessness, 
the despair of the false ideology of synthesis. He was fully aware of the disastrous forms in 
which the Hindus were wont to express their betrayal of their tradition. He had not worked 
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out a solution. I do not know if he could have done so. But he was not deceiving himself. Nor 
us. And he was responsible. 

He was shot dead by a Hindu on 30th January 1948, a few months after India gained her 
independence from the British. 
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Spiritual Currents in Music  
by  

Joscelyn Godwin  

ALTHOUGH music has undergone, in the past eight hundred years, changes as severe as those 
in the other arts, it does not always reflect the outward spiritual climate of its times with the 
obviousness of painting, architecture, or literature. This is due to the “inwardness” of music: 
less than any other art, perhaps, does it seem to the perceiver to be “out there”. It lends itself, 
therefore, far less to the description of objects and events in the world of visual space, which 
are as it were the symbolic accidents of the inward history of the race. Frithjof Schuon has 
written of this: 

The reason for this disproportion between the arts is that intellectual decadence— 
decadence of contemplative, not of inventive intelligence—is far more directly 
manifested in the visual arts, in which elements of intellectuality are strongly 
involved, than in auditive or “iterative” arts, which chiefly exteriorize the many 
and various states—and so in the event the beauties—of that plastic substance 
which is the soul.1 

We cannot expect to find in music, then, the more obvious signs either of piety or of spiritual 
decadence. So much of its meaning is in the ear of the beholder. 

The composition of music is moreover often a less conscious act than that of other artworks. 
A composer has of course to wield his technique and follow his chosen forms consciously, 
but of the meaning of his music he will often have but a vague, even a mistaken idea; vague, 
because the meaning is above the precision of words or pictures, and perhaps on a level where 
his thoughts do not habitually dwell. Wagner is a case in point: his use of traditional legend, 
and the power with which his music conveys the drama, were not necessarily matched by any 
“esoteric” understanding; and his personal conduct was not always such as to inspire confidence 
in his own realization.2 Music can be closer to the Ideas which beget all art; and by a peculiar 
gift of Grace, the Ideas may make their appearance through one who does not himself behold 
them. This “sacerdotal” function of the composer is especially strong, in another way, in a case 
like Mozart: a whole symphony would come to him, he avowed, in a moment of time, in all 
its plenitude, and he would merely have to write it down. But not all composers know the 
archetypes of their music. Usually their experience is limited to its temporal aspect, in which 
the archetypes are manifested in a language: for music is as much a language as English, or 
mathematics. It is just another way for formulating knowledge which, on another and a truer 
level, is informal. But the composer, or the listener, may become so involved with the linguistics 
of music that the informal aspect of it escapes him, despite the fact that he may manipulate or 
appreciate the language in a very interesting way. Nowadays most of the professional writing 
about music is on this level, reflecting as does academic philosophy an obsession with grammar 

1 Language of the Self, p. 133. Translated by Marco Pallis and Macleod Matheson. 
2 See Robert Donington’s illuminating study„ Wagner’s Ring and its Symbols (London: Taber, 1963), which apart from its 
general context of Jungian psychology also touches on more metaphysical questions. 
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and the illusion that meaning is to be found there, and nowhere else. Such people are reducing 
the sciences of the Quadrivium to the more elementary level of the Trivium. 

* * * 

We have to look back to the early Middle Ages to find a situation in music which can in any 
sense be described as “traditional”, maintaining an equilibrium as against development and 
change. The traditional sacred music of the Christian West is Gregorian Chant, that body of un-
harmonized liturgical melody which was reputedly codified under Saint Gregory in the latter 
part of the sixth century, and added to sporadically during the following six hundred years. 
Since no musical notation survives from the era of the Saint, it is reasonable to assume that 
the communication of the repertory was largely if not exclusively oral, and that ecclesiastical 
singers possessed the capacious memories of the “illiterate”. We may also suppose that the 
chant was subject to the minor changes, regional and individual, which the solidification of 
writing prohibits. It is hard for musicians nowadays to imagine a state in which the notes were 
wholly internal, so dependent are we on the printed page which inevitably interposes yet 
another barrier between our consciousness and the musical idea. 

An instrument, compared to a voice, also mediates the experience for the performer: but 
it is probable that little place was given to instruments in the earliest church music. Without 
notes, without instruments, Man was as it were naked, singing before his God: music was in 
a kind of primordial state. Not that instruments were unknown, by any means: the organ was 
certainly used in cathedrals and from all accounts it was, in its mediaeval infancy, exceedingly 
cumbersome and awesomely loud: an instrument for special occasions on which it must have 
given to the chant the massiveness and the incontrovertibility of the Romanesque architecture 
through which it echoed. 

In so far as the chant was harmonized, this was done only in “parallel organum”, all the 
voices singing the same melody a fourth, a fifth, or an octave apart. It is with the beginning of 
the Gothic era in architecture that real polyphony, or music in parts, begins.3 Just as the Abbé 
Suger’s windows at St. Denis let in the light, so the earliest polyphonic music, in the same 
(12th) century, gives both a color and a luminosity to the somber chant. Typical of this music 
is the addition to the chant, which is sung or played in very long notes, of a florid melody for 
a solo singer, piercing the traditional form as it were with multi-colored windows, replacing 
Romanesque fixity with Gothic fantasy. 

* * * 

Traditional secular music consists of dances and songs: the music of diversion and of “art for 
art’s sake”. Both kinds existed, naturally, in the early Middle Ages, but little is known of them 
before the songs of the Troubadours and Trouvères, the poet-composers who flourished in 
Provence and Northern France, respectively, from about 1100 onwards. Their chief subject 
was courtly love, ever the favorite topic of the emancipated aristocrat. Popular music, in its 
turn, probably resembled the later songs and dances which we find notated: simple melodies, 

The actual beginnings of polyphony, in the strictest sense, are rather earlier and remain shrouded in obscurity. For normal 
purposes the late 12th century school of Notre-Dame in Paris may be regarded as the starting-point. For a full exposition, see 
G. Reese, Music in the Middle Ages, ch. 9. 
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for the most part in a swinging triple meter, demanding a rhythmic accompaniment rather than 
harmonization. Up to the era of polyphonic music, the two realms of sacred and secular each 
kept their places, as is necessary in a civilization where profane tendencies exist. In an ideal 
society, of course, there would be no secular art as such: all of life would be permeated with 
sacredness. But in the more decadent conditions of Mediaeval Europe, certain divisions had to 
be made to preserve the purity of the sacred domain. 

When the possibility of polyphony was taken up by secular music, it retained at first its 
foundations upon the traditional plainsong chants. In the French motets of the late 13th century, 
a plainsong theme is accompanied by one or more parts, freely composed to non-liturgical 
texts. Often two added parts will have texts which differ in words but accord in sentiments. 
Sometimes one text is in Latin, and sacred, while the other is a secular French poem, and the 
tenor part performs a plainsong melody whose words, if not actually sung, were probably well 
known. But this kind of confusion of domains shows that the two worlds were not so far apart 
as they were later to become. As plainsong permeated the secular music of the 13th century, 
so “ordinary life” was still lived sub specie aeternitatis. It was not until the influence flowed in 
the other direction, and the church adopted ideas which had their birth in the secular domain, 
that the service of music to the Tradition was weakened. Even so, religious music has always 
tended to keep somewhat aloof from secular developments: the alternative is to “keep up with 
the times”, yet the times and their music are such that they fit ill with the Divine Service. 
Composers of church music are consequently tempted to antiquarianism, which imposes an 
unfortunate restriction on their ideas unless, like J. S. Bach, they are natural “throwbacks” to 
the spiritual style of another time. In their antiquarianism, moreover, they often revert to a 
style which is no more appropriate than that of their contemporaries. When music written in 
the Classical or Romantic styles is used in church, the effect is generally unhappy: the religious 
music of Mozart, for example, transports the style of the opera house into the cathedral, as 
does the church architecture of his time.4 Each has its place, yet ecclesiastical authorities do not 
always recognize the fact. Even ecclesiastics move with the times, as is only too obvious today. 

The growth of harmonized music was an occurrence comparable to the contemporaneous 
beginnings of realistic perspective in painting. This addition of as it were a third dimension to 
music (considering the others as melody and rhythm) is peculiar to the West, at least in the great 
emphasis consequently placed upon it. Similarly, and very generally speaking, perspective and 
realism in painting are equally foreign to the East. Without wishing to be unduly speculative, 
we might say that, whereas realistic painting seeks to reproduce only the physical world, 
polyphonic music imitates the Harmony of the Spheres: and the difference is obvious in its 
results. The sounding-together of several parts, each a melody but all harmonious with one 
another, is a most beautiful image of the planets as they each sing of their travels through the 
Zodiac, and of their combined influences, concordant or otherwise. Further interpretations 
have been suggested by Marco Pallis: 

I think Christian polyphonic music, with its contrapuntal dovetailing of parts 
expressing a unanimous intention across a difference of timing and placing, was 
a vehicle that lent itself particularly to the idea of the “heavenly chorus”, as also 

Mozart’s most “religious” work is really The Magic Flute, whose widely misunderstood plot is a depiction of a spiritual path, 
using Masonic symbolism. For an account of this, see Jacques Chailley’s The Magic Flute; Masonic Opera (English edition, New 
York: Knopf, 1971). 
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of the diversity of peoples and persons all striving to express the praises of God 
and their assent to the truths revealed in and through Christ. A homophonic 
structure, telling in its own place, cannot illustrate this dynamic concordance as 
did the polyphonic schools of Europe at their best.5 

It may very well be that polyphony became necessary when men lost the capacity to hear, and 
to appreciate, the harmonies inherent in a single note.6 

The period of polyphonic music, say from 1200 to 1600, is from this point of view a 
unity. It was founded, as is all music that deserves the name, on the Chord of Nature: that 
phenomenon of vibration from which are derived the basic intervals and consequently our 
modes and scales.7 The Mediaeval period was a time of joyous experimentation with this new 
dimension; and naturally some experiments were more successful than others. 

The Middle Ages had their musical “revolution” in the change from “Ar Antiqua” to 
“Ars Nova”. Achieved mainly through the improvements in notation suggested in the treatise 
“Ars Novae Musicae” by Philippe de Vitry (1292-1361), Bishop of Meaux, the Ars Nova 
saw, from about 1320 onwards, a slackening of the previously almost exclusive adherence 
to ternary rhythms and to a plainsong basis. Rhythm was released from certain stereotyped 
formulae, all triple in form and therefore, like the Holy Trinity, “perfect”, to include also 
duple, or “imperfect” groupings. An equivalent movement in painting was initiated by Giotto 
at about the same time: he likewise extended the range of possibilities open to the artist by 
relinquishing traditionally-based models. From this period onwards we begin to find more and 
more compositions attributed to individuals, rather than anonymous as was the rule in the 13th 
century. When the limits of a traditional art are expanded or abandoned, the opportunities for 
self-expression allure artists, drawing them away from expression of the Self which has little 
place for names and individualities. But despite these tendencies, the period which for the other 
arts constituted a Renaissance was for music rather one of consolidation. An harmonic language 
with clear distinctions of consonance and dissonance was forged during the 15th century, and 
held good throughout the 16th. Naturally, expansions of means and alterations of habit took 
place, but apart from the appearance of composers of increasing individuality and undisputed 
genius the tenets of the art remained unchanged: music was still ideally the mirror of celestial 
harmonies, represented with an ever-increasing wealth of invention. 

The polyphonic period saw the obliteration of distinctions between sacred and secular 
music, beyond the obvious one of text. Church music was founded less and less upon the 
melodies of Gregorian chant, until by 1600 it had virtually cut loose from its moorings in the 
traditional plainsong. The Church had given the world polyphony, like a Divine dispensation: 
but with a certain loss of dignity, she now chose to follow in the wake of the World, as it 

5 Letter to the author, 1st April 1971; quoted by kind permission of Mr. Pallis. For an account of a late fifteenth-century 
musical description of the “heavenly chorus”, see Edward Lowinsky’s article, “Ockeghem’s Canon for 36 Voices”, in Essays in 
Musicology in Honor of Dragon Plamenac, ed. Reese and Snow (University of Pittsburgh Press, 1969). 
6 For further ideas on this subject, and for much else of mixed value, see Elsie Hamilton’s “The Nature of Musical Experience 
in the Light of Anthroposophy” and Ferdinand Rauter’s “The Fall of Music”, both in Music: its Occult Basis and Healing Value, 
compiled by Lionel Stebbing, New Knowledge Books, 1961—2nd edn.). 
7 A string or air column vibrates at many simultaneous frequencies, related to each other in arithmetical progression: thus, if 
tuned to a certain note, a string will also produce, softly but more or less perceptibly, the notes of twice, 3x, 4x, 5x... that basic 
frequency. This gives to the resultant intervals of the octave, fifth, fourth and third their familiarity and “concordance”: they are 
heard unconsciously every time a single note is sounded, but are usually thought of as tone-color rather than as separate notes. 
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explored this new gift in its “horizontal” direction. 
It is known that much Mediaeval music, such as the works of Guillaume de Machaut (1300-

1372), is structured by means of arithmetical patterns. As in the space of Gothic architecture, 
so in time the proportions of the music are arranged so as to form patterns, often based on 
triplicities. Little research has been done into the reasons behind this; and the consensus among 
musicologists is that it was the result merely of a Mediaeval liking for neatness and order. Other, 
more profound ideas have been put forward by the editor of two Masses by the Netherlandish 
Renaissance composer, Jacob Obrecht (1450-1505), M. van Crevel, in a most thorough and 
illuminating analysis which he justifiably calls the possible “Rosetta Stone” of future researches 
in Mediaeval and Renaissance music.8 Van Crevel found that Obrecht used an extraordinary 
numerological symbolism as a framework for these Masses, which apart from connections with 
“the Fibonacci and other arithmetical series, included references to the numbers of Plato’s 
Timaeus, to the Kabbalistic numbers, and to Christian numerology. All this was applied to 
music—and, let it be said, to beautiful music—in a conscious attempt to “imitate Nature in 
her manner of operation”: in a marriage of fantasy and rigor which, to the uninformed listener, 
appears merely as fantasy. These findings naturally made little impact on the scholarly world, 
which is averse to such “mysticism”. But a more sympathetic approach to musical esoterism 
may now be detected, as the wisdom of our fore-fathers is forced upon us by the very weight 
of evidence. It would, after all, have been surprising if music had not reflected Renaissance 
interests in Hermeticism and Platonism. 

Music in the Renaissance remained essentially Mediaeval in spirit, and its sacred domain. 
while not traditional in a strict sense, was still generally fitted for its purpose. But it was not 
free from the censure of authority: Pope Marcellus, on the accession in 1555 to his brief 
papacy, censured polyphonic music in which the words of the liturgy are obscured (because 
all the parts are singing them at different times). Nevertheless, if the letter of the liturgy was 
occasionally lost, few would deny that its spirit was expressed by this music: if it mirrors its 
period, and depicts “states of the soul”, then perhaps we may conclude that the human soul did 
not move quite so quickly as did the human mind. There is in the church music of Palestrina 
and his contemporaries a kind of splendid nostalgia: it fits better with Gothic arches than with 
Renaissance domes and pediments: indeed, between it and the paintings that simultaneously 
adorned the Sistine Chapel there was absolutely no common measure. Perhaps it provided a 
certain inner repose for the people of that restless and confusing time. 

* * * 

The real “Renaissance” of music began in about 1600. The most profound change that came 
over the art was that, from depicting states of being, it lent itself more and more to the 
delineation of the processes of becoming. Charles Williams said that “all the aural arts aspired 
to escape from recollection into the immediate condition of the visual”, but composers have 
given little indication of such aspiration in recent centuries. An art which is inescapably in 
time might be thought incapable simply of “being”, but this is not so: it is the triumph of the 
art that it can make its perpetual movement the mirror of the timeless state whence its Ideas 
were born. (This is, of course, as much the work of the listener as of the composer). We find 

Jacob Obrecht, Missa Sub Tuum Praesidium and Missa Maria Zart, ed. M. van Crevel, Amsterdam, 1959, 1964. 
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this ideal particularly in the more static Mass, movements—the Kyrie, Sanctus and Agnus Dei, 
which describe single affects, rather than a series of images—of Byrd, Palestrina and Vittoria, 
and in some of the earlier Flemish composers, notably Josquin des Pres and Ockeghem. But the 
temptation of contrast, of succumbing to the versatility of the musical material, became ever 
stronger. In the Credo, for instance, of a plainsong or of an early 15th century Mass, the story 
is told in an objective way: the affect “Credo” is more important than the enumeration of the 
subjects which are to be believed, and no attempt is made at musical description of them. But 
from the 16th century onwards we find a more dramatic rendering of this movement (and of 
the Gloria): at “Et incarnatus” there will be a sudden hush; the “Crucifixus” reaches the depths 
of despair; and “Et resurrexit” bursts in with an effect whose power is undeniable but which 
is disturbing to the unity both of mood and of music. The piece is no longer the depiction 
of a state, but of a process: a kind of sacred drama. A parallel in painting is to be seen in the 
evolution of the Crucifix from the early Mediaeval picture of God incarnate, eyes open and 
conscious of His deity, arms stretched out willingly upon the Cross of Matter, to the realistic 
Renaissance Christ, a mere man hanging on a gallows. A metaphysical truth becomes a human 
tragedy, more moving, perhaps, to the emotions, but no more true for that. 

In music, then, an increase in cleverness brought with it an enthusiasm for difference, for 
change, and for excitement. The later madrigals evince especially a delight in word-painting, 
and in the picturesque and extreme treatment of affects: the music follows the letter of the 
text. “The notes are the body of music, but the words are the soul”, wrote the madrigalist Marc 
Antonio Mazzone in 1569.9 This tendency was hampered at the best of times by polyphony, 
and found its real flowering in the opera, which may be regarded as the essential form of the 
musical “Renaissance”, or in common terminology the Baroque era (here about 1600-1750). 
As in the visual arts, the Renaissance impulse came from Antiquity, in this case from the 
speculations thereupon of the Camerata, a group of Florentine dilettanti. There is no satisfactory 
way, even now, of deciphering the surviving fragments of Greek notation, nor of knowing 
exactly how the words and music of the Greek drama were delivered; but in emulation of 
the way in which they imagined the drama to have been performed, the Camerata opted for a 
monophonic setting of the words, using a single voice with a simple chordal accompaniment 
for instruments. This gives the solo singer great freedom for emotional expression, unhampered 
by the presence of other, polyphonic parts; polyphony, in fact, was roundly condemned as 
destructive to the sense of the words. “The music of our times has two divisions—one which 
is called counterpoint and another which we shall call the art of good singing”, as Giovanni de 
Bardi, host to the Camerata, has it.10 While the art of counterpoint was regarded as a product 
of Mediaeval obscurantism, the excesses of word-painting in contemporary madrigals were 
equally ridiculed.11 What emerged at first was an art for purists and antiquaries: an opera which 
consisted largely of declamation interrupted by a few homophonic choruses in which all the 
voices sang the same words together. 

The establishment of the monodic style in the opera was one of the turning-points of 
Western music. The ideas of the Camerata, though not their practice, opened up fleetingly a 
possibility which, had it been taken, would have caused a very different course of development: 

9  Quoted in G. Reese, Music in the Renaissance, p. 400. 
10  From Oliver Strunk, Source Readings in Music History, p. 293. 
11  See ibid., pp. 316f. 
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had they used a truly monodic style, i.e., without any accompaniment, they would have 
approached more nearly the music of the Greeks; they might have healed the immense rift 
which already separated European music from that of the rest of the world, and they might 
have rediscovered plainchant as a source of inspiration, that being the Western music which 
most nearly approached their own. A few centuries of harmonized music, however, had closed 
men’s ears to the possibilities of monophony, and the monodies were from the very beginning 
dualistic: there was a melody and a chordal accompaniment. It soon turned out that polyphony 
had not been slain: what had happened was that the harmonies which were formerly the result 
of the interweavings of melodies could henceforth be achieved by a short cut, namely by chords 
specified in type but not in actual notes. There was no further need, in the Baroque era, for a 
composer diligently to manipulate his lines so as to produce the desired concords and discords: 
the harpsichord, organ, or lute player, given a bass line and certain figures, would look after 
that. The convenience was considerable, but the symbolism of polyphony was virtually lost: our 
music had taken a step away from that of the Spheres. 

The rapid growth of opera showed that the perfect profane form had been created: in 
Monteverdi’s Orfeo of 1607, all the familiar features of recitative, arioso, aria, duet, chorus, and 
instrumental interlude are present; and by mid-century the music had regained its ascendancy 
over the words, while the opera was well on its way to being the principal public entertainment 
of all Europe. Before this time, the only place where the people regularly heard music performed 
by professionals was in church; for all but the wealthier nobility, who could afford to keep 
musicians in their households, good music must have been associated almost exclusively with 
religion. One might say that with the advent of opera, the Vaishyas found their own music, and 
no longer depended upon that of the Brahmins. 

When taste is not dictated by higher authority, it tends to find its own level, which is one 
of ease and entertainment. Musically speaking, standards were kept high by the example of the 
nobility; but in modern Europe, noble taste often meant a frivolity and a shallowness, tempered 
by virtuosity and a certain pompousness. The subjects of opera were generally classical, and 
often fatuously treated, with happy endings virtually de rigeur. Various attempts were made to 
reform it, usually in the direction of a greater emphasis on the words, and French opera was 
on the whole more balanced in this respect than Italian: indeed, in the former there remained 
some vestiges of the old contrapuntal art, which prompted Jean-Jacques Rousseau to condemn 
it as “a relic of barbarism and of bad taste, that only survives like the doorways of our Gothic 
churches, to perpetuate the shame of those who had the patience to make it”.12 Opera was 
nevertheless the source of much beauty, and a memorable chapter in man’s exploration of 
worldly possibilities. We look back on it now as one of the splendors of the past: a modern 
revival of a baroque opera is always a moving experience, as we recreate even without the 
“machines” (from which the Gods descended), the sumptuous scenery, and the unworldly 
voices of the castrati, the courtly pleasures of a vanished age. 

* * * 

The excesses of opera, as much as those of the palaces, sculptures, and tapestries of the Baroque, 

12  Quoted in The Oxford Companion to Music, article: “Bouffons”. 
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were part of a cult of the gigantic and the splendid: a natural reaction to the fact that art had 
been as it were cut down to human size. But at the opposite extreme there was a tendency 
towards minute and frivolous decoration, manifested as much in music as in the visual arts 
with the difference that in the former it was usually left to the spontaneous invention of 
the performer, to whom it gave an opportunity for display as well as the responsibility of 
“dressing” musical fare that was often extremely jejune. Within a narrow emotional range, 
Rococo decoration makes ordinary things seem special. A chair, or a teacup, becomes full 
of interest, for the eyes can follow the patterns of its ormolu or painting, while the mind 
becomes lost in the fantasy of its shapes. But this experience takes place on the same level 
as that of ordinary life (assuming that “ordinary life” is unspiritual): the arabesques are the 
play of the artist’s fancy, metaphysically meaningless. In any case, anything looked at with the 
requisite attention, will become equally fascinating, like Leonardo’s blank wall. In the heavily 
decorated arts of traditional societies, on the other hand, there is more than just an imitation 
of Nature’s outward complexity and interest: the curlicues of Han bronzes, the geometrical 
patterns of Mughal art, and the multifarious sculptures of Indian temples are much more than 
mere embellishment: they are symbolic of the cyclic forces of nature, the geometry of God’s 
universe, and the omnipresence of Deity. Another comparison may be made with the attitude 
to everyday objects of Zen Buddhism. Here, too, a teacup, or the melody of a flute, can be the 
means towards an intensification of experience, but in the far higher sense of the realization of 
the essence which permeates existence. To this end, the elegance of Zen is one of simplicity, 
honesty, and fitness for purpose. Modern European decoration glorifies man’s creative genius, 
but forgets that this is but a symbol of God’s inexhaustible yet orderly imagination; at best, it 
is a manifestation of rajas, the expansive tendency. 

“Sattvic” tendencies were also present at the time, however, The German Protestant 
tradition of which J. S. Bach was a product had preserved some continuity and fitness in its 
sacred music by means of the chorale repertory, a body of melody on which composers could 
draw for inspiration as in former centuries they would have used Gregorian chant. Moreover, 
the art of counterpoint was livelier in Germany than elsewhere, with the result that Bach 
arrived in a corner of the world whose musical habits were somewhat old-fashioned, when they 
were not imported or imitated from the Latin countries. It was his task, so it seems, to join the 
most fruitful features of the French and Italian styles with German seriousness and Protestant 
piety. His is the last true polyphony: the “envoy” of the period initiated half a millenium before 
him. Fugues were certainly written after Bach’s: but dare one say that they are for ever after 
pastiches of his, or of 16th century music? For no composer since has polyphony been the 
natural mode of thought, as it was for Bach. A merely quantitative view of his output forces 
one to conclude that his music came to him already in contrapuntal form, virtually without 
cerebration on his part. His popularity is probably due to his stylistic “updating” of polyphony 
regarded as a symbol of higher things: the latter aspect being perceived unconsciously by the 
majority, who are nonetheless subject to the musica humana of their bodies and souls, which 
polyphony symbolizes no less than musica mundana. Earlier polyphonic music often seems, 
to the ordinary listener, to lack the regular rhythm which is so strong in Bach and in baroque 
music generally, and which is necessary to his enjoyment. He does not appreciate that in early 
polyphonic music each part has its own patterns of strong and weak beats, subject to the 
underlying tactus but otherwise independent. For this reason there is something even more 
miraculous in the harmony of the earlier music than in that marshaled by Bach’s inexorable 
beat; a parallel might be drawn, moreover, with poetry such as that of Beowulf which uses a 
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free rhythm within a “tactus”, with assonance provided by alliteration, and the more regularly 
metered verse with terminal rhyme. In both arts, apparent discipline is achieved at the expense 
of fluidity: a certain solidification sets in which removes them a stage further from the natural 
rhythms of chant and of prose. Nevertheless, the importance of regular rhythm in music and 
poetry is not to be denied, both in its aesthetic and symbolic aspects. 

* * * 

Music histories commonly make a division between the so-called “Classic” period of Mozart, 
Haydn, Beethoven and Schubert, and the Romantic one that followed. This is merely for the 
sake of convenience, for actually there is perfect continuity between the two epochs, in the 
person of Beethoven. Classicism provided the materials: the musical forms, especially sonata; 
the constitution of the orchestra; the idiomatic use of instruments (which in the Baroque era 
had been largely interchangeable); the variety in texture which the abandonment of the basso 
continuo offered. The real contribution of the Romantic era was the concept of individuality, 
both for the composer and for the musical work. This was as it were the fructifying power which 
worked on the passive substance of Classicism. The ideas, stronger still today, which took root 
in Romanticism were all directed towards individualism: a composer had to have a recognizable 
“style” unlike anyone else’s; he had to make innovations, rather than follow well-tried paths; 
he should strive to write masterpieces, rather than simply to produce music according to his 
capabilities: whereas Haydn wrote 104 symphonies, some good, some indifferent, Beethoven 
only wrote nine, and all were magnificent. The composer’s purpose, moreover, was no longer to 
practice the craft of musical composition, but to express himself in his work: he was to be not 
a “Komponist”, a putter-together, but a “Tondichter”, a poet in tone. All these criteria were 
drawn from what the greatest composers had always done: yet when they were applied to lesser 
men, they failed. Here as elsewhere, the craft tradition gave way to the concept of “art for art’s 
sake”, a banner to which all, whether craftsmen or inspired poets, were to flock, in the attempt 
to sell to the wide-eyed public the supposed outpourings of their inmost souls. 

This is the reason why second-rate Romantic music is so much less satisfactory than the 
productions of lesser composers of previous eras. When a competent artist, somewhat short of 
genius, works within a traditional framework—the Renaissance motet or the Baroque concerto, 
for example—he is assured of good results, and his work will give us pleasure as it did to those 
who demanded and paid for it. But a second-rate Romantic composer will try to create the 
form and style for his music, as well as filling the form with substance which is the only part 
of the operation for which his gifts qualify him. The nineteenth and twentieth centuries are 
littered with the debris of such attempts.13 It is unnecessary to emphasize the degree to which 
this situation reflects the ideas which were permeating all departments of human life during 
this time. 

The most radically new formal idea of the era seems to have been that of contrasting 
affects within a single piece, which is the basis of sonata form. Contrasts there was in plenty 
in earlier times: the concerto grosso, for instance, the principal orchestral form of the Baroque, 
was founded on the contrast between soloists and full orchestra, and the “da capo” aria of the 

13 People will gladly attend a concert of early music whose composers are quite unknown to them, confident that most of the 
music will be good. Imagine, on the other hand, the attraction of a concert of music by unknown composers of the nineteenth 
century. 
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opera contained two contrasted sections, in different affects, performed in the order ABA. But 
in all of these the predominant affect was maintained during a section, and not mixed with 
others, as occurs in the development of a sonata movement. The mood of a Baroque piece is 
predictable—and was meant to be—from its first bars, whereas a sonata movement is supposed 
to be an unpredictable adventure, often being the story of two different characters and their 
interrelationships. This is an anthropomorphic form: a drama of human emotions set to music. 
In Beethoven’s music, contrasts appear in great profusion on a smaller level: he delights in 
sudden shocks, sudden rises to forte or falls to piano. There is little repose in music of this sort, 
though the nobility of the sentiments expressed in it is not in question. In slow movements and 
cheerful rondo finales, the effects would be more consistent, but these were in spirit legacies 
from a former time. 

It seldom occurs to the listener to question the basis of the music with which he is so 
familiar: he happily becomes absorbed in the drama and swayed by the composers expression 
of changing emotions. Only occasionally will he wonder, as perhaps in some of Schubert’s slow 
movements, why the composer feels obliged to shatter a heavenly calm with a contrasted section 
of violent music. No doubt this is the way Schubert felt: his life was hard, his contemplations 
perhaps repeatedly cut short by worldly worries. But one regrets that the spirit of his times 
encouraged him to tell us so. 

Beethoven’s genius lay in the wealth and nobility of emotional states which he could 
express, and in the structural logic, the sense of inevitability, which he could impose upon his 
arguments (and most of his pieces are arguments, too). But perhaps he was too much the master 
of his music: he would not always let it follow its innate tendencies. In a work such as the little 
piano sonata, Op. 75, of which he was reputedly very fond, he begins with a heart-melting 
melody which lasts but four bars and then dissolves in an embarrassing wealth of new ideas, 
none of them similar in mood or equal in inspiration. “Yes”, some will say, “that represents 
the ephemeral quality of our life on earth: no sooner do we taste our pleasures than they are 
seized from us:” “We are perfectly well aware of that, we reply, and that is precisely why we 
do not need Beethoven to inform us of the fact.” This is of course the real argument against 
anthropomorphic or realistic art in general: it tells us what we already know. We can gain 
nothing from it that an unbiased and intelligent view of everyday life will not reveal, except 
possibly the advantages of “armchair traveling” to places and feelings which we have not visited 
in person. Religious art, on the contrary, shows us what most of us do not know, and so opens 
our minds to more-than-human possibilities, giving a hint of what we might become (or of 
what we unwittingly are). 

Schuon writes in the article already cited: “At the start of the nineteenth century the plane 
of music changed so that it became in fact a kind of substitute for religion or mysticism;14 more 
than in the profane music of the preceding periods musical emotion came to assume the function 
of an irrational excuse for every human frailty...” We would add that music begins at this time 
to express negative, even evil things. Grief, indeed, was within the scope of musical expression 
from the earliest times, but not cruelty or impiety; no matter what words were sometimes set 
in Baroque opera, the music was a kind of benediction over them, refusing to descend to the 
same depths. (The most horrible musical sound in the eighteenth century seems to have been 
the diminished seventh: its inevitable recurrence at points of the highest tension seems to us 

14 For a well-documented description of this process, see H. G. Koenigsberger’s “Music and Religion in Modern’ European 
History”, in The Diversity of History (Essays in honor of Sir Herbert Butterfield); London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1970. 
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little short of laughable, having heard such things expressed so much more realistically of late). 
But if music became a substitute for religion, it was better than nothing at all: Beethoven’s 
message of compassion, stoicism, and brother-hood was of immense value, and necessary to 
men of his time and ours, for the loss of a spiritual impulse for these feelings required at least 
a humanistic one. His Ninth Symphony has become a sort of religion to many, and there are 
worse gods by far. The creations of his last years, moreover, stand out in an epoch virtually 
devoid of real religious feeling as an amazing movement of the soul towards God, achieved 
under most adverse conditions. He shared with his contemporaries, the Romantic poets, in 
“intimations of immortality”; yet the constrictions of art and of his own mind prevented him 
from making a wholly committed leap in that direction.15 Few men of that era dared do so, 
and those who did, like William Blake and Thomas Taylor, were generally reckoned mad, a 
condition in which no musician could hope to make a living. A few other madmen read Blake 
and Taylor, but music is harder to present to the public than literature. 

* * * 

For the ordinary listener of today, “music” generally means Romantic music. In the compositions 
of this period he finds that which answers best to his desires: modern music sounds cacophonous 
to him, and early music monotonous and “geometrical”, although there are those who prefer 
these qualities. The nineteenth century was the last period of consensus between composers’ 
impulses and listeners’ predilections: and so its music, and later music in its idiom, is the nearest 
in time that is readily accepted by the public today. 

In the Classical era, and during the first half of the century, perceptible form was still a 
dominant element in music. We must assume that anyone in Beethoven’s time who was at all 
familiar with music could and did follow the basic forms and the tonalities which structure 
them, and that this gave him an intellectual frame within which to enjoy the sensuous content. 
If polyphonic music is woven, like embroidery, from many strands, classical music is put 
together like a house, from blocks. The qualities of change and of contrast are thus more clear-
cut in the later music. The form of a classical piece fulfilled a function similar to that of the 
predominant affects of Baroque music: both gave the listener an idea, on the most fundamental 
level, of what was going on. Already in Beethoven’s music, however, forms became freer and 
key-changes less predictable, and this served to disorient the listener. At the start of a classical 
sonata or symphony, the listener knows exactly what to expect, and to this degree the music 
is external to him: he can at any point take a figurative step backwards, and survey the work 
as a whole. But in a tone-poem, or an unconventional symphonic movement, the listener is at 
sea, at the mercy of the music; unless he already knows it, he must wait passively to be swayed 
as the composer dictates. He cannot survey the work, but only his own internal states. Form 
is no longer there as an unchanging reference point, and the experience is all. The idea of flux, 
or continual change, is the radical one of the nineteenth century; and although it has never 
commanded universal loyalty among composers, by any means, most people nowadays are so 
conditioned by it that they tend to hear even strictly formalized music as a formless process. 

The opening up of possibilities during the last century, achieved largely through the 
abandonment of formal conventions, enabled instrumental music at last to be wholly committed 

15 Whereas earlier music incarnated archetypes of a general or racial type, Beethoven expressed the totality of his own per-
sonality, in all its variety. This is the reason both for his restrictions and his magnificence. 
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to the depiction of states of becoming. The audience became clay in the composers’ hands, the 
absence of any incitement to intellectual effort allowing their emotions and fantasies full rein. It 
should be said that musically trained people will always be able to intellectualize about music, 
however emotional and formless, and that romantic composers are often more intellectual in 
intention than in effect. But we are speaking of the untrained majority of music Lovers: and this 
is why they love Romantic music. 

* * * 

As if in revolt against the industrialization, the growing ugliness, and the materialism of the 
nineteenth century, composers often sought to depict a better world. By the Grace of the Spirit, 
music was on occasion allowed to convey, perhaps more explicitly than ever before, a glimpse 
of its world, seen under that aspect of Becoming which affects humans as emotion. In response 
to the growing obscurity of human perceptions, these things were made clearer, as they were 
also in Romantic poetry, and perhaps in some Impressionist painting. Some late Romantic 
music is pure mysticism—which can scarcely be said of Monteverdi, Handel or Mozart even 
at their most sublime. Just as much formerly esoteric knowledge was, and still is, disseminated 
for the benefit of those who need it, so music was permitted to describe, as far as was possible 
with the means available, the aspirations and states of the soul in search of God. The tortured 
and yearning qualities in Franck’s and Mahler’s music, for instance, or the ecstasies of Bruckner 
and Scriabin, are obviously descriptions of spiritual quests which the composers themselves 
may or may not have pursued. 

These possibilities reached their peak in the early part of the present century, by which time 
the technical means available to composers were entirely adequate to their desires. The range 
of harmonic possibilities—and it is the power of harmony, more than of melody and rhythm, 
that moves us in this way—had been expanded to the verge of atonality, the point at which 
they become meaningless, yet that the simplest means could also be used is shown by Mahler, 
perhaps the last really great soul of music. The orchestra had reached its acme as an instrument 
with an inexhaustible range of dynamics and colors. It was no wonder that the idea was current 
of musical history as “progress”: as a series of “improvements” leading to present “perfection”; 
and evolutionary beliefs, so strong at the time, served to foster this view. But with so much 
material at their disposal, most composers were more interested in expressing their egos with 
the greatest possible “originality”. The temptation to experiment, rather than to consolidate, 
was extremely strong. As far as one can mention a road that “could have been”, but was not 
taken, music had the opportunity, for the first time since 1600, to cease its “progress” and by 
self-examination to isolate those of its possibilities which could lead to a real spiritualization.16 

It might have become a true servant of mankind again, but instead, through the isolationism 
and egotism of composers, caught in the grip of their age, it moved abruptly in the opposite 
direction. The brink had been reached; and instead of looking back to assess the path which had 
led thither, in order to integrate the experience thus gained, artists of all kinds demanded the 
freedom even of the abyss which lay beyond. “Flectere si nequeo nuperos, Acheronta movebo”. 

16 Similarly, the comparative political peace of the forty years preceding the First World War could have led to a more per-
manent peace; for the inevitabilities of collective karmic tendencies still permit a certain choice in the manner of their working 
out. 
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Book Review  
THE QURAN. 

Arabic text with a new translation by Mudiantmad Zafirulla Khan 
(Curzon Press. £3). 

Review by Martin Lings 

THIS volume could have been of great value, for it contains the text of the Qur’an, not badly 
printed, with an English translation on the opposite page. But the translation is, I think, the least 
reliable I have ever seen. Admittedly it is very difficult to translate the Qur’an, even on the basis 
of certain indispensable principles; but when these principles are willfully ignored, the whole 
enterprise is bound to be a failure. 

It is often not possible to be altogether faithful to the form of the original, but surely the 
translator should aim at such fidelity. One of the shorter chapters of the Qur’an (cix) is a 
denunciation of the unbelievers which is all the more powerful for its stark simplicity. It ends 
with the words: “For you your religion and for me mine!”—that, at any rate is a literal translation. 
But in this book we find: “That is because your faith directs you in one way and my faith directs 
me in another.” 

A much more serious and equally characteristic fault of this translator is his failure to draw 
the line between translation and commentary. Sacred texts are nearly always compressed and 
elliptical, and one verse may have different meanings at different levels. It is therefore important 
to retain the compression and the ellipses in the translation, which must be as polyvalent as 
the original. The translator is always at liberty to add a note, drawing the readers’ attention 
to one particular meaning, but if he seeks to introduce the substance of his note into the text 
itself, he will be in danger of excluding the other meanings and thus of limiting the Revelation 
to one dimension only. For example, in the Chapter of Help (CX) the following injunction 
is addressed to the Prophet: Seek forgiveness of Him; in this translation the words “for their 
frailties” are added. The reason is not far to seek, namely that another chapter affirms that God 
has forgiven the Prophet all sins, both past and future. Therefore it might be argued that the 
above imperative must be related to the sins of other people. That is certainly one possible 
interpretation. But it would seem none the less that the Prophet took these words in another 
way. At any rate, we know on the best authority that he was in the habit of asking forgiveness 
for himself every morning seventy times, or according to others a hundred times. 1 A translator 
is therefore under obligation not to close the door to this possibility. But Zafrullah Khan has 
no such scruples, either here or elsewhere. Sometimes the literal meaning is even obliterated 
altogether by commentary masquerading as translation. Let us take an example from one of the 
best known passages in the Qur’an, in connection with which the following well authenticated 
tradition is generally accepted. A Jewish sorceress had placed a spell of black magic on the 
Prophet by tying eleven knots in a cord and breathing imprecations upon them; then, in order 
to make sure that the knots, and with them the spell, would never be undone, she threw 

 Needless to say, ‘forgiveness’ can scarcely be understood here in the ordinary sense. It is perhaps not irrelevant to recall, in 
this connection, that to a man who told her he had not sinned for twenty years, the Sufi Saint Rabi’ah of Basra replied: “Alas 
my son, thine existence is a sin wherewith no other sin may be compared”. 
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the cord into a deep well. The Prophet was already feeling the effects of the magic when the 
Archangel came to him, told him what had happened, and revealed to him the last two chapters 
of the Qur’an2 which together consist of eleven verses. At the recitation of each verse one of 
the knots untied itself. These chapters are generally known as “the Two Chapters of Refuge”, 
and each begins: Say: I take refuge in the Lord, and various evils, from which refuge is taken, are 
enumerated. Now one of the verses means, literally: from the evil of the women who breathe upon 
knots; but this translator gives us: “from the mischief of those who seek to promote discord”. 

Apart from such passages, there are the numerous little “improvements” either by addition 
or subtraction, undesirable in any event but intolerable when the text translated is a Revelation. 
When Mary is told Say: this is quite pointlessly changed to “Call out:”, and for Pharaoh said: 
we find “Pharaoh exploded:”, presumably to show that he spoke in anger, though this is clear 
enough from the context. On the other hand, the words of the Angels to Mary (III, 42): God 
hath chosen thee above the women of all the worlds are reduced to “chosen thee from among all 
the women of thy time.” 

No review of this book would be complete if it did not mention the translator’s apparent 
skepticism about miracles. It must be admitted that his translation does not liquidate all the 
miracles in the Qur’an, and if some are allowed to remain, why not all? But the words of Jesus: 
I bring to life the dead are rendered “I shall bestow life on the spiritually dead” (admittedly 
a possible interpretation, amongst others, but not the most obvious in the context, III, 49), 
and the staff of Moses, when transformed to a serpent, is not allowed actually to swallow the 
wriggling staffs of Pharoah’s magicians. He translates: “Lo, it appeared to swallow up all that 
they had fabricated”, thus reducing the miracle to mere hypnotic prowess, whereas the literal 
meaning is: Lo, it swalloweth up what they have fabricated (VII, 117). But perhaps the most 
flagrant distortion of the Qur’anic text is in connection with the miracle of Jesus speaking 
almost immediately after his birth. The way for the miracle is prepared by Mary having been 
told by the voice of the Angel not to speak herself if anyone should address her. So when she 
is upbraided by the Jews for having borne a child whose father is not her husband, she simply 
points to the new-born babe. Then, according to the literal meaning: They said: How can we 
speak to one who is a babe in the cradle? He said: I am the slave of God; He hath given me the 
Book, and made me a Prophet (XIX, 29-30). 

In order to reduce this miracle to nothing, the translator first of all leaves the imposition 
of silence on Mary hanging like a loose thread which is never explained, assumes that several 
years have passed, and translates: “They said: How can we hold converse with one who was 
but yesterday a child being rocked in a cradle?” Then, to blur the question of time still further, 
he closes the paragraph and starts a new one with the words: “Jesus taught: I am a servant of 
Allah...” One would like, in conclusion, to ask how he understands the following passage quoted 
from his own translation, which is here at least accurate: When our dear Signs are recited unto 
them, those who believe not in Our meeting say to thee3 Bring us a Quran other than this one or, at 
least, modify this one in certain respects. Tell them: It is not for me to modify it on my own (X, 15). 

2  That is, they were placed last when the Qur’an was finally compiled, but they were not last in order of revelation. 
3  Muhammad. 
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Correspondence  
Sir,  

I was much interested in what Mr. Pallis had to say about The Vatican Oracle in your recent 
issue. While I shared his outlook on most points, it seemed a pity that in the middle of what was 
otherwise so good an article he should have dragged out the old reproach against Christianity 
concerning its “negative” attitude to nature. On a consistent Christian view, nature as it actually 
is is itself a negation, whence a negative attitude to it must be something truly positive by 
absolute standards. Secondly, no traditional conception obliges us to believe in a subsistent 
“nature” outside the sum total of human representations, and in that case, the directest way of 
acting on nature must be to turn away from it and concentrate on the soul’s life. Who could 
imagine the difference it would make to nature if even half the human race could be freed from 
the “naturalist” illusion. 

Elsewhere in the same article Mr. Pallis very rightly rejected the modernist belief that 
people can be attracted back to religion by bringing it down to what is supposed to be their 
level. In view of this, though, it seemed the more surprising that he should have agreed with the 
suggested idea of part-time priests, especially as this might only serve to deprive the priesthood 
of those who would otherwise have joined it fully. 

Finally, it should be noted that the title of the book under review could have given the 
opportunity for raising the most loaded issue of all, namely how far is the Vatican an “oracle” at 
all at the present time? This Question needs to be raised in respect of three things: the Church’s 
unwillingness to condemn or even discourage the writings of Teilhard de Chardin; and even 
more scandalously, its refusal to condemn the so-called “Dutch Catechism”, which the Pope 
has even allowed to be translated into ten languages. Thirdly, there is the curious fact of the 
Pope’s repeated appeals for world peace. No one seems to notice that no Pope, as such can 
have any interest in external peace as an end in itself, for the very good reason that his function 
is to ensure “peace” between the will of man and the Law of God. (A peace from whence all 
other kinds must follow inevitably, without being pleaded for separately). To plead for external 
peace as a prime objective, is, under present conditions, to request that the human race be left 
to deny God in comfort indefinitely, and approach a state in which rain and sun will fall only 
on the unjust! 

All this is enough to show that the Vatican is in a crisis as a result of mistaking its spiritual 
function for a political one. What makes this illusion calamitous is that it involves a progressive 
estrangement between the Church and its Providential protection and that at one of the most 
dangerous times in history. The Vatican must inevitably lose what another tradition calls the 
“Mandate of Heaven” if it does not consciously represent the way of Heaven as opposed to “the 
world”; such a possibility hardly bears thinking on, but it should be realized that the fashionable 
depreciation of Pius XII results from a complete inability to understand either this danger or 
the Papal function itself, which that Pontiff bore so worthily. Would not most readers agree that 
much of the trouble is due to an inability to see which virtues can belong only to the individual, 
and which to a collective entity? 

Coventry, 8.5.71 
R. BOLTON. 
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The Human Margin (Part 1)  
by  

Frithjof Schuon  

CHRIST, in rejecting some rabbinical prescriptions as “human” and not “divine”, shows that 
according to the measures of God, there is a sector which, while being orthodox and traditional, 
is nonetheless human in a certain way; the divine influence, in other words, is total only for 
Scripture and the essential consequences of the Revelation, and it always allows for a “human 
margin” where it exerts itself only in an indirect fashion, yielding to ethnic or cultural factors. 
The speculations of exoterism pertain largely to this sector or margin; orthodoxy is, on the 
one hand, homogeneous and indivisible and, on the other, contains degrees of absoluteness or 
relativity. We should therefore not be too scandalized at the anathemas which Dyophysites, 
Monophysites, Aphthartodocetae, Phthartolatrae, Agnoetae, Aktistetae, and Ktistolatrae hurl 
at one another over the question of knowing whether Christ is of an incorruptible substance 
or whether, on the contrary, his body was similar to other bodies, or if there was in the soul of 
Christ a measure of human ignorance, or if the body of Christ is uncreated while being visible, 
or if on the contrary it was created, and so on and so forth.1 

What is surprising in most cases, and in different degrees, is this vehement desire to become 
fixated on questions that hold no crucial importance, and the incapacity to allow for a certain 
measure of latitude on matters which, precisely, Revelation did not deem it indispensable to 
specify; yet it would have been enough, from the mystical as well as from the dogmatic point 
of view, to admit that Christ, as the living form of God, would have to display in his humanity 
supernatural prerogatives that it would be vain to enumerate, while, being incontestably human, 
he would have certain limitations as is proven by the incident of the fig tree, whose sterility 
he did not discern from afar. The question of the filioque is a patent example of this tendency 
to unnecessary precisions, and of a dogmatization that produces a plethora of divisions and 
anathemas. 

One fact that inevitably imposes itself, when considering ideas along these lines, is that 
fallen or post-Edenic man is a quasi-fragmentary being; thus we must face the fact that the 
holiness of a man does not prevent him from being a poor logician or from having an outlook 
that is more sentimental than intellectual, and that, in spite of this, he have the calling to 
be a teacher, not out of pretension, certainly, but out of “zeal for the house of the Lord”. 
Inspiration by the Holy Spirit does not mean that It is to replace human intelligence and free 
it from all its natural limitations, for that would be Revelation; inspiration simply means that 
the Spirit guides man in accordance with the divine intention and on the basis of the capacities 
of the human receptacle. Were this not so, there would be no theological elaboration, nor any 
divergences within orthodoxy, and the first Church Father would have written a theological 

Worthy of note is the following divergence concerning the Blessed Virgin: was Mary a priori free from the capacity to sin, 
or was she without sin out of the superabundance of her virtue? In other words, was she impeccable owing to the absolute 
holiness of her nature or was she holy in virtue of the absolute impeccability of her intelligence and will? Those who maintain 
the first thesis seek to avoid attributing to Mary an imperfection of substance; those of the second seek to avoid depriving her 
of the perfection of merit; both parties, however, seem to lose sight of the fact that at the level of the Blessed Virgin the alter-
native becomes wholly meaningless. The Immaculate Conception—attributed to Mary also by Muslim tradition—comprises 
by its very nature all meritorious attitude, somewhat as a substance synthesizes all of its possible accidents; and, conversely, 
perfect impeccability—which is excluded in the case of ordinary man—is ipso facto equivalent to the absence of “original sin”. 
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treatise that would have been unique, exhaustive, and definitive; there would never have been 
either a Thomas Aquinas or a Gregory Palamas. As to the rest, there are men who are inspired 
by the Holy Spirit because they are saints and inasmuch as they are, whereas there are others 
who are saints because they are inspired by the Holy Spirit and inasmuch as they are. 

* * * 

The most ordinary examples of the “human margin” conceded by Heaven to traditions are 
provided by the scissions found within the intrinsically orthodox religions; and this has nothing 
at all to do with the question of heterodoxy, because intrinsic heresies are situated precisely 
outside the margin in question. It is a fact that collective human thought is not able to conceive 
easily of the fluctuations between different points of view, on the one hand, and the aspects to 
which they correspond, on the other hand, or between different modes of the subjective and 
the objective; consequently, there are polarizations and scissions which, however inevitable and 
providential they may be, are nonetheless dangerous imperfections. Heaven allows man to be 
what he is, but such condescension or patience is not to be understood as a full approbation on 
the part of God. 

Regarding the question of ecclesiology, the most ancient Christian texts sometimes uphold 
the Latin thesis and sometimes the Greek; as a result, the ideal, or rather the normal situation, 
would be an Orthodox Church recognizing a pope who was not totally autocratic, but in 
spiritual communion with all of the bishops or patriarchs; this would then be a pope without 
filioque, but having nonetheless the right, in theology, liturgy, and other domains, to certain 
particularities that are opportune or even necessary in a Latin and Germanic setting. The 
present-day disorders in the Roman Church—of a gravity without precedent—prove that the 
Latin conception of the Church is theologically narrow and juridically excessive; were it not 
so, such disorders would be inconceivable.2 Besides, there seems to be something tragically 
insolvable in the very structure of Christianity: grant total supremacy to the pontiff, and he will 
become a worldly and conquering caesar; grant supremacy to the emperor, and he will make of 
the pontiff his pawn and tool.3 But one must admit that we have here a vicious circle, traces of 
which are to be found wherever there are men. 

* * * 

The “fathomless mystery” of the theologians is sometimes no more than the expression of a 

2 Moreover, the advent of Protestantism in the Latin West contains the same proof. Psychologically—not doctrinally—Prot-
estantism in fact repeats, though clearly in a much more extreme form, the protest of Arianism which contained, in spite of 
everything, a bit of truth and an element of equilibrium. 
3 Most paradoxically, the one does not prevent the other. This is what has happened in the Latin West, where the papacy 
became the prey finally, not of the emperor of course, but of politics and consequently of democracy since democracy de-
termines politics. Since the French Revolution, the Church has been substantially at the mercy, so to speak, of secularizing 
republics—including pseudo-monarchies that are in fact republican—for it is their ideology that decides who is worthy to be a 
bishop; and owing to a particularly favorable historical juncture, politics has succeeded in pumping into the mold of the Church 
human material that is heterogeneous to the Church. The last Council was ideo-political and not theological; its illegitimacy 
results from the fact that it was determined, not by concrete situations evaluated from the point of view of theology, but by 
ideo-political abstractions opposed to theology, or more specifically by the democratism of the world operating monstrously 
in the role of Holy Spirit. “Humility” and “charity”, manipulated as suits the occasion and henceforth one-sided, are there to 
ensure the success of the enterprise. 
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metaphysical insufficiency, unless it refers to the obviously unfathomable Divine Subjectivity: 
this is mysterious for objectifying and separative thought in the way the optic nerve is for 
vision, but there is absolutely nothing mysterious about the impossibility of the eye to perceive 
the optic nerve. Very often the thesis of a “mystery” is either a gratuitous affirmation meant to 
veil a theological contradiction, or purely and simply a truism if we understand what thought 
is and what its clear limits are. 

The whole drama of theologies is the incompatibility of their simplifying sublimism with the 
idea of Māyā at the divine degree, or of divine Relativity; because of this, they are constrained 
to offset the deadlocks of their fundamental voluntarism with “providential” philosophical 
expedients, which are “providential” insofar as they are psychologically opportune for a 
particular collectivity. One of the greatest difficulties of Sufism is that the highest metaphysics 
is inextricably mixed with theology, which tarnishes it with its habitual confusions concerning 
“All-Mightiness”; unless one admits that it is on the contrary sapience which, in this case, 
deepens theology by inculcating into it some liberating flashes of insights.4 

Theologies, by taking upon themselves the contradiction of being sentimental metaphysics, 
are condemned to a squaring of the circle; they are oblivious to the differentiation of things 
into aspects and points of view, and consequently they operate with arbitrarily rigid elements 
whose antinomies can be solved only beyond this artificial rigidity; moreover, they operate with 
sentimental tendencies, which is described as “thinking piously”.5 In Christianity, there is the 
purpose to admit some differentiation within Unity and the equally imperious purpose not to 
admit that this amounts to any differentiation in practice—the Hypostases being “no more than 
relations”—as if one were attempting to force the three dimensions of space into a single one; 
in Islam, a stubborn unitarianism runs up against the existence of the world and its diversity, 
whereas there would be no conflict if the unitarianism were metaphysical, hence transparent 
and supple, as its nature requires. In Christianity, there is a certain dispersion in the object of 
worship: God, the Persons, Christ, the Eucharist, the Sacred Heart; in Islam, there is on the 
contrary an excess of centralization on a level where it should not apply: to admit no other 
cause outside of God, to want to depend upon Him alone, even against the direct evidence 
of facts, when these facts in no way prevent everything from depending on God, and when it 
would suffice to be aware of this to be in conformity with the truth. There is a zeal that readily 
replaces thought with virtue, and virtue with heroism; in saying this, we are well aware that a 
devotional attitude is normal, and thus normative, and that there is no balanced intellectuality 
without it; but everything needs to be put in its proper place, and this has become particularly 
difficult for the passional humanity of the “age of iron”. What matters to be understood, is 
that a soul filled with piety is capable of thinking with detachment, in perfect harmony with 
piety and not in opposition to it, all the more as the instinct of worship is profound in the very 
measure that truth permeates it.6 

4 The deterioration in question is detectable, not only on the speculative plane, but also on the operative plane, where the 
volitive element too often confers a somewhat violent tone on the method, in the stead of a more intellectual alchemy; this 
produces accidental ruptures, for the gates of Heaven cannot be breached with unintelligent excesses, however heroic they may 
be. There needs to be a balance between the quantitative and the qualitative, the volitive and the intellective, something that 
moralizing vulgarization readily loses sight of. Moreover, it is this vulgarization that brings about the imagery of extravagant 
marvels and, by repercussion, the equally unfortunate depreciation of true miracles. 
5 The Councils would sometimes degenerate into brawls, which is not very metaphysical, but is better than laxity toward 
manifest error on the pretext of “charity” or “humility”. 
6  Vedantin texts confirm this, and so-called monotheistic theologies clearly contain sectors that attest to  the same quality. 
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For extreme trinitarianism, God is certainly One, but He is so only in being Three, and there 
is no God-as-One except within and through the Trinity; the God who is One without the 
Trinity, or independently of any question of hypostatic deployment, is not the true God, Unity 
being meaningless without this deployment. Now this is where the full gravity of trinitarianism 
becomes manifest: there are Christians--though, as a matter of fact, in disagreement with the 
impression of most theologians--who are incapable of seeing any value whatsoever in Islam; 
from their point of view, Islam and atheism are equivalent; if they do not level the same 
reproach at Judaism, it is for the sole reason that they project onto it their trinitarianism as 
an axiomatic implication. Because of this, the Muslim reproach of “tritheism” is justified; he 
who is unable, on the strength of his trinitarianism, to see that the Koran speaks of the God 
of Abraham—even supposing that it does so imperfectly—and that Muslims worship God 
and not something else, truly deserves such a reproach. Christ, in speaking of the supreme 
Commandment or in teaching the Lord’s Prayer, did not speak of the Trinity, any more than 
did the God of the Sinai, who deemed it sufficient to define Himself in these words: “ Hear, O 
Israel: the Lord our God is one Lord”. 

As we have had occasion to remark more than once, trinitarianism is a conception of God 
that is determined by the mystery of divine manifestation: if we seek the prefiguration of this 
mystery in God, we discern the Trinity. This idea, when applied to any religion, whether 
monotheistic or not, presents itself as follows: the Essence has become form in order that the 
form may become Essence; each Revelation is a humanization of the Divine in view of the 
deification of the human. 

* * * 

Judaism and Islam make the following objections to trinitarianism: you say that the Son is 
begotten and that he is God; now God is not begotten, He is absolute. You say that the Holy 
Spirit emanates and that it is delegated and that it is God; now God does not emanate from 
anything, nor is He sent. And you say that the Father is God and that he begets; now God 
creates but He does not beget, otherwise there would be two Gods. Moreover, how can the 
Son and the Spirit each be identical with God without being identical with each other? 

A Christian might respond to these objections by saying that in Judaism as well as in Islam, 
Divine Mercy is not identical with Divine Vengeance but that both are identical with God; Jews 
and Muslims will reply that there is in this a serious nuance, for while Mercy and Vengeance 
are indeed divine, it would be false to affirm that God can be reduced to one or the other.7 

The equation is only relative, and therein lies the root of the problem: Judaism and Islam 
admit in a certain sense relativity in divinis by making a distinction between the Essence and 
the attributes, the qualities and the functions, whereas Christianity, at least at the theological 
level, seems to want to reduce everything to absoluteness, whence the problematical ellipses 
of trinitarian theology. 

“I am in the Father, and the Father is in me”: this is the identity of essence. But “my Father 
is greater than I”: this is the difference in degree within Principial Reality, namely that is yet 
uncreated or metacosmic. The meaning of an absolute equation has been ascribed to the first 

Mercy is God, but God is not Mercy only. Nonetheless, God is much more directly Mercy—the verb “to be” indicating an 
identity of essence and not just an equation as such—than He is Vengeance, which is extrinsic and conditional, whereas Mercy 
is intrinsic, and thus unconditional, without therefore being identified with Absoluteness as such. 
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phrase, while the second has been relativized; instead of combining both phrases to explain the 
one in terms of the other, the second phrase has been arbitrarily attributed to human nature 
alone. 

We have cited the following argument: God creates but does not beget, otherwise there 
would be two Gods. We shall now specify: “does not beget” unless one admits the notion of 
Māyā, for this notion allows one to understand that the hiatus between Creator and creature 
is necessarily prefigured in divinis by the differentiation between the Absolute as such and the 
Absolute that is relativized with respect to a dimension of Its infinitude; but this difference, 
precisely, is real only from the standpoint of Relativity. For the Vedantins, the separation 
between the Absolute (Paramātmā) and the Relative (Māyā = Īshvara) is as strict as is, for the 
Semites, the separation between the Creator and the creature; but by compensation, there is an 
aspect that allows the created to be linked to the Uncreated, for nothing that exists can be other 
than a manifestation of the Principle or an objectification of the Self; “everything is Ātmā”.8 

In other terms, there is Ātmā and there is Māyā; but there is also Ātmā as Māyā, and this is 
the personal Divinity, manifesting and acting; and conversely, there is also Māyā as Ātmā, and 
this is the total Universe under its aspect of reality both one and polyvalent. In this case, the 
world will be the divine aspect of “Universal Man” (Vaishvānara) or, in Sufism, the aspect “the 
Outward” (Zāhir); this moreover is the profoundest meaning of the Far-Eastern Yin-Yang. And 
it is this doctrine that permits one to say that the Avatāra was “created before creation”: in 
other words, before being able to create the world, it is necessary for God “to create Himself” 
in divinis, if one may put it thus—the word “create” having here a higher and transposed 
meaning, which is precisely that of Māyā.9 

The distinction between the human and divine natures reflects or symbolizes the distinction, 
within the divine nature itself, between inequality with regard to the Father and equality, or 
between relativity and absoluteness; on the other hand, this principial distinction is also affirmed 
on the level of human nature in which one dimension is marked by earthly contingence whereas 
the other is near-divine, whence the Monophysite interpretation. It is not surprising that this 
combination of three polarities—man and God, earthly man and divine man, hypostatic God 
and essential God—that this combination or this complexity would give rise to the diversity 
of opinions, either orthodox or heretical depending on the case, which we alluded to above; 
it is the fundamental polarity of Ātmā-Māyā which is repeated or reverberates in countless 
modalities, of which the most important for man is the confrontation between God and the 
world. The Prologue to the Gospel of St John enunciates this polarity as applied to Christ by 
juxtaposing two affirmations: Et Verbum erat apud Deum, et Deus erat Verbum: the dimension of 
subordination, then the dimension of equality or identity. 

All of Arianism, without knowing it, can be explained by the concern to account for 
the principle of relativity in divinis, hence of Māyā: if Arius teaches that the Son, without 

8 Had philosophical pantheism taken into consideration this aspect of things—which is not the case since it has no knowledge 
of the degrees of reality and transcendence—it would be legitimate as a synthetic or inclusive perspective. In the polemics 
between theologians, these two kinds of pantheism are readily confused. 
9 For Parmenides, pure Being coincides with pure Knowledge; all the rest is “opinion”, doxa, which is not unrelated to the 
notion of Māyā, though with the reservation that, in Vedantin terms, the Being of Parmenides is not completely outside of 
Māyā, but is identified with its summit, Īshvara. In parallel with their cult of Perfection, the Greeks have always had a certain 
fear of the Infinite, which is clearly visible even in their architecture: though the Parthenon has true grandeur, it expresses the 
religion of the finite and rational Perfect, which opposes itself to virgin nature by confusing the unlimited with the chaotic, the 
Infinite with the irrational. 
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having been created “in time” like the rest of creation—for time begins only with creation—is 
nonetheless “drawn out of nothingness”, but that the Son is Divine in the sense that he is the 
principle of cosmic creation, hence of creation as such, he wishes to say that the Word, while 
being Divine, nonetheless has an aspect of relativity. It is true that Arius spoils his thesis with 
some aberrant speculations concerning the person of Christ; yet one has to acknowledge that 
there is in his doctrine a correct and profound intuition, though it is awkwardly formulated 
in terms typical of Semitic and creationist anthropomorphism. Instead of rejecting Arianism 
altogether, one could have appropriated its positive theological intention, that of divine 
Relativity, which is the prototype for cosmic limitation: the Word is neither wholly other than 
the Absolute, as Arius maintains, nor wholly—or in all cases—identical to the Absolute, as the 
Homousiasts maintain; if ever there was a need for antinomism in metaphysical dialectics, it is 
here. The very expansion and tenacity of Arianism, in an epoch so close to the origin, proves 
that there was more to it than a mere human error; thus the Council of Nicaea marks, not 
the victory of truth as such, but the victory of the most important truth to the detriment of 
essential metaphysical nuances; there is no doubt that dogmatic theology must simplify, but 
a unilateral and fragmentary view is what it is: in the measure that its content requires multi-
dimensional explanations, it cannot but give rise to disequilibria. 

Be that as it may, it must be admitted that the theological formulation of the Trinity 
constitutes, in a given milieu, a providential form destined not only to transmit the mystery 
while protecting it, but also to provide by its very paradox a point of reference for the doctrine 
as a totality, and hence necessarily multi-dimensional. 

* * * 

It is necessary to make a distinction between metaphysical knowledge and the capacity to 
express it: Greeks and especially Hindus have long possessed the instrument of dialectic, for it 
corresponds to their sense of objectivity,10 whereas it was missing among the early Semites, as 
well as for nascent Islam; however, it goes without saying that this has no bearing on the degree 
of wisdom of particular individuals, all the more as the profoundest metaphysics can be found 
in a condensed form in various Biblical and Koranic sayings or in various sayings of saints who 
drew their inspiration from these Scriptures, early on and outside of any possible Hellenist 
influence. These remarks, and still more our preceding considerations about the metaphysics 
underlying theologies, prompt us to return to some fundamental facts of the sophia perennis, at 
the risk both of straying from our subject and of repeating things that have already been said. It 
is always a question of the notions of absoluteness and relativity, which are so important or so 
fateful in the context of the “human margin”. 

The Islamic Testimony that “there is no divinity save the One Divinity” has first of all, 
metaphysically speaking, the objective meaning of a discernment, that is, of a separation between 
the Real and the illusory or between the Absolute and the relative; it also has the subjective 
meaning of a spiritual distinction between the worldly outward and the divine Inward, in which 

10 As to Far-Easterners, they are contemplative, but symbolists and not logicians; they are above all visual in their outlook. 
The purely Mongol traditions are those of Fu-Hsi with its Taoist and Confucian branches, then Shinto, without forgetting the 
various Far-Eastern and Siberian shamanisms; but the Mongol soul has also set its imprint on Buddhism, which has thus become 
partially representative of the spiritual genius of the Yellow Race, notably in the case of Zen, and, in a more general way, in 
all of sacred art. 
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case the objective and transcendent Divinity appears as immanent and therefore subjective, but 
subjective in a transpersonal sense, the subject being, not the human ego, but the Intellect in its 
purity, with the purified ego being no more than the means of access. In order to be total, the 
doctrine still has need of a unitive dimension, expressed in Islam through the second Testimony: 
to say that “the Praised (Muhammad) is the Messenger of the (sole) Divinity” means that the 
relative, inasmuch as it manifests the Absolute directly, is not other than the Absolute; and 
according to the subjective application, one will say that the outward, the world, is not other 
than the Inward, the Self.11 

If the relative, however, can have this aspect of absoluteness that reintegrates it into the 
Absolute—for the Universe cannot rest on a radical duality—it is because the relative must 
be prefigured in the Absolute Itself; Māyā has its origin in Ātmā, otherwise the subsequent 
relationship between God and the world would be inconceivable. It is for this reason that 
Creation as a whole, while being on the one hand separate from the Creator, is on the other 
hand a prolongation of Him and a “divine aspect”: this is what is expressed by the divine Name 
“the Apparent” (Az-Zāhir) by opposition to the “Hidden” (Al-Bātin), and this is what permits 
some Sufis to affirm that “all is God”, in conformity with the Koranic verse: “Wheresoever ye 
turn, there is the Face of God”. One particular manifestation of the relative reintegrated into 
the Absolute, or more exactly the Absolute manifested as relative, is the Logos, the Prophet; 
another is the Heart, the place of the inward and transmuting theophany. 

The relationship of identity is expressed in the most direct manner possible by quintessential 
Christianity: the Son is united to the Father; Christ is God. That man, who is relative, could 
be identified with God, who is the Absolute, presupposes that relativity have an aspect of 
absoluteness and that therefore relativity be prefigured in divinis: whence the doctrine of the 
Word; “God became man that man might become God”: the Absolute comprises relativity and 
thus relativity can be reintegrated into the Absolute; the Patristic formula just paraphrased thus 
signifies, on the one hand, that the human Logos directly manifests the Absolute and, on the 
other, that man can be reintegrated into the Absolute by uniting with the human Logos, in and 
through whom he is virtually identified with this Absolute. 

The objection that Paradise is not the Absolute and that in no religion is man meant to 
become God literally in no wise compromises what we have just outlined; for it is not a 
question of a transmutation of the individual as such into the divine Essence, but to begin 
with an “adoption” of man by God: man is then situated on the divine axis; he is open in his 
innermost self to the Infinite, he “wears a crown of uncreated light”. There is no common 
measure between his spiritual secret, the mystery of identity or absoluteness, and the 
existence—or subsistence—of the individual form, though the one does not preclude the other; 
man remains man notwithstanding the reality of absoluteness penetrating him. Nirvāna did not 
destroy the Buddha: it made him immortal; otherwise it would never be possible to speak of a 
human manifestation of the Logos. If God can “become man”, it is because there is no possible 
concurrence between the divine and the human. 

God and the world: each of these terms comprises the polarization into absoluteness and 
relativity, and the two terms themselves represent this polarization. There is in God the Essence 

11 The fundamental Testimony, or the First Shahādah, contains a negative part, which rejects false divinities, and a positive 
part, which affirms the true God: the first is the “negation”, the nafy, and the second, the “strengthening”, the ithbāt; this is 
the distinction between Māyā and Ātmā. The Second Shahādah, that of the Prophet, adds that Māyā is not other than Ātmā, 
in its “not unreal” substance. 
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together with the Attributes and their shared Life; and in the world there is Heaven, which 
serves as the Absolute, and earth, which represents the relative as such. Here, as in divinis, the 
Holy Spirit is the unifying Life. 

The theological equation between the Uncreated and the Absolute, on the one hand, and 
between the created and the relative, on the other, is altogether insufficient: for if it is true that 
the created pertains by definition to relativity, it is false to admit that the Uncreated pertains by 
the same token to Absoluteness; it is the Essence alone that is the pure Absolute, though it is 
clear that divine Relativity serves as the Absolute in relation to the created. The manifested Logos 
also has this aspect or function, though without being able to be the “absolutely Absolute”; if 
Christ addresses a prayer to his Father, it is not only by reason of his human nature, it is also by 
reason of the relativity of the uncreated Logos. If the Son were merely an abstract “relationship 
of origin”, it would be impossible for him to assume the nature of man. 

The dogma of the Trinity existed before trinitarian theology; the latter pertains to the 
“human margin” and the former to Revelation. The dogma lays down metaphysical facts; 
theology, by combining them, make them Western. 

* * * 

A religion is not limited by what it includes, but by what it excludes; doubtless, this exclusion 
does not harm the most profound content of religion—for each religion is inherently a totality— 
but it will take revenge all the more surely on this intermediary level that we call the “human 
margin” and which is the arena of theological speculations and of moral and mystical ardors. It 
is certainly not pure metaphysics or esoterism that should compel us to pretend that a flagrant 
contradiction is not a contradiction; all that wisdom permits—or, rather, obliges—us to do is 
to acknowledge that outward contradictions can conceal an intrinsic compatibility or identity, 
which in fact amounts to saying that each of the contradictory theses contains a truth and, 
thereby, an aspect of total truth and a means of access to it. 

When one religion places the human Logos of another religion in hell, or one confession 
does the same with the saints of another confession, it is too much to maintain, on the pretext 
that the essential truth is one, that there is no flagrant contradiction in this, and that such a 
contradiction is not by definition a serious infirmity on its own level; all that one can propose, 
by way of mitigating circumstance, is that the level in question is not an essential one for the 
tradition which is mistaken and that, as a result, the error does not inevitably impair essential 
spirituality, all the more so in that contemplatives are not necessarily preoccupied with the 
extrinsic anathemas of their religion; and one could also maintain that the people who are 
the object of these anathemas become negative symbols, so that there is merely an error in 
attribution and not in the idea as such; hence the error is one of fact and not of principle. 

As for ordinary theological ostracisms—whether of the West or of the East—there is a 
profound wisdom in the fables of Aesop and Pilpay; the story of the fox and the grapes which 
were too high for him to reach, and which he therefore declared to be sour, is repeated in all 
sectors of human existence. In the name of wisdom, one reviles the wisdom of one’s neighbor 
to console oneself—or to take revenge—for not having discovered it oneself: some eminent 
theologians have had no qualms in associating the inner voice of Socrates with the devil and in 
declaring diabolic all the wisdom of the Greeks—a gratuitous luxury, to say the least, seeing 
that Christianity, even in its Eastern branches, finally could not quite renounce from appealing 
to this wisdom. 
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In the enclosed space of theology, there are two openings: gnosis and liturgy. The opening 
of gnosis toward the Unlimited is immediately clear; but one also needs to know that the 
formal language of the sacred, whether it be the language of sanctuaries or of nature, is like the 
complement or prolongation of sapience. For beauty, like pure truth, is calm and generous; it 
is disinterested and free from passional suffocations and disputes over words; and one of the 
reasons for sacred art—as paradoxical as this may seem—is to speak to the intelligence of the 
sage as also to the imagination of the simple man, satisfying both sensibilities at the same time 
and nourishing them according to their needs. 

* * * 

There are dialectical excesses which are not to be found in divine language; but human language 
does not recoil from such audacities, which leads one to conclude that man must find in them 
some purpose or that his zeal is thereby satisfied. We have read in a Buddhist text: follow a 
master, even if he leads you into hell; an analogous expression is found in Muslim texts: be 
happy with God’s Will, even if it destines you for the eternal fire. Literally, such expressions 
are contradictory, for the sufficient reason for having a master is that he should lead you to 
Heaven, and happiness in God and through Him coincides with salvation; but these expressions 
nonetheless have some meaning, and even obviously so, otherwise they would not exist in 
spiritual contexts. What is at stake is the perfect detachment of the ego; the absurdity of the 
image guarantees the effectiveness of the shock. One must act “as if the situation were so”, 
though it could not be so; and the purpose of this is only to obtain a radical inner attitude 
which, from the point of view of sentimental voluntarism, would be difficult to obtain by other 
means. This last explanation provides the key to the enigma; voluntarist mysticism frequently 
operates by means of expedients, catapult-arguments, or surgical violence, for no other reason 
than that, at this level, pure and simple truth appears as an inoperative abstraction. For the 
“gnostic” or the “pneumatic”, the effect is the reverse: indifferent to exaggerations and to other 
types of pressure tactics, he is immediately receptive to the truth as such, because it is the truth 
and because the truth is what convinces and attracts him. 

However, it is true that there is not a strict separation between the two languages: gnosis 
also may use absurd formulations, but it does so by way of ellipses or as catalysts, and in 
presupposing intellectual intuition; thus when it is said that the sage “is Brahma”, an impact-
image is proposed to isolate—in view of highlighting it—a relationship that is metaphysically 
essential and humanly decisive, but not phenomenologically exhaustive since there are other 
relationships. 

The dialectic of the Sufis can readily be likened to a “dance of the seven veils”: in starting 
with the idea that nothing should be shared that might be neglected, misused, desecrated, and 
then scorned, and that it is essential to preserve a balance between doctrinal knowledge and 
methodical realization, this dialectic likes to envelop spiritual truths in abstruse complications; 
to accept them, or to accept their existence, we need only know the motive behind them. 

A consideration which might not be out of place here is the following: one must react 
against the abusive opinion that attributes to sanctity as such—not to a particular type of 
sanctity—every imaginable quality and, consequently, all possible wisdom; in this way, the 
“wisdom of the saints”—no matter what saints—has been opposed to metaphysics as such, 
which is merely a matter of “natural intelligence”, it is claimed. Now the phenomenon of 
sanctity consists of two things: the exclusiveness, on the one hand, and the intensity, on the 
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other, of thought and will in view of the transcendent and of the next world, or of “God” and 
“Paradise”. Thus sanctity, in its most general meaning, is essentially a matter of exclusivity 
and intensity on the basis of a religious credo; and it is on these two supernaturally inspired 
qualities that the gift of miracles depends. In the case of wisdom, it is the depth and scope of 
intellective knowledge that determines the exclusivity and intensity of the spiritual behavior, 
though both modes of perfection can meet and interpenetrate; there is no incompatibility, nor 
strict separation here, for if on the one hand “the Spirit bloweth where it listeth”, on the other 
man always remains man. 

* * * 

The human margin, needless to say, does not deploy itself on the doctrinal or dialectical 
level only, and we have already alluded to this when discussing the rabbinical exaggerations 
stigmatized by Christ. Similar in kind are some excessive practices that are consecrated or 
tolerated by tradition, notably in Hinduism, where particular opinions or attitudes, while not 
in general being totally unintelligible, are definitely disproportionate, to the point of being 
actually superstitious. These things can be explained, on the one hand, by the constant scruple 
of preserving the tradition in its original state of purity—in which case abuses are opposed 
to other abuses—and, on the other, by a certain totalitarianism typical of human nature; the 
concern for purity is obviously combined with the recognition that collectivities need a language 
that is precise, thus incisive and in practice immoderate, otherwise teachings fade and disappear. 

Yet perhaps there is in some of these excesses a realism that tends to want exhaust negative 
possibilities within the framework of tradition itself, as is somewhat the case of sacred 
Scriptures which contain wisely providential imperfections, or in sacred art where monsters are 
found next to divinities, or demons side by side with angels, in order to reduce to a minimum, 
by a kind of preventive and disciplined anticipation, the inevitable reactions of the powers of 
darkness. 

* * * 

If there are variations, or even divergences, that are legitimate or spiritually and traditionally 
permissible, it is finally because there are three fundamental human types together with their 
diverse combinations: the passional, the sentimental, the intellectual.12 Every man is a “self” 
placed in the “world”; this world contains “forms”, and the “self” contains “desires”. Now 
the great question is to know how a man, depending on his nature, senses or interprets at the 
outset these four facts of human existence; for it is this spontaneous conception that marks his 
spiritual type. 

For the passional man, the contingent facts of existence, the world and the self with their 
contents, men and things, good deeds and sins, have something practically absolute about them; 

12 The trivialization of certain terms obliges us to specify that we use the words “sentimental” and “intellectual” in their 
proper and neutral meaning, without applying to “sentimental” the pejorative and to “intellectual” the profane and banal nu-
ances that conventional language lends them. “Sentimental” is that which pertains to sentiment, whether base or lofty, stupid 
or intelligent, worldly or sacral; “intellectual” is that which pertains to the intellect, whether doctrinal or methodical, dis-
criminating or contemplative. Thus the term “intellectual” does not have the same ambivalence as the term “sentimental”, for 
the simple reason that sentiment is a horizontal and ambiguous faculty, whereas the intellect—not just intelligence or reason 
alone—is by definition a vertical and ascending faculty. 
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God appears to him as a kind of abstraction, a background that is not a priori relevant. Passion 
dominates him and plunges him into the world of appearances;13 thus his path is first and 
foremost a penitential one: he either redeems himself through violent asceticism or sacrifices 
himself in some holy war, or in servitude offered to God. The passional man can never be an 
intellectual in the full sense of the word; the doctrine that applies to him is made up of threats 
and promises, and of the metaphysical and eschatological minimum required by an intelligence 
mixed with passion. 

For the man of the intellectual type, on the contrary, the contingent facts of existence 
appear at the outset as they are, in a near transparent mode: before asking “what do I want”, he 
will ask “what is the world” and “what am I”, which from the beginning determines a certain 
detachment with regard to forms and desires. It is true that he can be subject to attachments in 
relation to the heavenly realities shining through their earthly reflections; the most contemplative 
child can become strongly attached to things that, in the human desert he may be surrounded 
with, appear to him as memories of a paradise both lost and immanent. Be that as it may, for 
the fundamentally contemplative man, it is the invisible that is reality, whereas “life is a dream” 
(la vida es sueño); brute passion is replaced in him by the Platonic sense for beauty. 

The third type is the emotional man, who might also be called the musical type; he is 
an intermediary possibility, for he can tend toward the passional type as well as toward the 
intellectual type, and in fact is reflected in both of them.14 It is love and hope that constitute 
in him the dominant and operative element; he will readily place the accent on devotional 
manifestations, with a predilection for musical liturgy. This is the spirituality of happiness, yet 
also that of nostalgia. 

All this amounts to saying that there are three fundamental ways of transcending terrestrial 
Māyā: firstly, the penitential crushing of the ego; secondly, the conversion of passional energy 
into celestial music; and thirdly, intellectual penetration which turns illusion to ashes, or which 
brings it back to its quintessence. 

These three modes or these three human types, needless to say, give rise to various 
combinations, made even more complex by the intervening influence of ethnic, cultural, 
and other factors; thus we need to take into account not just the three types insofar as they 
characterize different individuals, but also their presence in the same individual, and even, in a 
certain way, in every individual.15 What interests us here, however, is not the complexity of the 
human being, but differences between men: it is the diversity of spiritual gifts, and especially 
the fragmentation of primordial man, that makes necessary the play of veiling and unveiling 
that constitutes traditional thinking. 

13 Moreover, be it said in passing, this is the role of a large part of “culture”: to pull man into the blind alleys of poisonous 
dreams and mental passions; to draw him insidiously away from the “one thing necessary”; to make him lose the taste for 
Heaven. The great novels of the nineteenth century, notably, exist for that purpose; they are the modern and centrifugal sub-
stitute for the Golden Legend and the romances of Chivalry. 
14 The purely profane mode is, in this case, individualist lyrical poetry; it is in principle less harmful than the novel—provided 
it is authentic and natural and neither decadent nor subversive—first because its mode of expression is brief and then because 
it can be inspired by a cosmic beauty that transcends the poet’s individuality; the case of music is analogous. 
15 The types in question, which refer to the ternary “fear”, “love”, “knowledge”, hardly coincide with the three types of 
gnosticism: the hylic, the psychic, the pneumatic. The hylic is never a spiritual type; the passional is always a psychic type, 
whereas the sentimental can be a pneumatic, but is more normally to be found in the psychic category. 
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Notes on the Shaikh al-‘Alawī  
(1869-1934)1  

by  
Michel Vâlsan  

MARTIN LINGS’S work, recently published in a French translation, Un Saint Musulman du 
Vingtième Siècle: Le Cheikh al-‘Alawī,2 was reviewed in this journal3 when the first edition of 
the original English was published. We take advantage of its publication in French to draw 
attention, with regard to what it gives by way of biographical information, to a particular point 
which, when corroborated by other documentary elements and clarified by certain doctrinal 
notions of Tasawwuf, may bring out a hitherto unnoticed aspect of this spiritual master of our 
time and of his function. 

To begin with, in the text of the souvenirs of Dr. Marcel Carret which Dr. Lings has included 
in Chapter I of his book as a means of broaching his subject,4 we find almost at the outset a 
record of the impression made by the Shaikh al-‘Alawī on the French doctor during his first visit 
to the Shaikh at the Mostaganem zāwiyah: “The first thing that struck me was his likeness to 
the usual representations of Christ. His clothes, so nearly if not exactly the same as those which 
Jesus must have worn, the fine lawn head-cloth which framed his face, his whole attitude— 
everything conspired to reinforce the likeness. It occurred to me that such must have been 
the appearance of Christ when he received his disciples at the time when he was staying with 
Martha and Mary”. We must bear in mind also, in this connection, the doctor’s final impression 
of this first meeting: “I withdrew discreetly, carrying with me an impression which, after more 
than twenty years, remains as clearly engraved on my memory as if it was barely yesterday since 
all this took place”. Some paragraphs later, still speaking of the Shaikh al-‘Alawī, Dr. Carret uses 
the phrase “that Christ-like face”. Many readers will think, especially since these phrases come 
from the pen of a modern European who would have neither the inclination nor the means 
of making finer distinctions in recording his impressions, that this is a summary reference to 
a wide-spread notion of sainthood based on an aesthetic kind of analogy. There are however 
reasons for thinking otherwise, and several further considerations may serve to explain, at least 
to a certain extent, the “likeness” brought out in the doctor’s account which, in the opinion 
of the present writer, serves to convey an element more subtle than mere physical appearance. 

At the time of the events which followed the death of the Shaikh al-Būzīdī who had not 
wished to name his successor himself, leaving it expressly to the decision of Providence, and 
when the group of those who were attached to the Mostaganem Zawiyah, together with their 
muqaddams, were wondering whom they should recognize as their new Shaikh, many members 
of the brotherhood had spiritual dreams from which it was to be concluded that the successor 
to the maqām of the Shaikh al-Būzīdī was the Shaikh al-‘Alawī. The Shaikh Sidi ‘Addah bin 

1 Originally published in the Etudes Traditionnelles, janvier-fevrier 1968, pp. 29-34. 
2 Villain et Belhomme—Editions Traditionnelles, Paris, 1967. 
3 Etudes Traditionnelles, janvier-fevrier 1962, p. 46. 
4 Dr. Carret composed his text, dated “Tanger, mai 1942”, at the request of an ‘Alawī faqīr of Western origin who had not 
known the Shaikh al-‘Alawī and who had been initiated into the path of Tasawwuf after the death of the Shaikh by one of 
his Moroccan muqaddams who was himself then living at Tangiers. The first French edition of this text was in the form of a 
booklet of thirty pages published at Mostaganem in 1947 under the title: Le Cheikh El-Alaoui (Souvenirs). 
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Tūnis, in his book Ar-Rawdat as-saniyyah (Mostaganem, 1354 A. H. = 1936), says that these 
“visions” were very numerous: he gives as many as sixty; Dr. Lings has translated six of them 
(11. 64-66), one of which was seen by the Shaikh al-‘Alawī himself. Apart from these, the ones 
related in the Arabic text comprise some others which are of such particular significance with 
regard to our present subject that it would be truly regrettable to make no mention of them 
here in this connection. The following is a translation of the passages in question: 

“One of these visions was recounted by Shaikh Sidi ‘Abd ar-Rahmān Bū ‘Azīz, the head of 
the Zāwiyah at Ja‘āfirah: 

‘One of the fuqarā’ told us that he had had a vision of the moon cloven in two. Then a 
plank (lawhah) was let down from it on chains, nearer and nearer the earth until it was only a 
little above us and we could see on it the Master al-‘Alawī—may God be pleased with him!— 
and beside him Sayyidnā ‘Īsā (our Lord Jesus)—on him be Peace! Then a herald stood up 
and cried out: “Whoever wishes to see Jesus—on him be Peace!—with the supreme Master, 
they are both here, descended from Heaven, so let him come with all speed.” Then the earth 
trembled and shook and all upon it were shaken, and all the people gathered together and asked 
to mount up beside the Master on that plank, but he said: “Stay where you are, we will come 
back to you”’ (p. 138). 

“Another vision recounted by Shaikh Hasan ibn ‘Abd al-‘Azīz at-Tilimsānī, is as follows: 
‘I had a vision in which I was in the valley of the town of Tlemcen, and it was filled with 

a large crowd of people who were waiting for the descent (nuzūl)5 from Heaven of Jesus—on 
him be Peace! —and then a man did descend, and the people said: “This is Jesus”, and when I 
was able to see his face I found that he was the Shaikh Sidi Ahmad Bin ‘Alīwah (= al-‘Alawī)— 
may God be pleased with him!’ 

“The following vision was recounted by the revered Shaikh, God’s Saint, Sidi Muhammad 
bin at-Tayyib bin Mawlāy al-‘Arabī ad-Darqāwī—may God give us the favor of his blessings: 

‘I saw a group of people who told us of the descent of Jesus—on him be Peace!—and they 
said that he had already descended, and that he had in his hand a wooden sword with which 
he struck stones and they became men, and when he struck animals they also became human. 
Now I knew the man who had descended from Heaven, he had written letters to me and I to 
him. So I made ready to meet him, and when I reached him I found that he was Shaikh Sidi 
Ahmad al-‘Alawi—but in the guise of a doctor, tending the sick, and with him were more than 
sixty men to help him—may God be well pleased with him!’ (p. 137).” 

Apart from these dream visions we will quote another vision which seems to have started 
in a state of waking but which must have been transferred to a state between wake and dream 
(in which case it would be more precise to call it a wāqi’ah, (“event”): 

“This was recounted by the faithful in love, the inwardly pure, Sidi Ahmad Hājji at-
Tilimsānī: 

‘Whilst I was absorbed in the supreme invocation (adh-dhikr al-a‘zam)6 I saw the letters 
of the Name of the Divine Majesty fill the whole universe, and out of them shone the Prophet 
himself in a luminous form—may God grant him the graces of Union and the graces of Peace! 
Then the letters manifested themselves in another shape, and I saw in them the face of Shaikh 

5 The Descent of Sayyidna ‘Īsā is the second coming of Christ which is expected in Islam, as well as in Christianity, as the 
climax to the events of the last days, though the two religions differ in certain respects as regards his function. 
6 That is the invocation (dhikr) of the name Allah, generally termed “the Name of the Divine Majesty”, as in what immedi-
ately follows. 
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Sidi Ahmad Bin-‘Alīwah, and on his body was written Mustafa Ahmad Bin-‘Alīwah. Then I 
heard a voice cry out: “Witnesses! Observers!” (shuhadā’, ruqabā’). Then the letters were 
manifested a third time, in the image of the Shaikh with a crown on his head, and while we 
looked a bird alighted on his head and spoke to me, saying: “Behold, this is the spiritual station 
(maqām) of Jesus—Peace be on him!”’ (p. 145).” 

Ten others of the visions related in Shaikh ‘Addah’s book show an explicit and direct 
relationship between the Shaikh al-‘Alawī and the Prophet Muhammad which in such a case 
may be considered as perfectly normal; one of these, related by the Shaikh al-‘Alawī himself, 
is quoted in Dr. Lings’s book. But those which have just been given and which mention, each 
one of them, a particular relationship connecting the Shaikh al-‘Alawī with “Sayyidnā ‘Īsā” and, 
to be more precise, with his “spiritual station” (maqām) in Islam, constitutes an exceedingly 
rare phenomenon which has not yet been explained, at least not to our knowledge: in any case, 
Shaikh ‘Addah gives no commentary on them in the volume from which we have been quoting, 
and Dr. Lings for his part makes no mention of them at all.7 For us, this particular group of 
“visions” is significant not only as regards the spirituality of the Shaikh al-‘Alawī, but also as 
regards his initiatic function. To be more exact, we have there, in the first place, an example 
which illustrates those initiatic types which exists in Muhammadian norms and of which Ibn 
‘Arabī speaks in his Futūhat, as we have already mentioned on other occasions.8 Suffice it to say 
here again that the prophetic form of Muhammad, as final synthesis of the prophetic cycle from 
Adam onwards, includes and sums up all the types of spirituality represented by the previous 
Prophets of whom the most important and most characteristic are mentioned in the Qoranic 
revelation and in the Hadith.9 The doctrine of Ibn ‘Arabī gives the following explanation: the 
Prophet Muhammad, or his light, was God’s first creation: from this light were drawn the lights 
of the other Prophets who came successively into the human world as his “representatives”; 
he himself came in body at the end of the cycle of prophetic manifestation, and it is thus 
moreover that the laws of his representatives come to be “abrogated” and replaced by his 
own law which potentially has contained them all ever since the beginning, and which, when 
it rejoins them in operation on the historical plane, either confirms them or not, according to 
the rule providentially allotted to the last part of the cycle wherever tradition continues to be 
followed. In any case, independently of the actual presence, in the world, of laws formulated by 
the previous bearers of Revelation, the spiritual entities of these messengers figure as inherent 
realities which go to make up the Muhammadian form itself and as ever present functions in 
the initiatic economy of Islam. It is in virtue of this that the spiritual men of Tasawwuf live 
and develop initiatically, without any deliberate choice on their part, according to this or that 
spiritual type which corresponds to them by natural affinity, either in general or during one 
phase of their career; they only realize needless to say the possibilities of the type in question 
insofar as these are to be found in themselves. Some may thus have to pass successively beneath 
the initiatic rule of several of these particular prophetic entities inscribed in the Muhammadian 

7 In the second edition (revised and enlarged) of his book, published this year by Allen and Unwin under the title A Sufi Saint 
of the Twentieth Century, Martin Lings refers to this article and gives a translation of the four visions in question. (Ed.) 
8 See especially the mention made in Etudes Traditionnelles, nos. 372-373, juillet-octobre 1962, p. 166, note 2, and more 
especially, as far as the Islamic spiritual type of ‘Īsā is concerned, p. 169, note 12. 
9 Sayings of the Prophet Muhammad. It may be born in mind also that the spiritual form of Muhammad, apart from its 
universal and totalizing function, has a particular, differential aspect by reason of which the Prophet of Islam is also one of a 
historical line together with the other Prophets of the whole traditional cycle. 
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sphere which sums them up.10 

As to the Shaikh al-‘Alawī’s case, it is true that the “visions” in question are merely indirect 
documents limited to one particular moment in his life, but this moment was particularly 
important for the Master’s personal career and for the historical destinies of the tarīqah to 
which he belonged. This tarīqah, apart from the normal part it had to play within its Islamic 
framework, had also to constitute the presence of Tasawwuf as a viable initiatic path on the very 
borders of the Western world and even within the zone of European influence on the Moslem 
world which thus became also a zone of penetration in the opposite direction; it had therefore 
to express itself through means that were appropriate to a real and effective contact with the 
intellectual sensibility of the West. Despite the alterations and losses of memory inflicted on 
it by anti-traditional modernism, this sensibility—or what was left of it—could not but be 
mainly Christic in character. This being so, the presence in our times of a Moslem spiritual 
leader of ‘Īsawī11 type at the head of a North African branch of the Tarīqah Shādhiliyyah is 
most understandable, and other concomitant or subsequent facts serve to confirm this way of 
looking at things. 

As regards the Shādhilīs, let us recall here what we wrote about the Islamic sources of 
the work of René Guénon.12 When mentioning the more direct interest of Islam, amongst all 
Eastern traditional forms, in everything that concerns the fate of the West and the possibilities 
of its spiritual redressai, we drew attention to the part played by the Egyptian Shādhilī Shaikh 
‘Ullaish al-Kabir. This Shaikh is the author of the famous statement quoted by René Guénon 
in Chapter III of his Symbolism of the Cross (written 1931): “If Christians have the sign of the 
Cross, Moslems have its doctrine”. It was moreover above all on the basis of certain points 
of doctrine proceeding from this master that Guénon wrote his book which holds a central 
place in his work as a whole and which concerns in the highest degree those Westerners who 
participate in traditional intellectuality. We have no intention of insisting any further on this 
point in the present context, except to add by way of precision, that this book of Guénon and 
all those subsequent writings of his which deal with symbolism proceed from principles which 
are characteristic of “‘Īsawīs” and from which the Science of Letters (‘ilm al-hurūf) proceeds 
especially in its aspect of knowledge and art of the Divine Breath or in its aspect of Life13 (the 
“letters” being above all the articulated elements of the Word). It may be added also that this 
was the spiritual science of Al-Hallāj, celebrated “‘Īsawī” of the third and fourth centuries of 
Islam (858-922), who by a coincidence which has nothing fortuitous in it has also a connection 
with our times in that he constitutes the theme par excellence of the orientalist interpretation of 

10 There are cases of Masters or Saints of Islam who have thus realized the possibilities corresponding to each of the particular 
Prophets. The question is closely related to the Islamic doctrine of the traditional Seals, and more especially to the doctrine of 
the Seal of Muhammadian Mastery (khatam al-walāyat al-muhammadiyyah) which has not been fully understood by those 
Orientalists who have dealt with it, some of whom have gone so far as to distort it almost beyond recognition. This question 
will have to be considered another occasion. 
11 This epithet derived from the Islamic name of Jesus, and used in Tasawwuf (by Ibn ‘Arabī for example) to denote those 
Awliyā’ (sing. walī = “friend of God”, saint) whose spiritual type is the spirit of Jesus as possibility contained within the general 
Muhammadian form, is not to be confused with the same word as used to denote a member of the Tarīqah ‘Īsawiyyah whose 
designation is derived from the name of the Shaikh Bin ‘Īsā, founder of a North African branch of the Tariqah Shādhiliyyah. 
12 L’Islam et la fonction de René Guénon, in Etudes Traditionnelles, janvier-fevrier 1953, pp. 14-47. 
13 “The science belonging especially to Jesus is the Science of Letters. Thus it is that Jesus had received the power of in-
breathing life which consists of that air which proceeds from the depth of the heart and which is the Spirit of Life” (Ibn ‘Arabī, 
Futūhāt, ch. 20), quoted by M. Vālsan in Etudes Traditionnelles, no. 424, 1971. See also the same number for the author’s 
Références islamiques du “Symbolisme de la Croix” (Translator’s note). 
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Tasawwuf. The case of al-Hallāj is fraught with particularities and accidents which are difficult 
to place, especially for anyone who does not have a traditional point of view; it has therefore 
been turned all the more easily, though not without distortions, into a subtle machine of war 
against Islam as a whole; and even some modern Orientals, the product of milieu dominated by 
European universities, have succumbed to this machine. We have here, as it were, the reverse 
side of the already mentioned intellectual relationships between Islam and the West. 

To go back to the book which prompted these notes, let it be added that they do not account 
for all the reflections we might have made on this subject. There is one point in particular about 
which Dr. Lings has been very discreet, and so have we, without any connivance and moreover 
for reasons which are probably somewhat different from his though not ultimately opposed to 
them; in the hope that some day we shall be free to speak with less reserve. 
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The Sexual Relationship in Christian Thought  
by  

Philip Sherrard  

THE idea of the sacramental potentiality of sexual love is one of the most creative and ennobling 
ideas in which the European imagination has shared. Anticipated by Plato and by some of the 
neo-Platonic philosophers, particularly Plotinus, it began gradually to be affirmed in the Middle 
Ages: in the legends surrounding the Holy Grail, in that ley de cortezia of the Provencal palaces 
which marks the first break with the ascetic spirit of the mediaeval world; in the love of 
Tristan and Iseult and later in that of Dante and Beatrice, as well as in the works of Renaissance 
figures like Ficino and Pico della Mirandola. Subsequently it is celebrated by several of the 
English poets—by Shakespeare, Spencer, Blake, Emily Brontë and Yeats, to mention but a few 
of them—and attempts are made to give it a philosophical or religious basis by writers like 
Soloviev and Berdiaev. One of its more recent literary expressions is in Pasternak’s Dr. Zhivago. 

What are the implications of this discovery? When we speak of sexual love, we cover by that 
term a whole host of meanings, moods and activities. It denotes anything ranging from desire for 
the body of another person to the passion of an Othello or a Don Juan. Most confusing of all, 
we speak of “making love” when what we mean is another function altogether. In fact, most of 
our references to sex or sexual love are colored by associations with purely physical or what is 
called carnal activity. Hence it is necessary to discriminate and to say that this sacramental form 
of sexual love is something different from the love (if it can be called that) which is simply 
sensual desire or passion. It is something different even from that mutual sympathy, fidelity 
and affection which by and large stands as the Christian ideal of marriage. What is indicated 
in this form of love is a relationship between two people—a man and a woman—in which 
each through their mutual awareness and recognition of each other experience what Plato 
calls that “something, they do not know what” which overflows their beings and transforms 
their individual existence into a single reality. Through it, an “I—thou” totality in the way that 
Martin Buber understood it is established; or a single heart and a single soul in two bodies: 

So they loved, as love in twain  
Had the essence but in one;  
Two distincts, division none:  
Number there in love was slain.  

It is a mutual awareness and recognition which is a total act of the soul. We tend to 
distinguish between the love of God and the love of one person for another—to distinguish 
between Agape and Eros—and to regard the second as a rather debased form of the first, if not 
as directly opposed to the first and only indulged at the expense of the first. In a sexualized 
sacramental love there is no such distinction. It is transcended and eliminated and there is 
but a single communion, a single participation of the man and the woman and the divine in 
each other, although it must be remembered that however transparent the two human beings 
become to each other in its light, the divine itself always remains hidden and inaccessible in its 
essence. It is because of its participation in the divine that this love may further be defined as 
Plato defines it, namely, as a birth in beauty (tiktein en to kalo); and for the same reason it may 
also be said to partake potentially of eternity. 
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It may therefore be concluded that this sacramental form of sexual love is not simply a 
human emotion or impulse or even a created cosmic or elemental force. Still less is it to be 
identified simply with a bodily or a somato-psychic energy. It is, in its origins, a spiritual energy. 
It is rooted in divine life itself and its principle, so to say, is placed by God in man and woman 
in their creation. Hence, to be united in this love is to find oneself returned to oneself, to one’s 
full being and primal condition. In this sense, it is not simply to be born in beauty. It is also to 
be regenerated in God and to have the divine Paradise revealed to one. In other words, it is a 
form of sexual relationship which has a spiritualizing influence on the two people concerned 
in it. It follows from this that its raison d’être is not the generation of children or any other 
specifiable purpose connected with the family or the race or which is, as it were, external 
to itself. It also follows that though it is a fully sexualized love, in that it involves the fully 
differentiated beings of man and woman, this sexual element need not have any so-called carnal 
(or genital) expression: not because the man and the woman have taken any vow of virginity or 
regard celibacy as a superior state of existence, but simply because the kind of communion they 
experience makes such expression unnecessary—a descent into a lower key. Finally, it must be 
said that this form of love is relatively a rare occurrence: rare, because it demands a high level of 
understanding and sensitivity, and because it also demands the fulfillment of certain conditions 
which are not always present or which people are not always willing to fulfill unreservedly. 

The idea of the sexual relationship as a sacrament is of course affirmed by the Christian 
Church. It is the corner-stone of the Christian conception of marriage. It is understood that 
Christ’s presence at the marriage in Cana and the fact that it was there that He performed 
His first miracle implies that God not only approves of marriage but also gives it His special 
blessing. Therefore the Church continues to give it her special blessing. If it is asked why such 
a dignity has been conferred on marriage, the answer generally given is that there are two main 
reasons to account for it. The first is that it unites man and woman and that this union has a 
sacred significance. Here the traditional authority is St. Paul. In the Epistle to the Ephesians (5: 
31-32), it is indicated that in marriage man and woman become one flesh and that this great 
mystery corresponds to the relationship between Christ and the Church. Marriage—the union 
of man and woman—symbolizes the union of Christ and the Church and so is sacred. The 
second main reason for regarding marriage as sacred is that it is the established institution for 
the procreation of children. God said to our forefathers: “Be fruitful and multiply”; and this is 
taken to mean that He wanted Adam and Eve to have children and must therefore regard the 
procreation of children by husband and wife as a holy procedure under all circumstances. It 
follows that marriage, through which man and woman become husband and wife, must also be 
holy, provided the Church gives it her blessing. 

Yet in spite of the fact that marriage is recognized as a sacrament by the Church, the 
attitude of Christian thought towards the sexual relationship and its spiritualizing potentialities 
has in practice been singularly limited and negative. From the start Christian authors have been 
ill at ease with the whole subject. First, supported by a literal interpretation of Christ’s words 
about those who make themselves eunuchs for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven, as well as 
by St. Paul’s commendation of the single state (1 Cor. VII), early Christian theologians did not 
hesitate to affirm that celibacy is per se superior to marriage; and, second, they have seemed 
incapable of envisaging any aspect of sexuality other than its purely generative (not to say 
genital) expression, and towards this they display an antipathy obsessive to a degree scarcely less 
than vicious. Although precluded by their basic doctrine from subscribing to an out-and-out 
dualism in this matter, and so from attributing the origin of sexuality directly to an evil power, 
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their practical attitude differs little from that of dualists of a Manichaean type. Sexuality is 
tainted. It is impure. It invests matrimony (which in any case must be regarded as a concession 
to those too feeble to endure the single state) with shame and contaminates those who indulge 
in it. If not actually evil in itself, its use stirs up the passions and so leads directly to sin. It is the 
springhead through which the tribes of evil pour into human nature. Consequently any progress 
in the life of the spirit demands as an initial step the circumventing or transcending of sexuality. 
Not until that step is taken is man capable of entering into a truly spiritual state. 

In spite of differences in a number of doctrinal presuppositions, both the eastern and the 
western Christian traditions manifest a very similar attitude to the sexual relationship and its 
significance. Where the eastern tradition is concerned, two authors—St. Gregory of Nyssa and 
St. Maximos the Confessor—may be taken as representative. For both, their attitude to the 
sexual life derives from their anthropology—their idea of what precisely it is that constitutes 
human nature. The foundation of this anthropoly is the text in Genesis (1.26): “Let us make man 
in our image and resemblance”. What man is “in the image” is his natural state and provides the 
norm for human life. In his original state—as he is created “in the image”—man comprehends 
what we call the intellectual life (the nous) and the spiritual life (the pneuma); and it is these 
two realities together which constitutes the true and basic man. The animal or organic life has 
as it were been superadded to this true and basic man. It is superadded as a consequence of the 
“fall”. This is indicated in another text in Genesis (3.21): “The Lord God made Adam and his 
wife garments of skin”. These “garments of skin” (chitones) are the figure of the animal life. 
They are identified as accretions and alien to man’s basic nature, superimposed upon this nature 
as a consequence of its declension from its original state. The condition into which man is born 
in this world is not his natural condition. It is an unnatural and fallen condition; and he has to 
find his way back to the natural un-fallen life for which he was created “in the image”. 

Two fundamental qualities distinguish this natural un-fallen life: immortality and 
incorruptibility; and, St. Gregory argues, the presence of these two qualities presupposes the 
absence of sexuality. In his original state as he is created “in the image”, man is free from 
sexuality. There is not even a division between the sexes. There is no man and woman. Sexuality 
is one of the consequences of a fall and of the loss of immortality and incorruptibility that goes 
with it. It is a consequence of man’s investiture with an animal or organic life. It is one of the 
most disastrous consequences of the fall because it is the source of the passions, and it is the 
passions which lead to sin. “I consider it to be from this principle (the sexual life) that the 
passions as from a fountain-head flow over human nature”, writes St. Gregory; while for St. 
Maximos the fall itself is due precisely to bodily desire and a search for sensual pleasure, and this 
is confirmed most fully in the sexual relationship. Hence the importance of virginity. Virginity 
is a condition of man’s return to his original state. A true Christian, St. Gregory maintains, must 
choose between two forms of marriage, one “bodily” and the other “spiritual”. His choice can 
be for one of these forms only, since they are mutually exclusive. In fact, man is called upon to 
choose the second form—spiritual marriage—in which he does not desire an earthly woman, 
but true Wisdom, and in which the soul is attached to the incorruptible Bridegroom and her 
love (eros) is related to the true Wisdom which is God. 

Sexual love between man and woman is, therefore, at the expense of the spiritual life. 
Sexual relationships, as such, are the consequence of sin and are only to be tolerated because 
they provide for the continuity of the human race. Even the distinction between man and 
woman only exists or is only established because God foresees that man is going to sin and 
so to fall and therefore will be in need of a mode of propagation which will make it possible 

141 



Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 5, #3 (Summer 1971)  

for him to continue the human race under new conditions. But the Pauline phrase (Galatians 
III:28) is adduced to confirm that in Christ there is “neither male nor female” (the alternative 
Pauline phrase (I Cor. XI.11) to the effect that “neither is the man without the woman, neither 
the woman without the man, in the Lord”, tends to be ignored); and the scriptural passage 
(Matthew XXII:30) in which Christ tells the Sadducees that in the resurrection people neither 
marry nor are married is taken to signify that man should live without marriage. This does not 
mean that the value of marriage is totally denied. It cannot be totally denied because without it 
man cannot be born into this world. But, according to St. Maximos, at best it constitutes only the 
lowest and most external of the unions which man must experience before he can be restored 
to the spiritual state. Even so, a generic sin is always at work within the sexual relationship and 
this can only be extirpated on condition that sexuality itself is extirpated. One has to transcend 
the sexual life and even to overcome the sexual differentiation altogether in order to dry up the 
passions at their source, because until the passions are dried up one cannot begin to live the life 
of the spirit. Only through monastic celibacy can man recover that natural—and sexless—state 
for which he was originally created “in the image”. 

Where the western Christian tradition is concerned the scene is dominated by the imposing 
figure of St. Augustine, whose theology of marriage was to set the over-all pattern for western 
Christian thinking in these matters for the next fifteen hundred years and continues to be 
influential even today.1 This theology—as western Christian theology in general—presupposes 
an anthropology different from that of the Greek Patristic tradition. In western theology, man 
by nature—as he is created “in the image”—is a union of the animal or organic life and the 
intellectual life. The animal or organic life is not superadded to man as a consequence of the 
fall. On the contrary, it is the spiritual life which is superadded to man’s natural state. Man 
is not spiritual by nature, as he is in the eastern Christian tradition. He is spiritual through a 
supererogatory act of grace. This difference modifies the perspective within which St. Augustine 
writes. But in common with theologians of both traditions, he too is almost exclusively 
concerned with the purely genital aspect of sexuality and is acutely embarrassed by the fact 
that in this world the good work of generation cannot take place without “a certain amount 
of bestial movement” and “a violent acting of lust”. Indeed, that the genitals are no longer 
under control is for St. Augustine one of the most evident consequences of the “fall” of man. 
In Paradise no such bestial movement accompanied the act of generation; and had such an act 
occurred in Paradise it would have been accomplished without any emotional disturbance. 
But when pride and self-will provoked Adam and Eve to sin, a new and destructive impulse 
asserted itself within them; and this impulse—an insatiable search for self-satisfaction which 
St. Augustine calls concupiscence, or lust—although it manifested itself in all spheres of life, 
was most evident in the disobedience of the genitals, which now lost their passivity and refused 
to submit to the will. It is because of this that the genitals had to be covered—they were now 
pudenda and objects of shame. And they have continued to be pudenda and objects of shame, 
the outward sign of human degradation and evil. 

The identifying of sexuality with its purely genital expression and its close association with 
evil is one of the aspects of Augustinian theology which has been most pervasive in western 
Christian thought; and it is linked both by St. Augustine himself and by later writers with their 
particular conception of original sin. Western theologians have always insisted on the idea that 

For an admirable summary of the views of St. Augustine and other western mediaeval theologians on the sexual relationship, 
see: D. S. Bailey, The Man-woman Relationship in Christian Thought (London, 1959). 
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all human beings have sinned “in Adam”: all are guilty of original sin, all bear the responsibility 
for it and all must suffer the punishment that God has inflicted on man because of it. Each 
human being has in some sense committed the original crime of rebellion; and although this 
crime is not itself identified with sexual activity, its consequences are most immediately and 
most dramatically evident in the sexual sphere. There is a direct and intimate link between 
original sin and concupiscence, and the effects of concupiscence are most powerful in the 
uncontrollable movement of the genitals. Hence every act of coition performed by man is not 
only inextricably related to the original sin for which each human being is responsible; it also 
shares in the taint of that sin and binds man more firmly to it. Moreover, it is by means of this 
sexual activity that evil is transmitted from generation to generation: every child conceived can 
be said literally to have been conceived in the sin of its parents, and because of this every child 
bears within it the seeds of evil from the very moment of its conception. It too is ineradicably 
involved not merely in the consequences of Adam’s crime, but in that crime itself, and must 
bear the punishment for it. Nothing, not even marriage, can take away the stigma attached 
to every act of generation performed by fallen man. Marriage itself is good; but as the carnal 
acts for which it provides an opportunity and which in a certain measure it sanctions cannot 
be performed without the bestial movement of fleshly lust, these acts must remain sinful and 
shameful even within marriage. Marriage cannot remove their intrinsic evil. All it can do—and 
here St. Augustine promotes a tortuosity that has become embedded in Christian thought in 
this connection—is to make it possible for those who engage in the act of coition to engage in 
it not to satisfy their lust but as a distasteful duty unavoidable in the begetting of children. So 
long as married men and women perform such an act solely for the purpose of generation, they 
may be excused the sin they commit; although they are not on this account any less responsible 
for passing this sin on to their intended offspring. To copulate for any motive other than 
procreation, or with any intention of frustrating procreation, is simply abominable debauchery, 
and cancels that exemption from venial sin which is accorded to married couples who perform 
the shameful deed because they cannot encompass the good work of begetting children in any 
other manner. 

By such argument, then, St. Augustine and his theological successors (who include practically 
every mediaeval theologian in the western Christian tradition) separated the idea of marriage 
from that of the sexual relationship and set the first over against the second so radically that 
only through contortions of the most devious kind have those who have accepted their views 
been able to reconcile the demands of the one with the prescriptions surrounding the other. 
Indeed, as these views did in fact become the guiding principles for those most responsible 
for the moral conduct of the Christian community—the officers of the Church—it is hardly 
surprising that the modern heirs of this community should suffer from an in-built schizophrenia 
in all that concerns this most intimate and personal aspect of their lives. Moreover, the split in 
consciousness and in behavior that is an inevitable result of driving a wedge not so much between 
body and soul as between the idea of marriage, which theologians were constrained to regard 
as good, and the fact of the sexual relationship, in which they tended to see the consequence 
and even the actualization of original sin, became still more extreme once marriage itself was 
viewed as possessing a sacramental character. Indeed, the situation then became altogether 
absurd. 

St. Paul had not only invested marriage with a symbolism of a most sacred order. He had 
also made it clear (I Cor. VI: 16) that for man and woman to become one flesh and so to 
conform to the symbolism of the union of Christ and the Church they had to fulfill the act of 
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coition. When this symbolism was regarded as conferring on marriage a sacramental dignity— 
and St. Augustine himself believed this to be the case—the fact that marriage could acquire this 
dignity and so its indissolubility only through such a consummation continued to be accepted 
virtually without question. This placed Christian theologians in an untenable position. They 
were obliged by scriptural authority to accept that the procreation of children was an end 
good in itself and that by becoming one flesh man and woman partook of a “great mystery” 
and possessed the sign of a supernatural union; yet they were persuaded that the act which 
determined both procreation and this sacramentum is tainted with evil. They had to conclude 
that the act of coition is necessary to marriage so long as its motive is to produce children; 
but even this motive did not in their eyes exonerate the act itself from impurity and shame. 
Such an attitude not only involved them in the absurdity of attributing to God the willing of 
something—the procreation of. children—which could be achieved only through means that 
contributed to human degradation; it also compelled them to pretend that the main motive 
for sexual intercourse between man and woman must be the wish to produce offspring. By 
embracing the fiction that the main motive for such intercourse both should and could in 
practice be reduced to one of wishing to procreate, these authors committed Christian thought 
in this matter to a tangle of hypocrisy from which it has not yet disentangled itself. 

Caught in this confusion, later mediaeval theologians gradually displaced the idea of the union 
of man and woman in one flesh from the central position it had occupied in the consideration 
of marriage as a sacrament, and substituted the idea that the sacrament of marriage is conferred 
upon its recipients by the exchange of mutual consent. The significance of the act of coition was 
not, however, rejected. It was still accepted that the first act of coition indissolubly confirms 
the union of the man and the woman after the pattern of the indissoluble union of Christ and 
the Church. Hence the Roman Catholic Church retains the right to dissolve a marriage which 
has not been “consummated” in terms of coition even though the sacramental character has 
been conferred by the mutual consent of its partners. But the underlying theological difficulty 
remained; and even though Aquinas divorces genital sexual intercourse from that intimate and 
total association with original sin which it possesses in Augustinian thought and concedes that 
it cannot be entirely evil when performed by married persons in a state of grace for the purpose 
of begetting children, he still regards it as containing an intrinsic taint of evil—not of moral evil, 
but of evil proceeding from moral evil—and as inimical to the good life. If it is pursued for any 
purpose other than begetting children, then of course its degree of sin is greater—in marriage it 
is a venial sin, outside marriage a mortal sin. 

Moreover, the fact that in the mind of mediaeval theologians marriage became invested 
with a sacramental character because of its symbolic link with the union of Christ and the 
Church did not mean that it was recognized as possessing the personal and metaphysical 
significance which might be thought to be implicit in such a status. The understanding of the 
symbolism was limited in a manner which prevented a full realization of its scope. A sacred 
symbolism becomes a creative or spiritualizing influence when it is seen as capable of acting 
upon the matter to which it applies in such a way that it helps to transform this matter into 
the reality which the symbolism is intended to signify. This presupposes the perception that 
within the matter to which the symbolism applies there is the capacity or the potentiality to be 
transformed in this way. In the case in point, if the symbolism of Christ and the Church applied 
to marriage is to have a creative or spiritualizing influence on marriage, it must be recognized 
that the relationship between man and woman is capable of being transformed into an eternal 
and metaphysical bond of the kind that exists between Christ and the Church. The relationship 
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between man and woman must be recognized as possessing a priori this metaphysical and 
sacramental potentiality, a potentiality that is developed and brought to fruition partially at 
least through the sacred symbolism with which it is invested. It is only when it is perceived that 
there is an inherent, if concealed, correspondence or congeneracy between the reality which 
the symbolism is intended to signify and the matter to which it is applied, that the symbolism 
is able to operate as a transmuting or transforming agency. Only if it is understood that the 
relationship between man and woman is capable of possessing an eternal and metaphysical 
character can it actually become a fully achieved sacra-mental union. 

Neither in the thought of St. Augustine nor in that of the later scholastics is there any 
recognition that the relationship between man and woman is capable of attaining a sacramental 
dignity in this sense. Mediaeval theologians like William of St. Thierry and Aelred did elaborate 
a rich understanding of the significance of friendship and saw in it a way of return to the state 
of Paradise. But there is no doctrine in which sexual love is recognized as providing the basis of 
a spiritualizing process whose consummation is the union, soul and body, of man and woman 
in God, a revelation of the divine in and through their deepening sense of each other’s being. 
The idea that the sexual relationship might create a metaphysical bond which death itself is 
powerless to destroy is alien to the mind of mediaeval theology as a whole. Marriage is regarded 
above all as an ecclesiastical or social institution designed for procreation. It is not regarded as 
a unique personal relationship and, as we have seen, the sexual element in it is considered only 
in its purely generative or genital aspect and even then with an undisguised hostility. In fact, 
not only are the personal aspects and spiritual potentiality of the sexual relationship ignored 
by mediaeval theology; but woman in her relationship with man is regarded as little more than 
at best a collaborator in the work of generation or a safety-valve for excess sexual pressures 
and at worst a pawn of the devil. For Fathers of the Church like Tertullian, it is woman who, 
profaning the Tree of Life, disfigures that exclusive image of God which is man, and drags him 
with her out of Paradise; and St. Augustine’s own attitude towards and treatment of the woman 
with whom he had been living for thirteen years and who was the mother of his son, amply 
illustrate what little recognition a woman might expect as a person in her own right. 

In view of all this, the fact that marriage was invested with a sacred symbolism, above all 
with that of Christ and the Church, and was on this account accorded a sacramental status, 
did not mean that the relationship between man and woman was looked on as something 
that might lead to the beatific vision or to personal deification. Instead, the symbolism was 
applied merely externally, and without any idea that it might be realized in an active mode in 
the relationship to which it was applied. Marriage was regarded as a sacrament not because it 
might become a metaphysical bond, but because it signified on another and unrelated level the 
union of Christ and the Church. Hence it must not be broken in this world not because the 
man and woman have achieved, or could achieve, an interior union which cannot be broken, 
but because to break it would be to break the symbolism of the supernatural union with which 
it was invested. In other words, it is quite sufficient for a marriage to conform outwardly to 
the symbolism for it to possess a sacramental character, even if inwardly there is nothing that 
corresponds to this character at all. In any case, the death of either the man or the woman was 
regarded as terminating the symbolism as well as the conjugal state to which it applied. It is true 
that in later mediaeval thought from the 12th century onwards, this purely exterior, legalistic 
and impersonal conception of the sacramental character of marriage is modified to include the 
idea that the consummated marriages of the baptized are ratified by divine grace and hence 
actually partake of the inner content of the symbolism which they exemplify; and that this is 
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taken to signify not simply that a marriage must not be dissolved because that would be to break 
this symbolism, but that it could not be dissolved, any more than the supernatural union of its 
archetype itself could be dissolved. But this sacramental character is still regarded as conferred, 
effective and binding quite apart from the interior harmony and the reciprocity of qualities in 
the man and woman who are meant to embody it. It is still conceived dominantly in legalistic 
and ethical terms. Fundamentally, the attitude of the scholastics to the sexual relationship 
remains that of the earlier theologians: unlike celibacy, which represents an altogether higher 
state and remains the ideal, it has no positive creative rôle in man’s spiritual development and 
must always be a sign of his alienation from God. 

In the post-mediaeval period many influences, from both within and without the Christian 
tradition, have led to an increased realization of the personal and spiritual significance of the 
sacramental idea of marriage and the sexual relationship. The Romance poets had conceived 
of this relationship as a unique personal experience transcending the conditions of procreation 
and family life and even of mortality itself, and as possessing a spiritual value that was its 
own justification and fulfillment; and although for the Romance poets this relationship was 
accompanied, in theory at any rate, by a great emphasis on virginity, the “rediscovery of the 
body” associated with the Renaissance and the growing belief that within such a relationship its 
physical expression was also God-given, meant that it was felt that the physical sexual factor 
could at least in certain circumstances be liberated from its intrinsic association with evil. But 
in western Christian thought itself what may be called the Augustinian-Scholastic heritage 
has not been displaced, although it has been modified in the way indicated above. This is well 
illustrated by a contemporary document, the encyclical letter, Humanae Vitae, issued by Pope 
Paul VI on the subject of marriage and the sexual relationship within marriage. This letter 
does not of course treat its subject in an exhaustive way, nor does it by any means represent 
the whole mind of the Christian tradition at the present time. But it does represent at least the 
official thinking of a most powerful organ of this tradition, the Roman Catholic Church; and it 
does vividly illustrate both the limitations of that whole line of Christian thought we have been 
examining, as well as some of the modifications that have been introduced into it over the last 
centuries. 

After an opening preamble explaining the Church’s competence to deal with these matters, 
the letter goes on to a consideration of the sexual relationship. Marriage, it is said, is not the 
result of the blind evolution of natural forces. It is the provident institution of God the Creator. 
This being the case, for what has it been provided? At first sight, it seems that something 
creative and enriching is going to be said, something that would show to what extent the idea 
of marriage as a sacrament has undergone an inner transformation in post-mediaeval Christian 
thought and would illuminate the purely personal significance, as an end in itself, of the Pauline 
symbolism of the union of Christ and the Church. Marriage, it is stated, is the mutual gift of 
husband and wife to each other. Through it, husband and wife develop that union in which 
they perfect one another. But this positive and enriching image of marriage is not enlarged 
on or even allowed to stand in its own right. It is made subordinate to the conventional non-
sacramental view of the early theologians: that the principal end of marriage and that which 
uniquely specifies its nature is the procreation and education of children. We are told in effect 
that the perfection of each other which man and woman may achieve through marriage is not 
an end in itself, but exists “in order to co-operate with God in the generation and education of 
new lives”. This is the ultimate purpose of marriage, its final raison d’être. It is not that through 
their union man and woman should achieve the integrity of the human creature by means of 
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an inner transformation of the mortal and corrupt conditions of their present existence and the 
restoration of their fallen lives to the paradisaical state—a union and integrity therefore which 
potentially transcend the term of the conventional marriage-vow “until death do us part”, 
since they have their roots in the very prolificity and incorruptibility of divine life itself. On 
the contrary, nothing further than a relationship whose term is the mortal limits of the fallen 
world is envisaged, and the ultimate purpose of this relationship is but the propagation of more 
lives within the materialized space-time process. It is to co-operate with God in the production 
of children. In this view of the ultimate purpose of marriage, God appears as the master of a 
great human stud in which married couples are “ordained to the procreation and bringing up 
of children”, so that these presumably in their turn may marry and beget, perpetuating in this 
way the history of man’s disgrace into an indefinite and empty future. 

Having re-affirmed in accordance with the general orientation of Christian thought that 
the chief end of marriage is to beget children, the letter now turns to a consideration of the 
purpose and function of the sexual factor within marriage. Or, rather, it turns to a consideration 
of the generative or genital act within marriage. Since it is the will of God that children should 
continue to be produced in this world, and since, the letter continues, human intelligence 
discovers that children can be born into this world only through observing the biological laws 
governing procreative life, it follows that the generative activity through which husband and wife 
fulfill the will of God is “honorable and good”. Here there appears to be a modification of the 
Augustinian-Scholastic attitude according to which all generative activity is intrinsically tainted 
with evil, and which puts God in the absurd position of willing something—the procreation of 
children—while disapproving of the means through which it can be accomplished. Indeed, so 
far does this attitude appear to be displaced that it is now said that the co-operation of married 
partners with God in the begetting of children is so important that it is “absolutely required 
that any use whatever of marriage must retain the natural potential to procreate human life”. It 
is recognized that the act of coition—and it may be noted here, though commented on later, 
that in common with earlier Christian thought in this respect the letter shows no awareness 
of any expression of sexuality between man and woman other than that which is carnal in this 
sense—may contribute to increasing the mutual love between the married pair; but it is clearly 
stated that such activity must never be divorced from its generative potential. This is because 
of “the inseparable connection, established by God, which man of his own initiative may not 
break, between the unitive significance and the procreative significance which are both inherent 
in the marriage act”. The unitive act actualizes the capacity to generate new life; and this it does 
“as a result of laws written into the actual nature of man and woman”—laws which, because 
they express the will of God, must not be interfered with on human initiative. Any act of this 
kind which “impairs the capacity to transmit life which God the Creator, through specific laws, 
has built into it, frustrates His design which constitutes the norms of marriage, and contradicts 
the will of the Author of life”. Hence, “to use this divine gift (the generative function) while 
depriving it, even if only potentially, of its meaning and purpose (to beget children), is equally 
repugnant to the nature of man and woman, and is consequently in opposition to the plan of 
God and His holy will”. 

It is at this point that the argument runs into difficulties. Although it is said that man may 
not of his own initiative break the unitive and procreative significance of the act of coition, and 
that any use whatever of marriage must retain the natural potential to procreate human life, 
yet it is recognized that this act continues to be honorable and good even when it is foreseen to 
be infertile. That is to say, the act of coition is admitted to have a positive value in and for itself 
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apart from whether or not its use may lead to procreation, even indeed when it is consciously 
known that its use will not lead to procreation. So long as the infertility is not due to human 
intervention and so long as it is God who breaks the connection between the unitive and the 
procreative significance of the act of coition, then the “divine gift” may be totally deprived of 
what in one place is described as its meaning and purpose—the begetting of children—and 
yet retain a positive meaning and purpose within the context of married life. Moreover, this 
is so not only in cases in which the husband or the wife are permanently infertile through 
no fault of his or her own; it is also so when they take deliberate advantage of periods of 
infertility which occur in the normal course of biological events—those, specifically, provided 
by woman’s menstrual cycle. Indeed, in the name of “responsible parenthood”, the “human 
intelligence has the right and responsibility to control the forces of irrational nature provided 
this is done within the limits of the order of reality established by God”. This means that God 
has established woman’s menstrual pattern, and so it is legitimate to take advantage of any 
provision He has made for infertility within this pattern. Although it is not stated in so many 
words, one is almost given the impression that it is assumed God has providentially provided 
these periods of infertility in the monthly cycle precisely so that genital activity may flourish 
then without the risk of conception! This, however, is not the point to be emphasized. The 
point to be emphasized is that so long as man and woman use a facility provided by nature to 
have intercourse knowing that no child will result, then this intercourse is good and honorable 
even when deprived of its procreative significance. And it continues to be good and honorable 
although there is a deliberate intention to avoid having children or the couple “mean to make 
sure that none will be born”. 

The conclusions which derive from this as to which methods of contraception are legitimate 
and which are not, need not concern us here. But it should be made clear that something very 
near hypocrisy would seem to be involved in the line of argument set out above. If it is absolutely 
required by the Church that any use whatever of marriage must retain its natural potential to 
create human life, how can one approve of a use of marriage in which the couple concerned 
deliberately take advantage for coition only of periods which they know to be infertile? If 
there is an inseparable connection, established by God, between the unitive significance and 
the procreative significance of coition, how does it retain its significance—continue to be good 
and honorable—when it has no procreative significance? If it is repugnant to the nature of 
man and woman, and also contrary to God’s plan and holy will, to use the divine gift of the 
generative function while depriving it, even if only partially, of its meaning and purpose (the 
begetting of children), how is it not equally repugnant to man and woman and equally contrary 
to God’s plan and holy will to use it with the specific intention of depriving it of its meaning 
and purpose—to use it, that is to say, when one knows as certainly as one can know that it will 
not beget children? To say that the vital qualitative difference in each case is whether it is God 
or man who has deprived the generative act of its natural potential to create human life, and 
that provided man sticks to the facility instituted by God (the infertile period) then he is not 
violating the purpose and meaning of this act even when he deliberately intends to avoid having 
children, and means to make sure none will be born, may pass as an adroit piece of legalistic 
or moral quibbling, but it is surely a very pathetic argument with which to present the mature 
Christian intelligence and conscience. It is an example of a kind of casuistry which ill becomes 
the treatment of so profound a human, and more than human, theme, and what it indicates is 
the basic insufficiency of the teaching which it purports to interpret and apply. 

This insufficiency appears in relation to three interconnected assumptions, all briefly 
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noted in what has already been said. The first is the assumption that it is God’s will that man 
should go on endlessly begetting children within the mortal and corrupt conditions of this 
materialized universe, which is the scene and consequence of his fallen existence. According to 
this assumption, man and woman are reduced in marriage to the role of instruments serving to 
populate the void of a monstrous materialized space-time future and to do this in a way that 
is explicitly identified with serving the divine plan itself. This conception, by displacing the 
purpose and fulfillment of the relationship between man and woman from the center of their 
respective beings and projecting this purpose and fulfillment into an external, non-existent, 
cold and impersonal space-time continuum stretching into an entirely false infinity, adulterates 
the conjugal principle at its very heart. Man in this conception merely perpetuates his condition 
of slavery to a process in which his own personal created dignity is sacrificed to the abstract 
common good of a hypothetical future human society. 

It is worth noting that what is here proposed as Christian teaching differs in this respect 
but little from Communist teaching, which likewise claims that the purpose and fulfillment 
of the lives of individual men and women are to be found in serving the abstract good of a 
future human society. Indeed, that this is so is supported by the statement in the encylical 
letter itself to the effect that in thus vindicating this teaching the Church is “convinced she 
is contributing to the creation of a truly human civilization”. One would have thought that a 
Christian teaching should be concerned less with contributing to human civilization than with 
man and woman’s participation in the kingdom “not of this world”. It is in fact difficult to 
see how the point of view which puts so much emphasis on the begetting of children can be 
maintained unless the presuppositions concerning the idea of original sin which lie as the basis 
of the western theological tradition are first abandoned. According to these presuppositions, this 
world is a sinful world and a child conceived in it is conceived in sin and this sin is transmitted 
to it through conception. At the same time, Christianity is said to be a call to put an end to sin 
and to overcome the conditions which produce it. If this is the case, how, one might ask, can 
Christian theologians exhort men and women to continue to beget children when the act of 
begetting them and the world into which they are begotten simply perpetuate those conditions 
that Christianity intends to overcome and requires all men and women to overcome? One does 
not free oneself from debts by incurring more debts. Indeed, whatever one’s view of original 
sin, it would appear that in so far as Christianity is concerned with the transfiguration of the 
world there must be a basic—and on one level tragic—conflict between participation in the 
kingdom “not of this world” and the biological continuation of the human race in this world; 
and that to ignore this conflict in the way that so much Christian thought does ignore it is to 
forfeit a competence to interpret the realities of the Christian faith. 

The second assumption is intimately connected with the first. As we remarked, the encyclical 
opens with a brief statement explaining the Church’s competence to speak on the matter under 
discussion. The Church, it is said, is the interpreter of the moral law. The moral law is based on 
natural law as illuminated and enriched by divine Revelation. This is possible because natural 
laws express the will of God. This means that the will of God is expressed in the processes 
of nature, so that the processes of nature are in themselves sacred. What happens in nature 
happens because God wants it to happen like that. It contributes to the divine scheme or plan 
of the universe. It must not therefore be interfered with by man acting on his own initiative, 
for that would be to violate the will of God. It would be to disobey the moral law—God’s law 
for man. It follows that if the laws and processes of nature express God’s will and are geared, 
as they are where human biological functions are concerned, to the production of children in 
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this materialized world, then it must be God’s will that mankind continues to produce children 
in this world through the use of these functions. This conclusion, maintained in the letter, 
necessarily derives from this second assumption concerning the relationship between the moral 
and the natural law. 

The point that must be stressed is not the validity of the relationship itself, but that what is 
meant by nature in this context—and this is in line with the main stream of western theology— 
appears to be nature in its present state, not as it is in its original state, as it issued from the hand 
of God “in the beginning”. We are here within an order of theology which represents an uneasy 
alliance between the conception of original sin indicated above and Aristotelian optimism in 
respect of mundane existence. The effect of this alliance is that to all intents and purposes the 
event described as the “fall of man” is treated as something that conforms to the will of God, 
and consequently there is no sharp distinction made between the order of nature prior to the 
fall and the order of nature subsequent to the fall: both are treated as expressing the will of 
God. Man’s fallen life and the natural processes to which he is subject in the fallen world also 
express the will, pleasure and purpose of God, and so may be taken as constituting the norm on 
which the moral law of the Church is to be based. There is no recognition that life in the world 
as it is—the world which comes within the sphere of his everyday observation—is profoundly 
abnormal and unnatural where man is concerned, and concomitantly where everything else 
is concerned as well. There is no acknowledgement that it is not that which God has created 
or intended for man, but is what man has brought on himself as a result of his own defection 
and error. There is consequently no recognition that the norm for what is natural for man, and 
hence what constitutes the moral law, may lie in a completely different order of reality, and 
that to derive it from this world as it has become, and man’s life as it is now being lived in this 
world, is to mistake human error and its consequences for divine ordinance. If it is understood 
that it is not the fallen state of nature and of man which is natural, but their pre-fallen and 
paradisaical state, and that it is this state which expresses the will of God, then a quite different 
attitude to the relationship between the moral and natural law will prevail, and quite different 
conclusions may be drawn from it as a consequence. 

According to this latter attitude, which is that of the eastern Christian tradition, what is 
regarded as man’s natural life, and so as the norm providing the basis for the moral law, is that 
of the original creation. Man’s life as it is now, in this world, and the biological processes to 
which he is subject, are not regarded as natural, but as a consequence of a breach in nature, 
a declension from the natural state, and an entering into conditions that are abnormal and 
corrupt. And, it is understood, this breach and dislocation in man’s natural state—this fall into 
a materialized space-time universe—has not only resulted in a loss of spiritual vision and in 
the contracting of the human mind to the perspectives of a fundamentally unreal world; it has 
also introduced a corresponding alteration in the laws of nature itself, so that these too are now 
tainted by something of the abnormality and corruption which vitiates human life itself. They 
are not these laws as they are ordained by God. They are these laws deformed and denaturalized 
by the fall of Adam—a fall which itself is profoundly “unnatural” and contrary to the will of 
God. To accept, in the manner of western Christian thought, the laws of nature and natural 
processes as they appear to the human mind in this fallen world as expressing the will of God 
and therefore as constituting the norm for the moral law, is to shift the responsibility for a 
human act that is contrary to the will of God from man to God, and to make God the ultimate 
author not only of man’s crime but also of the abnormal and corrupt conditions of the world 
which issues from it. God becomes responsible for that state of servitude to which man reduces 
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himself and the whole natural order as a result of his assertion of a false liberty in the face of 
his Creator. The divergence between eastern and western Christian thought on the fall of man 
and its consequences is profound; and it is Of course the western point of view which supports 
the second assumption underlying the teaching on marriage expounded in the encyclical letter. 

The third assumption is also intimately connected with the two already mentioned. It is 
that the unitive significance of the sexual relationship between man and woman is inseparably 
connected with its procreative significance, and hence with the act of coition. It is intimately 
linked with the two previous assumptions because if the purpose of marriage is to co-operate 
with God in the propagation of more and more children in this fallen world, and if (the example 
of Mary the Mother of God notwithstanding) the genital mode of propagation is ordained by 
God so that His will in this respect may be obeyed, it follows that to separate the sexual 
relationship between man and woman from its biological procreative functions is, as the letter 
states, in opposition to the plan of God and his holy will. Copulation, that is to say, must thrive. 
We have already noted the difficulties to which such a view must inevitably lead, and have seen 
that in fact the unitive significance of the genital act is admitted even when husband and wife 
use it with the deliberate and conscious intention to avoid having children and mean to make 
sure than none will be born. 

It is not so much this, however, that represents the insufficiency of the assumption in 
question. It is that it seems to identify the expression of the sexual relationship or sexual 
communion between man and woman in a more or less exclusive manner with the act of 
coition, so that it is regarded as fulfilled in this act. As it is precisely here that the encyclical 
letter reflects what is perhaps the basic shortcoming of that tradition of Christian thought we 
have been considering, we can leave the specific discussion of the letter and examine this point 
in relation to that whole tradition. 

We have remarked how early Christian theologians appear to have been incapable of 
envisaging any aspect of sexuality other than its purely generative or genital expression, and 
we have seen how this attitude has continued to characterize Christian thought down to the 
present day. What we have not stressed is that such an attitude, which leads to isolating the 
copulatory act from the totality of the relationship between the sexes, is extremely false and 
dangerous, and has had disastrous consequences in many spheres of human behavior. In effect, 
Christian thought seems to have made the worst of all worlds in its attitude to the sexual 
life. First, it has to all intents and purposes refused to recognize in the sexual relationship any 
purpose other than the procreation of children. Then, in spite of its frequent denigration of the 
act of coition itself, it has pressed this act into symbolic service for a reality—that of the union 
of Christ and the Church—to which at best it can be analogous only in a very remote manner 
and to which it must in itself always remain extrinsic: it cannot in itself be transformed into 
the reality it is intended to symbolize, and this, as we noted, amounts to a denial of the very 
principle of all sacred symbolism. This means that this act has been charged with a significance 
which is totally incommensurate with its nature and which can only be realized between man 
and woman through the development of potentialities that transcend this particular aspect 
of their relationship. The result is that the act of coition has become hopelessly idealized. It 
is viewed as the sign of a supernatural union, the crux of the sexual life, and as that through 
which the sacrament of marriage is consummated. By regarding what is at best an imperfect 
and all too often a most crude and inhuman form of sexual communion between man and 
woman as though it were the most complete form, and by largely ignoring other forms of such 
communion, Christian thought in this matter may be said to have prepared the intellectual 
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ground for the dislocation and debasement of man’s sexual life of which the consequences are 
only too evident today. The failure to perceive and affirm any positive or creative value in the 
sexual relationship apart from procreation, together with the habit of regarding the act of coition 
as the crux of the sexual life, has meant that now when improved forms of contraception have 
made it possible to divorce this act more or less effectively from its procreative function, not 
only does it continue to be regarded as the crux of the sexual life, but also, through the lapse of 
Christian belief, it is basically reduced to having no significance apart from the pleasure or relief 
it gives. It follows that there is little to impede the idea that it may and even should be carried 
out more or less indiscriminately and whenever the opportunity arises without this in the least 
degrading either the act itself or those who perform it in this way. In other words, the failure to 
place this act within the full sacramental context of a personal relationship engaging the whole 
beings of the man and woman concerned has meant that it has been impossible to regard it in a 
manner that does not lead either to its idealization or to its abuse or to both at once. 

If one now asks how Christian teaching has come to concentrate so one-sidedly on the genital 
aspect of the sexual relationship, the answer is that this stems directly from the too simple 
assumption that the principal end of marriage and that which uniquely specifies its nature is the 
procreation and education of children. Once this assumption is made, the emphasis in Christian 
thought on genital intercourse isolated from other aspects of the full sexual relationship is 
quite logical, because it is genital intercourse irrespective of other aspects of the relationship 
that produces children. Consequently, this intercourse is not considered primarily within the 
context of the man-woman relationship regarded as an end in its own right and apart from the 
propagation of children; it is considered primarily as a biological activity designed exclusively for 
that purpose. Christian teaching on marriage has literally made a religion out of having children. 
In fact, such a religion has it made out of having children that in spite of its ambivalent attitude 
towards the act of coition itself, it may be said to be among the great promoters of this act, 
provided it takes place within the limits of the marriage contract. Within the marriage contract, 
the begetting of children is regarded as a praiseworthy and even as a divinely approved activity 
whatever the circumstances. There is no real concern for the inner quality of the married 
relationship itself and no real understanding that for married couples to produce children in 
certain circumstances may be little short of sacrilege or even murder. Outside the marriage 
contract, there must be no genital intercourse, however deep the relationship between the man 
and the woman may be. But once legally married, the couple are exhorted to be fruitful and 
multiply virtually without restriction and certainly without there being a question of whether 
the marriage is a marriage in the true sense—a union and reciprocity of soul and body. It is in 
accord with this attitude that the Christian priest is asked to give his blessing to unions that in 
effect may be entirely graceless and unspiritual; and he may grant communion to one who is 
“faithful” to his or her married state whether or not there is any true love in it. Moreover, the 
criterion of faithfulness itself in Christian thought tends to have reference only to the genital act; 
and in spite of the Christian gospel it tends to count as adultery only what has been committed 
in the most explicit way, not also what has been committed “in the heart”. Such an attitude not 
only results in debasing the priestly function in this respect; it also means that in relation to the 
sexual life the Church itself comes virtually to be regarded as little more than a kind of brothel 
of which the priest is the bawd: the point of marrying in the Church is that it makes it possible, 
almost obligatory, to have “legal” or at least not mortally sinful genital intercourse. 

All this may be justified on the grounds that if the procreation and education of children 
is the chief end of marriage, it is vitally important to preserve the institution of marriage at 
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all costs, because to produce children in our society outside the context of an established 
and legally and socially recognized institution such as marriage could be to expose them to 
quite unwarranted suffering-something which individuals have a right to do with regard to 
themselves, but not with regard to those yet unborn. The fact that the procreation of children 
is deliberately encouraged in conditions which are likely to expose them to an equally great 
and equally unwarranted suffering, and that this is justified on the grounds that the parents are 
legally married, is simply another example of the confusion and hypocrisy in which so much 
Christian thought in this matter is involved. 

Whatever support may be found for it, however, it remains true none the less that the 
view of the principal end of marriage to which Christian thought has been committed virtually 
from the beginning and by which it is still restricted, does in fact cut directly across the idea 
of marriage as a sacramental reality in its own right as well as across the potentialities of sexual 
communion in the fully developed man-woman relationship. No doubt the propagation and 
education of children is or may be one motive for marriage which must be taken into account, 
even though, given the Christian understanding of the present sinful state of the world and 
the fact that Christianity is a summons to participate in the kingdom “not of this world”, it is 
difficult to see on what grounds a teaching that makes virtually a cult out of generation in this 
world can be justified from the Christian point of view. But to make this the main motive is to 
subordinate the idea of marriage as a unique personal relationship with a spiritual purpose and 
value that are their own fulfillment and justification to the idea of marriage as an ecclesiastical 
or social institution concerned with the well-being of the family in the materialized space-time 
dimensions of fallen human existence. 

Moreover, not only does this dominantly legalistic and ethical view of marriage mean 
promoting and lending support to countless marriages that are little more than licensed harlotry; 
it also means preserving the fiction that the main motive for sexual communion is not a strongly 
felt impulse to unite which at the time over-rides all other motives, but both should and could 
be a desire to propagate. This impulse to unite may of course lead to the act of coition and 
hence to propagation; but where man and woman are concerned the kind of union to which 
it points and to which indeed it may be said to be a summons (however misunderstood and 
however frequently ignored by those to whom it is made) is not one which in itself can be 
fulfilled either through the act of coition or through the production of offspring. In the man-
woman relationship regarded from the point of view of its sexual totality, the act of coition is 
but one aspect of the whole soul-body communion, and its procreative function may often be 
of incidental or even of no significance. 

Yet in spite of the relative failure of both the writings of Christian theologians and official 
pronouncements of the Church to affirm the full potentialities of the primal relationship 
between man and woman as these have been indicated in the opening pages of this essay, the 
Christian tradition itself does in fact bear living witness to them. First, it is not accidental that 
it preserves at the heart of its sacred books The Song of Songs, a drama in which the man and 
the woman are seen as passionately engaged in the discovery of the ultimate ground of their 
being that is at once the lost Paradise and the image of God in which they are created. Then, 
it is not accidental that the opening chapters of two of the Christian gospels throw further 
scriptural light on this archetypal human relationship in depicting a specific man and woman 
whose mutual involvement forms the immediate background to the Annunciation and so is 
a condition of the Incarnation itself: not until Joseph took Mary into his care could she, the 
perfect woman, give birth to her immaculately conceived offspring, the perfect man. Finally, 
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it is the Christian tradition which, in the face of all attempts to reduce it to a matter of social 
convenience or to a purely physical or human affair, has insisted that this relationship, properly 
understood and lived, possesses or should posses a sacramental dignity. To whatever extent 
Christian thought may have denied the full implications of this, or been crippled by evasion 
and duplicity in its approach to it, it has at least always affirmed it. And ultimately it is this 
which is important: because what is recognized as a sacrament must in the end and in spite of all 
contradictions be acknowledged to enshrine in its own right the highest spiritual potentialities 
and creative significance. 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 

According to Meister Eckhart, Every sign, every holiness, every perfection possible to 
creature our Lady had par excellence. To take her holiness, it was so prodigious that our 
Lady never sinned. Of signs, again, she had the chief one, that of being God’s mother; albeit 
our theologians do contend that our Lady was far happier uniting God to godhead than she 
was in giving carnal birth to God. As to the over-fullness our Lady got from deity, she was 
worthy of it, bearing as she did God in the flesh. Soul overbrimming like this overflows into 
the body and makes the body like it. Thus she was God’s carnal mother. Accordingly some 
doctors do affirm that mental concepts tell upon the body more than physicians do with all 
their drugs. God is never born except in souls which have put creatures under their feet. Our 
philosophers say, Perfect rest is freedom from all motion. 

MEISTER ECKHART. 
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Why Exhibit Works of Art?  
by  

Ananda K. Coomaraswamy  

WHAT is an Art Museum for? As the word “Curator” implies, the first and most essential 
function of such a Museum is to take care of ancient or unique works of art which are no longer 
in their original places or no longer used as was originally intended, and are therefore in danger 
of destruction by neglect or otherwise. This care of works of art does not necessarily involve 
their exhibition. 

If we ask, why should the protected works of art be exhibited and made accessible and 
explained to the public, the answer will be made, that this is to be done with an educational 
purpose. But before we proceed to a consideration of this purpose, before we ask, Education in 
or for what? a distinction must be made between the exhibition of the works of living artists 
and that of ancient or relatively ancient or exotic works of art. It is unnecessary for Museums 
to exhibit the works of living artists, which are not in imminent danger of destruction; or at 
least, if such works are exhibited, it should be clearly understood that the Museum is really 
advertising the artist and acting on behalf of the art dealer or middleman whose business it is 
to find a market for the artist; the only difference being that while the Museum does the same 
sort of work as the dealer, it makes no profit. On the other hand, that a living artist should wish 
to be “hung” or “shown” in a Museum can be only due to his need or his vanity. For things are 
made normally for certain purposes and certain places to which they are appropriate, and not 
simply “for exhibition”; and because whatever is thus custom-made, i.e., made by an artist for 
a consumer, is controlled by certain requirements and kept in order. Whereas, as Mr. Steinfels 
has recently remarked, “Art which is only intended to be hung on the walls of a Museum is one 
kind of art that need not consider its relationship to its ultimate surroundings. The artist can 
paint anything he wishes, any way he wishes, and if the Curator and Trustees like it well enough 
they will line it up on the wall with all the other curiosities.” 

We are left with the real problem, Why exhibit? as it applies to the relatively ancient or 
foreign works of art which, because of their fragility and because they no longer correspond 
to any needs of our own of which we are actively conscious, are preserved in our Museums, 
where they form the bulk of the collections. If we are to exhibit these objects for educational 
reasons, and not as mere curios, it is evident that we are proposing to make such use of them 
as is possible without an actual handling. It will be imaginatively and not actually that we must 
use the mediaeval reliquary, or lie on the Egyptian bed, or make our offering to some ancient 
deity. The educational ends that an exhibition can serve demand, accordingly, the services not 
of a Curator only, who prepares the exhibition, but of a Docent who explains the original 
patron’s needs and the original artists’ methods; for it is because of what these patrons and 
artists were that the works before us are what they are. If the exhibition is to be anything more 
than a show of curiosities and an entertaining spectacle it will not suffice to be satisfied with 
our own reactions to the objects; to know why they are what they are we must know the men 
that made them. It will not be “educational” to interpret such objects by our likes or dislikes, 
or to assume that these men thought of art in our fashion, or that they had aesthetic motives, 
or were “expressing themselves.” We must examine their theory of art, first of all in order to 
understand the things that they made by art, and secondly in order to ask whether their view 
of art, if it is found to differ from ours, may not have been a truer one. 
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Let us assume that we are considering an exhibition of Greek objects, and call upon Plato 
to act as our Docent. He knows nothing of our distinction of fine from applied arts. For him 
painting and agriculture, music and carpentry and pottery are all equally kinds of poetry or 
making. And as Plotinus, following Plato, tells us, the arts such as music and carpentry are not 
based on human wisdom but on the thinking “there.” 

Whenever Plato speaks disparagingly of the “base mechanical arts” and of mere “labor” as 
distinguished from the “fine work” of making things, it is with reference to kinds of manufacture 
that provide for the needs of the body alone. The kind of art that he calls wholesome and will 
admit to his ideal state must be not only useful but also true to rightly chosen models and 
therefore beautiful, and this art, he says, will provide at the same time “for the souls and bodies 
of your citizens.” His “music” stands for all that we mean by “culture,” and his “gymnastics” 
for all that we mean by physical training and well-being; he insists that these ends of culture and 
physique must never be separately pursued; the tender artist and the brutal athlete are equally 
contemptible. We, on the other hand are accustomed to think of music, and culture in general, 
as useless, but still valuable. We forget that music, traditionally, is never something only for 
the ear, something only to be heard, but always the accompaniment of some kind of action. 
Our own conceptions of culture are typically negative. I believe that Professor Dewey is right 
in calling our cultural values snobbish. The lessons of the Museum must be applied to our life. 

Because we are not going to handle the exhibited objects, we shall take their aptitude for 
use, that is to say their efficiency, for granted, and rather ask in what sense they are also true 
or significant; for if these objects can no longer serve our bodily needs, perhaps they can still 
serve those of our soul, or if you prefer the word, our reason. What Plato means by “true” is 
“iconographically correct.” For all the arts, without exception, are representations or likenesses 
of a model; which does not mean that they are such as to tell us what the model looks like, 
which would be impossible seeing that the forms of traditional art are typically imitative of 
invisible things, which have no looks, but that they are such adequate analogies as to be able to 
remind us, i.e., put us in mind again, of their archetypes. Works of art are reminders; in other 
words, supports of contemplation. Now since the contemplation and understanding of these 
works is to serve the needs of the soul, that is to say in Plato’s own words, to attune our own 
distorted modes of thought to cosmic harmonies, “so that by an assimilation of the knower 
to the to-be-known, the archetypal nature, and coming to be in that likeness, we may attain 
at last to a part in that ‘life’s best’ that has been appointed by the Gods to man for this time 
being and hereafter,” or stated in Indian terms, to effect our own metrical reintegration through 
the imitation of divine forms; and because, as the Upanishad reminds us, “one comes to be of 
just such stuff as that on which the mind is set,” it follows that it is not only requisite that the 
shapes of art should be adequate reminders of their paradigms, but that the nature of these 
paradigms themselves must be of the utmost importance, if we are thinking of a cultural value 
of art in any serious sense of the word “culture”. The what of art is far more important than the 
how; it should, indeed, be the what that determines the how, as form determines shape. 

Plato has always in view the representation of invisible and intelligible forms. The imitation 
of anything and everything is despicable; it is the actions of Gods and Heroes, not the artist’s 
feelings or the natures of men who are all too human like himself, that are the legitimate theme 
of art. If a poet cannot imitate the eternal realities, but only the vagaries of human character, 
there can be no place for him in an ideal society, however true or intriguing his representations 
may be. The Assyriologist Andres is speaking in perfect accord with Plato when he says, in 
connection with pottery, that “It is the business of art to grasp the primordial truth, to make 
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the inaudible audible, to enunciate the primordial word, to reproduce the primordial images— 
or it is not art.” In other words, a real art is one of symbolic and significant representation; a 
representation of things that cannot be seen except by the intellect. In this sense art is the 
antithesis of what we mean by visual education, for this has in view to tell us what things that 
we do not see, but might see, look like. It is the natural instinct of a child to work from within 
outwards; “First I think, and then I draw my think.” What wasted efforts we make to teach 
the child to stop thinking, and only to observe! Instead of training the child to think, and how 
to think and of what, we make him “correct” his drawing by what he sees. It is clear that the 
Museum at its best must be the sworn enemy of the methods of instruction currently prevailing 
in our Schools of Art. 

It was anything but “the Greek miracle” in art that Plato admired; what he praised was the 
canonical art of Egypt in which “these modes (of representation) that are by nature correct had 
been held for ever sacred.” The point of view is identical with that of the Scholastic philosophers, 
for whom “art has fixed ends and ascertained means of operation.” New songs, yes; but never 
new kinds of music, for these may destroy our whole civilization. It is the irrational impulses 
that yearn for innovation. Our sentimental or aesthetic culture—sentimental, aesthetic and 
materialistic are virtually synonyms—prefers instinctive expression to the formal beauty of 
rational art. But Plato could not have seen any difference between the mathematician thrilled 
by a “beautiful equation” and the artist thrilled by his formal vision. For he asked us to stand 
up like men against our instinctive reactions to what is pleasant or unpleasant, and to admire in 
works of art, not their aesthetic surfaces but the logic or right reason of their composition. And 
so naturally he points out that “The beauty of the straight line and the circle, and the plane and 
the solid figures formed from these... is not, like other things, relative, but always absolutely 
beautiful.” Taken together with all that he has to say elsewhere of the humanistic art that was 
coming into fashion in his own time and with what he has to say of Egyptian art, this amounts 
to an endorsement of Greek Archaic and Greek Geometric Art the arts that really correspond 
to the content of those myths and fairy tales that he held in such high respect and so often 
quotes. Translated into more familiar terms, this means that from this intellectual point of view 
the art of the American Indian sand-painting is superior in kind to any painting that has been 
done in Europe or white America within the last several centuries. As the Director of one of 
the five greatest museums in our Eastern States has more than once remarked to me, From the 
Stone Age until now, what a decline! He meant, of course, a decline in intellectuality, not in 
comfort. It should be one of the functions of a well organized Museum exhibition to deflate 
the illusion of progress. 

At this point I must digress to correct a widespread confusion. There exists a general 
impression that modern abstract art is in some way like and related to, or even “inspired” by 
the formality of primitive art. The likeness is altogether superficial. Our abstraction is nothing 
but a mannerism. Neolithic art is abstract, or rather algebraic, because it is only an algebraical 
form that can be the single form of very different things. The forms of early Greek are what 
they are because it is only in such forms that the polar balance of physical and metaphysical 
can be maintained. “To have forgotten”, as Bernheimer recently said, “this purpose before 
the mirage of absolute patterns and designs is perhaps the fundamental fallacy of the abstract 
movement in art.” The modern abstractionist forgets that the Neolithic formalist was not an 
interior decorator, but a metaphysical man who saw life whole and had to live by his wits; one 
who did not, as we seek to, live by bread alone, for as the anthropologists assure us, primitive 
cultures provided for the needs of the soul and the body at one and the same time. The Museum 
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exhibition should amount to an exhortation to return to these savage levels of culture. 
A natural effect of the Museum exhibition will be to lead the public to enquire why it is 

that objects of “museum quality” are to be found only in Museums and are not in daily use 
and readily obtainable. For the Museum objects, on the whole, were not originally “treasures” 
made to be seen in glass cases, but rather common objects of the market place that could 
have been bought and used by anyone. What underlies the deterioration in the quality of our 
environment? Why should we have to depend as much as we do upon “antiques”? The only 
possible answer will again reveal the essential opposition of the Museum to the world. For this 
answer will be that the Museum objects were custom made and made for use, while the things 
that are made in our factories are made primarily for sale. The word “manufacturer” itself, 
meaning one who makes things by hand, has come to mean a salesman who gets things made for 
him by machinery. The museum objects were humanly made by responsible men, for whom 
their means of livelihood was a vocation and a profession. The museum objects were made by 
free men. Have those in our department stores been made by free men? Let us not take the 
answer for granted. 

When Plato lays it down that the arts shall “care for the bodies and souls of your citizens,” 
and that only things that are sane and free, and not any shameful things unbecoming free men, 
are to be made, it is as much as to say that the artist in whatever material must be a free man; 
not meaning thereby an “emancipated artist” in the vulgar sense of one having no obligation or 
commitment of any kind, but a man emancipated from the despotism of the salesman. If the 
artist is to represent the eternal realities, he must have known them as they are. In other words 
an act of imagination in which the idea to be represented is first clothed in an imitable form 
must have preceded the operation in which this form is to be embodied in the actual material. 
The first of these acts is called “free,” the latter “servile.” But it is only if the first be omitted 
that the word servile acquires a dishonorable connotation. It hardly needs demonstration that 
our methods of manufacture are, in this shameful sense, servile, or can be denied that the 
industrial system, for which these methods are indispensable, is unfit for free men. A system of 
“manufacture,” or rather of quantity production dominated by money values, pre-supposes that 
there shall be two different kinds of makers, privileged “artists” who may be “inspired”, and 
under-privileged laborers, unimaginative by hypothesis, since they are asked only to make what 
other men have imagined. As Eric Gill put it, “On the one hand we have the artist concerned 
solely to express himself; on the other is the workman deprived of any self to express.” It has 
often been claimed that the productions of “fine” art are useless; it would seem to be a mockery 
to speak of a society as free, where it is only the makers of useless things, and not the makers 
of utilities, that can be called free, except in the sense that we are all free to work or starve. 

It is, then, by the notion of a vocational making, as distinguished from earning one’s living 
by working at a job, regardless of what it may be, that the difference between the museum 
objects and those in the department store can be best explained. Under these conditions, which 
have been those of all non-industrial societies, that is to say when each man makes one kind of 
thing, doing only that kind of work for which he is fitted by his own nature and for which he is 
therefore destined, Plato reminds us that “more will be done, and better done than in any other 
way.” Under these conditions a man at work is doing what he likes best, and the pleasure that 
he takes in his work perfects the operation. We see the evidence of this pleasure in the Museum 
objects, but not in the products of chain-belt operation, which are more like those of the chain-
gang than like those of men who enjoy their work. Our hankering for a state of leisure or leisure 
state is the proof of the fact that most of us are working at a task to which we could never have 
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been called by anyone but a salesman, certainly not by God or by our own natures. Traditional 
craftsmen whom I have known in the East cannot be dragged away from their work, and will 
work overtime to their own pecuniary loss. 

We have gone so far as to divorce work from culture, and to think of culture as something 
to be acquired in hours of leisure; but there can be only a hothouse and unreal culture where 
work itself is not its means; if culture does not show itself in all we make we are not cultured. 
We ourselves have lost this vocational way of living, the way that Plato made his type of Justice; 
and there can be no better proof of the depth of our loss than the fact that we have destroyed 
the cultures of all other peoples whom the withering touch of our civilization has reached. 

In order to understand the works of art that we are asked to look at it will not do to explain 
them in the terms of our own psychology and our aesthetics; to do so would be a pathetic 
fallacy. We shall not have understood these arts until we can think about them as their authors 
did. The Docent will have to instruct us in the elements of what will seem a strange language; 
though we know its terms, it is with very different meanings that we nowadays employ them. 
The meaning of such terms as art, nature, inspiration, form, ornament and aesthetic will have 
to be explained to our public in words of two syllables. For none of these terms are used in the 
traditional philosophy as we use them today. 

We shall have to begin by discarding the term aesthetic altogether. For these arts were not 
produced for the delectation of the senses. The Greek original of this modern word means 
nothing but sensation or reaction to external stimuli; the sensibility implied by the word 
aisthesis is present in plants, animals, and man; it is what the biologist calls “irritability.” These 
sensations, which are the passions or emotions of the psychologist, are the driving forces of 
instinct. Plato asks us to stand up like men against the pulls of pleasure and pain. For these, as 
the word passion implies, are pleasant and unpleasant experiences to which we are subjected; 
they are not acts on our part, but things done to us; only the judgment and appreciation of art is 
an activity. Aesthetic experience is of the skin you love to touch, or the fruit you love to taste. 
“Disinterested aesthetic contemplation” is a contradiction in terms and a pure non-sense. Art is 
an intellectual, not a physical virtue; beauty has to do with knowledge and goodness, of which it 
is precisely the attractive aspect; and since it is by its beauty that we are attracted to a work, its 
beauty is evidently a means to an end, and not itself the end of art; the purpose of art is always 
one of effective communication. The man of action, then, will not be content to substitute the 
knowledge of what he likes for an understanding judgment; he will not merely enjoy what he 
should use (those who merely enjoy we call ‘aesthetes’ rightly); it is not the aesthetic surfaces 
of works of art but the right reason or logic of the composition that will concern him. Now the 
composition of such works as we are exhibiting is not for aesthetic but for expressive reasons. 
The fundamental judgment is of the degree of the artist’s success in giving clear expression to 
the theme of his work. In order to answer the question, Has the thing been well said? it will 
evidently be necessary for us to know what it was that was to be said. It is for this reason that 
in every discussion of works of art we must begin with their subject matter. 

We take account, in other words, of the form of the work. “Form” in the traditional 
philosophy does not mean tangible shape, but is synonymous with idea and even with soul; the 
soul, for example, is called the form of the body.1 If there be a real unity of form and matter 

Accordingly, the following sentence (taken from the Journal of Aesthetics, I, p. 29), “Walter Pater here seems to be in the 
right when he maintains that it is the sensuous element of art that is essentially artistic, from which follows his thesis that 
music, the most formal of the arts, is also the measure of all the arts” pro-pounds a shocking non sequitur and can only confuse 
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such as we expect in a work of art, the shape of its body will express its form, which is that of 
the pattern in the artist’s mind, to which pattern or image he moulds the material shape. The 
degree of his success in this imitative operation is the measure of the work’s perfection. So God 
is said to have called his creation good because it conformed to the intelligible pattern according 
to which he had worked; it is in the same way that the human workman still speaks of “truing” 
his work. The formality of a work is its beauty, its informality its ugliness. If it is uninformed it 
will be shapeless. Everything must be in good form. 

In the same way art is nothing tangible. We cannot call a painting “art”. As the words 
“artifact” and “artificial” imply, the thing made is a work of art, made by art, but not itself art; 
the art remains in the artist and is the knowledge by which things are made. What is made 
according to the art is correct; what one makes as one likes may very well be awkward. We 
must not confuse taste with judgment, or loveliness with beauty, for as Augustine says, some 
people like deformities. 

Works of art are generally ornamental or in some way ornamented. The Docent will 
sometimes discuss the history of ornament. In doing so he will explain that all the words that 
mean ornament or decoration in the four languages with which we are chiefly concerned, and 
probably in all languages, originally meant equipment; just as furnishing originally meant tables 
and chairs for use and not an interior decoration designed to keep up with the Joneses or to 
display our connoisseurship. We must not think of ornament as something added to an object 
which might have been ugly without it. The beauty of anything unadorned is not increased 
by ornament but made more effective by it. Ornament is characterization; ornaments are 
attributes. We are often told, and not quite incorrectly, that primitive ornament had a magical 
value; it would be truer to say a metaphysical value, since it is generally by means of what we 
now call its decoration that a thing is ritually transformed and made to function spiritually as 
well as physically. The use of solar symbols in harness, for example, makes the steed the Sun in 
a likeness; solar patterns are appropriate to buttons because the Sun himself is the primordial 
fastening to which all things are attached by the thread of the Spirit; the egg and dart pattern 
was originally what it still is in India, a lotus petal molding symbolic of a solid foundation. 
It is only when the symbolic values of ornament have been lost, that decoration becomes a 
sophistry, irresponsible to the content of the work. For Socrates, the distinction of beauty from 
use is logical, but not real, not objective; a thing can only be beautiful in the context for which 
it is designed. 

Critics nowadays speak of an artist as inspired by external objects, or even by his material. 
This is a misuse of language that makes it impossible for the student to understand the earlier 
literature or art. “Inspiration” can never mean anything but the working of some spiritual force 
within you; the word is properly defined by Webster as a “supernatural divine influence.” The 
Docent, if a rationalist, may wish to deny the possibility of inspiration; but he must not obscure 
the fact that from Homer onwards the word has been used always with one exact meaning, 
that of Dante, when he says that Love, that is to say the Holy Ghost, “inspires” him, and that 
he goes “setting the matter forth even as He dictates within me.” 

Nature, for example in the statement “Art imitates nature in her manner of operation,” does 
not refer to any visible part of our environment; and when Plato says “according to nature,” he 
does not mean “as things behave,” but as they should behave, not “sinning against nature.” The 

the unhappy student 
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traditional Nature is Mother Nature, that principle by which things are “natured,” by which, 
for example, a horse is horsy and by which a man is human. Art is an imitation of the nature of 
things, not of their appearances. 

In these ways we shall prepare our public to understand the pertinence of ancient works 
of art. If, on the other hand, we ignore the evidence and decide that the appreciation of art 
is merely an aesthetic experience, we shall evidently arrange our exhibition to appeal to the 
public’s sensibilities. This is to assume that the public must be taught to feel. But the view that 
the public is a hard-hearted animal is strangely at variance with the evidence afforded by the 
kind of art that the public chooses for itself, without the help of museums. For we perceive 
that this public already knows what it likes. It likes fine colors and sounds and whatever is 
spectacular or personal or anecdotal or that flatters its faith in progress. This public loves it’s 
comfort. If we believe that the appreciation of art is an aesthetic experience we shall give the 
public what it wants. 

But it is not the function of a museum or of any educator to flatter and amuse the public. If 
the exhibition of works of art, like the reading of books, is to have a cultural value, i.e., if it is 
to nourish and make the best part of us grow, as plants are nourished and grow in suitable soils, 
it is to the understanding and not to fine feelings that an appeal must be made. In one respect 
the public is right; it always wants to know what a work of art is “about.” “About what,” as 
Plato asked, “does the sophist make us so eloquent?” Let us tell them what these works of art 
are about and not merely tell them things about these works of art. Let us tell them the painful 
truth, that most of these works of art are about God, whom we never mention in polite society. 
Let us admit that if we are to offer an education in agreement with the innermost nature and 
eloquence of the exhibits themselves, that this will not be an education in sensibility, but 
an education in philosophy, in Plato’s and Aristotle’s sense of the word, for whom it means 
ontology and theology and the map of life, and a wisdom to be applied to everyday matters. 
Let us recognize that nothing will have been accomplished unless men’s lives are affected 
and their values changed by what we have to show. Taking this point of view, we shall break 
down the social and economic distinction of fine from applied art; we shall no longer divorce 
anthropology from art, but recognize that the anthropological approach to art is a much closer 
approach than the esthetician’s; we shall no longer pretend that the content of the folk arts is 
anything but metaphysical. We shall teach our public to demand above all things lucidity in 
works of art. 

For example, we shall place a painted Neolithic potsherd or Indian punch-marked coin 
side by side with a Medieval representation of the Seven gifts of the Spirit, and make it clear 
by means of labels or Docents or both that the reason of all these compositions is to state 
the universal doctrine of the “Seven Rays of the Sun.” We shall put together an Egyptian 
representation of the Sundoor guarded by the Sun himself and the figure of the Pantokrator in 
the oculus of a Byzantine dome, and explain that these doors by which one breaks out of the 
universe are the same as the hole in the roof by which an American Indian enters or leaves his 
hogan, the same as the hole in the center of a Chinese pi, the same as the luffer of the Siberian 
Shaman’s yurt, and the same as the foramen of the roof above the altar of Jupiter Terminus; 
explaining that all these constructions are reminders of the Door-god, of One who could say “I 
am the door”. Our study of the history of architecture will make it clear that “harmony” was 
first of all a carpenter’s word meaning “joinery,” and that it was inevitable, equally in the Greek 
and the Indian traditions that the Father and the Son should have been “carpenters,” and show 
that this must have been a doctrine of Neolithic, or rather “Hylic,” antiquity. We shall sharply 
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distinguish the “visual education” that only tells us what things look like (leaving us to react as 
we must) from the iconograph of things that are themselves invisible (but by which we can be 
guided how to act). 

It may be that the understanding of the ancient works of art and of the conditions under 
which they were produced will undermine our loyalty to contemporary art and contemporary 
methods of manufacture. This will be the proof of our success as educators; we must not shrink 
from the truth that all education implies revaluation. Whatever is made only to give pleasure 
is, as Plato put it, a toy, for the delectation of that part of us that passively submits to emotional 
storms; whereas the education to be derived from works of art should be an education in the 
love of what is ordered and the dislike of what is disordered. We have proposed to educate the 
public to ask first of all these two questions of a work of art, is it true? or beautiful? (whichever 
word you prefer) and what good use does it serve? We shall hope to have demonstrated by 
our exhibition that the human value of anything made is determined by the coincidence in 
it of beauty and utility, significance and aptitude; that artifacts of this sort can only be made 
by free and responsible workmen, free to consider only the good of the work to be done and 
individually responsible for its quality: and that the manufacture of “art” in studios coupled 
with an artless “manufacture” in factories represents a reduction of the standard of living to 
subhuman levels. 

These are not personal opinions, but only the logical deductions of a lifetime spent in 
the handling of works of art, the observation of men at work, and the study of the universal 
philosophy of art from which philosophy our own “aesthetic” is only a temporally provincial 
aberration. It is for the museum militant to maintain with Plato that “we cannot give the name 
of art to anything irrational.” 
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Book Reviews  
THE NEW RELIGIONS 
By Jacob Needleman. 
(Doubleday $5.95) 

Review by Marco Pallis. 

A BRILLIANTLY expounded study of a contemporary religious phenomenon affecting the 
West, and more especially the United States, by an observer endowed with lucidity and fair-
mindedness in a high degree. As he explains in his opening pages, he himself started out with 
many of the characteristic prejudices of the liberal-cum-academic mind; a spell of practical 
experience as a clinical psychologist opened a first chink by letting him gauge the insufficiency of 
modern psychological science in relation to the things it so patronizingly professes to handle and 
this discovery, in its turn, paved the way for further questioning of the assumptions on which 
contemporary philosophy, sociology, and even religious exegesis rest. His own appointment to 
teach philosophy in a Californian university effected a further change in our author’s outlook 
by placing him right in the midst of those movements, all of them claiming Eastern origins, 
which form the subject of the present book. 

If the situation he had to face in California brought out the character of the new movements 
with particular acuteness, something of the same can be said to be happening in all countries 
where sophistication has reached a certain pitch; but admittedly, it is in America that feelings 
of youthful disillusion with what hitherto had passed for the Christian religion have been most 
passionately aroused, with the result that the young, and even many of the not-so-young, 
are flocking to what the author has called “the new religions” in the hope of finding there 
something that will make life mean more than the unheeding pursuit of the kind of carrots that 
a materialist-technological civilization holds out to the human donkeys in order to make them 
continue to draw their respective carts in no one knows what direction. For a hundred different 
reasons the long-cherished dogma of human “progress” is being called in question: but how to 
replace this discredited belief with something more intelligible, here is the great question to 
which so many people are now seeking an answer. Whoever seems to promise such an answer 
coupled with practical means of testing its validity, not rationally but “ontologically”, gets 
a ready hearing: hence the success of “the new religions” all of which have this in common 
that they tend to bypass “doctrine” in favor of “method”—in effect what they say is “do this 
and you will get the result, nothing is required of you beforehand, for the knowledge is in the 
practice and cannot be had apart”. 

In the above statement, across a certain over-simplification verging on distortion, one can 
recognize echoes of initiatic teachings to be found, under various forms, in all the great religions 
of the East; as it stands, however, such a statement, especially when put out indiscriminately for 
the benefit of masses of people operating outside any exoteric framework such as these religions 
had always and everywhere taken for granted, quite evidently carries with it no protection 
against the grossest deceptions; this is a possibility which one must always bear in mind while 
trying to assess the probable or actual effects of such a presentation of religion by spokesmen of 
the new movements as described in the book here under review. 

At the same time one also has to remember that this association of a wisdom or state of 
awareness and of appropriate methods for actualizing it in the human soul is not something 
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peculiar to the Eastern traditions, for the same considerations apply by rights to the Jewish and 
Christian forms of spirituality, as the author has pointed out again and again; all the ritual, moral 
and legislative prescriptions associated with the latter traditions, as well as their more specifically 
mystical disciplines, have as their ultimate purpose a conditioning of each human being to the 
Divine Image he carries within himself in virtue of his creation; but this purpose attaching to 
the formal elements in the tradition—a purpose which is intellectual as well as utilitarian in the 
truest sense of the word—has long been disregarded in favor of the accumulation of merit or 
the avoidance of its dark counterpart of sin, to the practical oblivion of all other motives. The 
consequent discredit in the eyes of many of the younger generation has become such that in 
their present defiant mood they do not wish to hear a word in defense of the religion in which 
their elders tried, rather half-heartedly, to bring them up; since the familiar labels no longer 
evoke in them any sympathetic response, they are now determined to look East, or in the 
direction they take for east, and if the phraseology they hear from that quarter has an exotic ring 
about it, this, for them, is but an additional cause of attraction since they see in it a guarantee 
that what they will gain from following an eastern way will at least be very different from the 
banal stuff dished out to them before, or so they hope. 

For better or worse, such is the situation we have to reckon with at the moment; merely to 
wish things otherwise will get us nowhere. Whether those particular Eastern cults now being 
purveyed to the spiritually hungry souls of the young Westerners will in the long run bring what 
they profess to bring, or else something less desirable, remains to be seen; but in any case their 
rapid and widespread diffusion in the hitherto alien climate of the far West does amount to 
a collective phenomenon on a scale sufficient to merit, and indeed to demand, a most serious 
examination, and this is the phenomenon which Professor Needleman has set himself to study 
with such acumen on our behalf. 

It is important to note from the outset that his dialectical method is descriptive rather than 
evaluative; deliberately the author holds back from definitive criticisms and tends, if anything, 
to giving benefit of the doubt in cases where others would incline to taking a more severely 
negative line. Howbeit, it is easy to see, from the way he writes, that if he has chosen to lie low 
in certain cases, this is not because he overlooks the grotesque features these new teachings 
plainly exhibit. In any case, the author does not try to cramp his reader’s right to exercise 
discrimination in the light of the evidence as put at his disposal through this book or else as 
obtained by him from other sources. 

Taking all in all, the author sees in the wish evinced by so many Americans to find some 
alternative to the current materialistic view of the world (with or without a Christian veneer 
upon it) a motive already carrying positive overtones, as also in the parallel wish to replace 
the diminished view of man propagated by the psychologists by one in which human life on 
earth will be linked to a finality transcending all we mean by the earthly plane. Therefore while 
sticking to a scrupulous presentation of the facts as far as he has been able to ascertain them, the 
author tends to treat the entry on the Western stage of “the new religions” as at least potentially 
beneficial in its long-term effects, their many dubious features notwithstanding and even while 
admitting that things might go sadly wrong long before those effects are able to ripen into 
anything describable as a spiritual awakening at the collective level. This is the author’s position 
at the moment, a position he admits to be no more than provisional and therefore modifiable 
at any time in the light of developing events. 

To pass now to a few particulars: of the four movements that have provided our author 
with the bulk of his material—Zen Center, Meher Baba, Subud, and the “Transcendental 
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Meditation” of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi which between them occupy some one hundred and 
nine pages of the book—the latter three have this in common that each of them seems to offer 
itself as an esoterism minus any of those exoteric supports such as have normally provided the 
formal structure of a given religion. In the case of Soto Zen, on the other hand, as practiced 
under the guidance of Suzuki Roshi it would seem that here the basic teachings of Buddhism 
may be taken for granted as would needs be the case in the Japanese homeland of this tradition. 
Moreover, the strict retention of various formal elements pertaining to the Zendo, such as certain 
rules of deportment, may fairly be accepted as evidence of Buddhist orthodoxy, a fact which 
puts Zen Center a priori into an entirely different category from the other three movements 
that follow in the text. Certainly, the impression given of Suzuki Roshi is of a man who adapts 
the traditional method to his audience in clear awareness of what is needed and also of what is 
possible under a particular set of circumstances. Moreover a most excellent collection of talks 
by the Roshi (Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind, published by John Weatherhill, Inc. of New York 
and Tokyo, 1970) has just arrived to heighten and confirm the impression already created by 
Professor Needleman’s eloquent tribute. 

If a brief digression be permissible here, I should welcome an opportunity to ask Mr. 
Needleman whether his widespread exploration of the American religious scene has ever 
brought him in touch with centers where the way of Pure Land Buddhism (Jodo Shin in 
Japanese) is being followed by Americans in any numbers, since this reviewer has both read 
texts emanating from Shin centers in California and also met one distinguished representative 
of this school, the Reverend G. M. Kubose, who is in charge of a temple at Chicago. I put this 
question deliberately because, as it seems to me, Pure Land Buddhism has much to recommend 
it as a way for Europeans to follow, and if comparatively few of them have felt drawn in this 
direction there must be a reason for this which it would be useful to ascertain. It may well 
be that a certain allergic feeling against Shin has been engendered in some Western minds on 
the strength of ill-understood resemblances between this form of the Buddhist wisdom and 
Christianity, e.g., the role of Amitabha Buddha as Savior and the stress laid on the prevailing 
weakness of mankind in these latter days, when disciplines calling for heroic effort are become 
less and less feasible for men to carry out. An ex-Christian seeking an Eastern way is apt to 
dislike any reference, however justified, to his own intellectual and moral incapacity; he likes 
to be told that he must stand on his own feet without expecting any help from above, and so 
on, but this is a great cause of deception when taken, as it so often is, in an ego-inflating sense. 
Misunderstandings apart, whoever examines Jodo Shin with any care can be left in no doubt as to 
its essentially Buddhist character. The part played there by Amitabha (Amida in Japanese), all-
important though it is, amounts to no more than a specification of the first of the three Refuges 
which, for every Buddhist, defines his own adherence to the tradition. “Taking refuge in the 
Buddha” will always imply a resorting to the avataric grace, logically if not explicitly, otherwise 
the expression becomes vague to the point of losing much of its effectiveness. Moreover, in 
the case of Pure Land Buddhism it is perfectly consistent with its originality as one Buddhist 
upāya (method) among others that between its use of the invocatory formula enshrining the 
Name of Amitabha, the Nembutsu, and the use of the “Jesus Prayer” by the Hesychasts of 
Eastern Christianity there exists a genuine parallelism-a case of spiritual coincidence and not, 
as some have been at pains to argue, one of historical borrowing in either direction. I hope one 
day, when Professor Needleman carries his survey a stage further, to hear something from him 
concerning Pure Land Buddhism and its prospects in America at the present time. 

Returning to the other three main examples described in the book these pertain to the 
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category of ersatz-spiritualities devoid of any valid link with those Eastern religions in which 
their respective founders were born. It is, however, a matter of passing interest to note that both 
Meher Baba and Bapak (founder of Subud) went through some kind of spiritual experience in 
early life; but it would be a grave error to argue that such an experience ipso facto renders a 
man immune to illusion at all levels. This cautionary remark applies also to the case of Mahesh 
Yogi: it seems safe to assume that he started life as a regular initiate of some Hindu guru; what 
prompted him to develop his queer travesty of Vedantic teachings and to try and propagate this 
in the West is not made clear in the book. 

Concerning the extreme “facility” claimed for the method inculcated by the Transcendent 
Meditation school, as also by the two others named before, this calls for a little consideration 
since indirectly it raises a big question, namely what, in a spiritual path, is the place of effort— 
the virya pārāmita, to use a Mahayanist term—and also the place of ease, since both attributes 
enter into the definition of the religious life viewed as a whole. Christ said that “my yoke is 
easy and my burden is light”, yet what he offered his followers was the Cross. A friend whom 
I recently consulted about this matter cited the advice given by a Moroccan Sufi master to a 
disciple, namely to beware of any teacher offering him a way of Mercy unless he had first made 
him pass by a way of Rigor. The masters of the Jewish Kabbala have got things right when they 
point out that, in divinis, Mercy is always to be found concealed at the heart of apparent Rigor 
and vice versa. Man’s natural response to rigor is renewed effort, while to mercy his response 
is repose in his own being; to the eye of “non-duality” these two human attitudes and the two 
divine aspects to which they correspond belong together; but while knowing this, one has the 
right to expect, in any presentation of a spiritual way deemed to be self-sufficient, that the 
polar balance between these aspects will be duly maintained, both by implication and also 
sometimes more explicitly. To say the least, there is nothing of such an equilibrium to be found 
in the extravagant simplifications of Mahesh Yogi. 

Krishnamurti, to whom the author devotes a longish chapter, must be accounted something 
of a fringe manifestation of “the new religions” seeing that he himself rejects, as self-imprisoning 
products of a bad habit of thinking, practically all that the word “religion” covers for an ordinary 
mind. For him there is no question of revelation, therefore not of tradition either; doctrines or 
formal elements of any kind which others regard as reliable supports for truth and as its eventual 
catalysts in the soul are discounted by him as being no more than creations of a wish to feel 
comfortable and secure; the inter-relationship between Intellect—the intelligence uncreated 
and untreatable, as Meister Eckhardt put it—and Truth on which all acts of discernment 
ultimately rest seems to be omitted from Krishnamurti’s calculations so that, for him, the 
human task reduces itself to a psychological process of self-observation sufficing unto itself, a 
kind of “art for art’s sake” from which all ascertainable finality is a priori excluded as being but 
one more deception of the arch-enemy “thought”; such is the impression gathered from the 
quotations to be found in the book including a fairly long excerpt from a dialogue between him 
and various inquirers at one of the annual meetings held at Saanen in Switzerland. I can only add 
that, having read and re-read the chapter in question, I find it difficult to distinguish anything in 
the evidence there presented that would go to prove Krishnamurti’s own technique of Socratic 
questioning and repartee to be the product of ought but a thinking just as in the case of us his 
weaker brethren; the rather repellent sophistication of his mode of expression when answering 
his interlocutors certainly does not suggest otherwise. 

If Krishnamurti showed good sense in breaking loose from the grotesquely inflated role 
for which he was being briefed by his Theosophist sponsors-for a young man of spirit, life 
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under their ceaseless battery of adulation must have been terribly boring—one may yet wonder 
whether, after that, he might not have done better to retire quietly into the fold of his ancestral 
Hinduism where his remarkable gifts could then have ripened in the normal way, and who can 
say how far this course might subsequently have taken him? This is only speculation, of course, 
since in fact the world-stage has continued to be his field of activity: which leaves one with the 
thought that Annie Besant and C. W. Leadbeater may, after all, have carried out their briefing 
more thoroughly than they knew of, even if things did not work out exactly according to plan 
from their own point of view. 

In the latter part of his survey the author touches on certain possibilities of spiritual 
development that could evidently only become accessible to the few, namely the attempted 
introduction of the esoteric teachings and methods of the Vajrayana into the West by the 
agency of Lamas belonging to the Tibetan diaspora. Experiments on these lines have been going 
on in several places, the results of which it is, however, too early to assess definitively; one must 
in any case beware of rushing into optimistic forecasts concerning these attempts which, by the 
nature of things, are beset with difficulties, though neither is there any need to assume a priori 
that this is an impossible task even if in some cases serious hitches are already known to have 
occurred after an apparently hopeful start. 

It is while speaking about the Tibetans that the author incidentally displays an insight not 
easy to match even among those who, prior to the disaster, were privileged to view the old 
Tibet at close quarters, loving what they found there. In a particularly moving passage the 
author refers to the providential part devolving on an intact Tibet in relation to that modern 
world of whose scale of values it stood as a living refutation he puts the position most aptly 
when he writes that “a land like Tibet perhaps stands to the whole world like such a teacher 
stands to ordinary men;” he has just been speaking of the function of the guru in transmitting an 
esoteric teaching, hence the above comparison. One can truly say that this remote land behind 
the snowy rampart of the Himalaya had become like the chosen sanctuary for all those things 
whereof the historical discarding had caused our present profane civilization, the first of its kind 
on record, to come into being. By the mere fact of existing in the face of that civilization Tibet 
acted as a focus of compassion for the unheeding majority beyond its borders. On such a showing, 
the violation of this sanctuary and the dissipation of the sacred influences hitherto concentrated 
there becomes an event of properly cosmic significance, of which the ulterior consequences for 
a world that tacitly condoned the outrage or, in many cases, openly countenanced it on the plea 
that it brought “progress” to a reluctant people have yet to ripen fully. In drawing attention 
to this far-reaching aspect of the Tibetan catastrophe Professor Needleman has spoken in a 
manner that has a prophetic ring about it; I can only corroborate, on the strength of my own 
memories of the sacred land, what his own intuition has enabled him to grasp so clearly. 

From Tibet it is but a short step to the Red Indians of America, to whom the author had 
dedicated some of his most moving pages. He is speaking of a particular kind of spiritual power, 
the one that enables a man to take the open book of Nature for his Scripture and there read 
the multiform message of the Great Spirit. The exemplar and representative of this power or 
skill, in the eyes of the searching young, is par excellence the Red man who has remained true 
to his tradition: in Professor Needleman’s own words “is it any wonder, then, that the younger 
generation has fallen in love with the American Indian?” This part of the book is so charged 
with vitally important ideas that it seems almost like an impertinence to try and paraphrase it 
further; it would be worth buying the book for the sake of pages 203-209 alone. 
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Book Reviews  
EVOLUTION IN RELIGION.  

A Study in Sri Aurobindo and Pierre Teilhard de Chardin.  
By R. C Zaehner.  

(Clarendon Press: Oxford University Press. £1.90).  

Review by Whitall N. Perry  

MYSTICISM works within that microcosmic space enclosed in the heart (“smaller than a mustard 
seed” as taught in the Upanishads); science works throughout its macrocosmic counterpart 
(“greater than all these worlds”—to misconstrue the Vedic teaching); the eventual evolutional 
intercosmical fusion of the two—achievable only if and when a transgalactic humanity can 
simultaneously be “compressed” into a non-egotistical love conglomerate synthetized in a 
Divine Emperor, “Son of God”—is crucial for the apocatastatic Parousia. Such according to 
the author (an Anglo-Swiss convert to Catholicism appointed Spalding Professor of Eastern 
Religions and Ethics at Oxford University) is the sense of St. Paul’s “dispensation of the fullness 
of times,” when God will “gather together in one all things in Christ, both which are in heaven, 
and which are on earth”; and such at any rate is the theme of this book. 

Now if nothing is more untrue than Marx’s dictum about the opium of the people (a 
reference obliquely planted in the opening paragraph), certainly nothing is more obvious 
than that esoterism is the poison of the masses, and this is what Evolution in Religion best 
demonstrates. 

While Teilhard de Chardin may need no introduction to Western readers, it is probably less 
well-known of Sri Aurobindo that he left India for England at the age of seven, only returning 
from King’s College, Cambridge, after having thoroughly imbibed Marxian socialism, Darwinism, 
the creative evolution of Bergson, and Bucke’s “cosmic consciousness” (a term also in Teilhard’s 
vocabulary). Both men opposed organized religion, since according to Zaehner, established law 
and order mean stability, which is irreconcilable with evolution, the spirit of change; and this 
would be the meaning of the excoriating “Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!” 
which was “addressed to the religious establishment of the time, but addressed also to all the 
establishments, whether religious or secular, of all time.” For the Holy Spirit, says Zaehner, 
“is perhaps the Spirit of evolution itself”—the “perhaps” being used advisedly, as elsewhere 
he opines that the Spirit of evolution may really be the serpent. But then so is God “not only 
Yahweh... but also the serpent. . . . In the Old Testament there is no clear distinction between 
God and the Devil any more than there is in Hinduism”—or in the mind of the author for that 
matter, who teaches that even the Ătman has to die for its “selfishness” (a reading he gets out 
of the Bhagavad-Gītā, 11.63; XVI.21), “the lot reserved for the very vilest of sinners”, in the 
same way that “Christ was ‘cursed for our sake’” and suffered in the Crucifixion “the ultimate 
humiliation of spiritual pride” in order to be resurrected as the egoless Adam, prototype for the 
Omega-point or noosphere: “For the risen Christ was so different from the man Jesus who died 
on the Cross that even his closest disciples could not at first recognize him.” 

“Matter is willing,” says the author inverting the words of Jesus, “but the spirit is weak.” 
This goes with Teilhard’s “Son of man, bathe yourself in Matter. Dive into it where it is at 
its most violent and deep. . . . It is she who will carry you right up to God.” For how, asks 
Zaehner, “can the rejection of life as we know it really be the goal of life?” Christ said (St. John 
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X.10), “I am come that they might have life, and that they might have it more abundantly”; 
whereas India’s error was to discover “the deathlessness of Nirvâna at the price of making 
nonsense of samsāra”, just as Buddhism—whatever its worldly merits—is “a refusal of our 
human condition . . . and of any possibility of further development.” Thus Nirvāna is equated 
with “the passionless Limbo of the Patriarchs”. And this is “the great defect of mysticism”, that 
it “is not concerned with morality . . . that it tends to by-pass the problem of evil either by 
writing it off as illusory or at most an appearance, as with Sankara.” What is still lacking is “the 
discovery of a new relationship with a personal God on whom the impersonal Absolute itself 
depends.” And here is where Marxism, one of the “great religions of the world”, comes in, for 
its founder had “prophesied” that “we shall have an association in which the free development 
of each is the condition for the free development of all.” Hence, once it is under-stood that 
communal and not individual salvation is what matters, one can better appreciate the place for 
“religions of solidarity” over “religions of solitude”, and the “ideal of a true anarchy and true 
fraternity”, to be achieved not by separative ego-seeking reason but by Aurobindo’s “deeper 
brotherhood” of uniting love. After all, did not Julian of Norwich say, “In the sight of God all 
man is one man, and one man is all man”? This—to believe Zaehner—was the state of early 
man in rudimentary mode, “a primitive form of cosmic consciousness, the shared collective 
consciousness of primitive human society which the Bible calls Adam”, a man who did not 
know death because possessed only of Teilhard’s “collective co-consciousness” which “had not 
yet learned to say ‘I’”. The serpent’s contribution was to endow this creature with free will and 
an ego—a tremendous cosmic event, as “with man evolution is no longer automatic”, which 
permits the author to add: “There never was a Garden of Eden, there never was a Fall.” But 
by the same token, whoever did not go down from the Garden must have come up from the 
Jungle, and for humanity at its present stage of technological triumph, the kiss of the serpent 
has turned to a warning hiss in the ear that the once-liberating ego has now become an atavistic 
instrument of scission whose destruction is the sine qua non for the next Great Leap forward. 
Thus Aurobindo, while accepting the Mahābhārata’s cyclical picture of mankind degenerating 
over the eras from the reign of the Brahmin to the ultimate degradation of a mleccha-oriented 
society, rejected the doomsday message therein; and far from seeing our times as bordering on 
the “abomination of desolation”, he welcomed them as the indispensable pangs of parturition 
to precede the evolutional birth of the Superman. It must be remembered moreover, Zaehner 
tells us, that “Christianity itself is as yet, in terms of evolutionary time, a babe in arms; for if it 
is true that ‘with the Lord a day can mean a thousand years, and a thousand years is like a day’, 
then the Church is not yet quite two days old.” Hence the optimism of Paul VI—quoted by the 
author—in a world reaching for the moon: “This new discovery of created life is very important 
for our spiritual life. To see God in the world and the world in God, what is more exciting? Is 
it not thus that we escape the terror of the void that unmeasured time and unconfined space 
produce around the microcosm that is us?” 

In the context, the answer is no. The perpetuum mobile fallacy that science discarded long ago 
still animates the thinking of the evolutionary utopians whose credo reads: “In the beginning was 
the flesh . . . and the flesh was made Word.” To believe that by larding modern civilization with 
more technology and sugaring it with “cosmic consciousness” one can reach the Millennium is a 
way of endeavoring to lift oneself by one’s own philosophical bootstraps. Ancient man accepted 
the limitations organic with this world while patterning his ideal behavior on the archetypal 
incorruptibility of the next world, and thus enjoyed a relative perfection (all that is possible) 
here. Coomaraswamy, who relentlessly drove this message home, would have been dismayed 
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to see the author of Evolution in Religion now teaching from the very chair he helped establish 
to promulgate traditional doctrines. St. Gregory of Nyssa admirably closes the argument with 
a citation that providentially found its way into this book: “You alone are made in the likeness 
of that nature which surpasses all understanding. . . . Nothing in all creation can equal your 
grandeur. . . . If you realize this you will not allow your eye to rest on anything of this world. 
Indeed, you will no longer marvel even at the heavens. . . . For the heavens pass away, but you 
will abide for all eternity with Him who is forever.” 
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The Human Margin (Part 2)  
by  

Frithjof Schuon  

IT is very tempting to attribute to the human margin, which develops in the shadow of divine 
inspirations, the seeming naiveties found in holy Scriptures; it goes without saying that there 
is no connection between the two, unless this margin is to be understood in a transposed and 
wholly different sense, as we shall propose later; but it is obviously no such transposition 
that modern critics have in mind when they believe it possible to draw arguments against the 
sacred Books from the apparent scientific errors found in them. Now the facts—assumed to 
be naïve—in the Book of Genesis, for instance, prove, not that the Bible is mistaken, but that 
man is not to know more, and this for the simple reason that he cannot bear it; certainly, no 
knowledge is harmful in itself, and in the nature of things there are always men capable of 
integrating spiritually all possible knowledge; but for the average man, only the knowledge 
provided by elementary experience, universal and age-old, hence normal, is bearable, as the 
history of these last centuries clearly proves. It is a fact not only that scientific man—whose 
possibility was outlined in classical Greece and developed in the modern West—loses religion 
as he plunges into physical science, but that by the same token he closes himself to the infinite 
dimension of supra-sensorial knowledge—the very knowledge that gives meaning to life. 

Paradise is presented in the Scriptures as being situated “up above”, “in heaven”, because 
the celestial vault is the only height that can be grasped empirically or sensorially; for analogous 
reasons, hell is “down below”, “underneath the earth”, in darkness, heaviness, imprisonment. 
Similarly, for the Asiatics, samsaric rebirths—when they are neither heavenly nor infernal— 
take place “on earth”, that is, on the only level that can be grasped empirically; what matters for 
Revelation is the effectiveness of the symbolism and not the indefinite knowledge of insignificant 
facts. Now it is true that no fact is totally insignificant as such, otherwise it would not exist; but 
the countless facts that elude man’s normal experience and that scientism accumulates in our 
consciousness and also in our life, are spiritually intelligible only for those who have no need 
of them. 

Ancient man was highly sensitive to the intentions inherent in symbolic expressions, as is 
proven, on the one hand, by the effectiveness of these expressions for many centuries and, on 
the other, by the fact that ancient man was by any standard a perfectly intelligent being; when 
he was told the story of Adam and Eve, he grasped so clearly what the story was about—the 
evidence is in fact dazzling—that he did not dream of wondering either “why” or “how”; for 
we carry the story of Paradise and of the Fall in our soul and in our very flesh. And similarly 
for all eschatological symbolism: the “eternity” of the hereafter denotes above all a contrast 
in relation to the here-below, namely, a dimension of absoluteness standing in opposition to 
our world of fleeting, and hence “vain”, contingencies; this is what matters, and nothing else, 
and this is the divine intention of the image; in transmigrationist symbolisms, on the contrary, 
this “vanity” extends also to the hereafter, to some degree at least and by reason of a profound 
difference in perspective; here too no one is concerned with the “why” or the “how” from the 
moment that the striking intention of the symbol has been seized as it were in one’s own flesh. 

In the man marked by scientism, the intuition for underlying intentions has vanished, and 
not only that: scientism, which is axiomatically closed to the supra-sensorial dimensions of 
the Real, has furnished man with a crass ignorance and, as a consequence, has falsified his 
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imagination. The modernist mentality wants to reduce angels, demons, miracles—in a word, 
all phenomena that are non-material and that cannot be explained in material terms—to 
something purely “subjective” and “psychological”, when there is not the slightest connection 
here, unless it is the fact that the psychic is also made—but objectively so—of an extra-material 
substance; a contemporary theologian, when speaking of the Ascension, mockingly asked, “And 
where does this cosmic journey end?”, a comment that serves as a measure for the degree of 
self-satisfied idiocy of a certain type of mentality that wants to be “of our times”. It would be 
easy to explain why Christ “was taken up” into the air and what the meaning is of the “cloud” 
that hid him from sight,1 and also why it has been said that Christ “will come after the same 
fashion”; each detail corresponds to a precise reality, which can be easily understood in the light 
of traditional cosmologies; the key lies in the fact that the passage from one cosmic degree to 
another is heralded in the lower degree by modalities that are both “technical” and symbolic 
and which therefore reflect, in their way, the higher state; and this takes place according to an 
order of succession inherent in the nature of things. 

Whatever the case may be, the deficiency of modern science is essentially related to the 
question of universal causality; it will no doubt be objected that science is not concerned with 
philosophical causality but with phenomena, and this is false, for all of evolutionism is nothing 
but a hypertrophy imagined as a result of denying the real causes; and this materialist negation 
as well as its evolutionist compensation pertains to philosophy and not to science. 

From an altogether different point of view, it must be said that progressivists are not 
completely mistaken in thinking that there is something in religion that no longer works; the 
individualistic and sentimental argumentation with which traditional piety operates has all but 
lost its ability to grip consciences, and this is not simply because modern man is irreligious, 
but because normal religious arguments—not being able to go deep enough into the core of 
things and in fact not having had to do so previously—are somewhat blunted, psychologically 
speaking, and fail to satisfy certain needs for causality. It is a paradoxical phenomenon that 
human societies, if on the one hand they degenerate over time, also accumulate on the other 
experiences as they age, even if these experiences are mixed with errors; this is what any 
“pastoral”, anxious to be effective, should take into account, not by seeking new directives 
from common error, but on the contrary by making use of arguments taken from a higher 
order, an order that is intellectual and not sentimental; by such means, some, at least, would 
be saved—and a far greater number than might be supposed—whereas with the scientistic and 
demagogic “pastoral”, no one is saved. 

* * * 

The notion of the “human margin” can be understood in a higher sense which is free from all 
psychological and earthly connotations; in this case, we are entering into an altogether new 
dimension which one must be careful not to confuse with the vicissitudes of thought. What 
we want to say is that this notion can apply equally to the divine order and to the level of 
the Logos, inasmuch as certain human divergences are providentially prefigured in the Divine 

It was not a cloud made of oxygen and hydrogen, but an extra-material substance that had become visible in order to receive 
the body that was about to penetrate into the higher cosmos. The “chariot of fire” of Elijah has the same meaning, as does the 
“sphere of light” observed during certain apparitions of the Virgin. All of this has absolutely nothing to do with fairy tales, nor 
above all with “depth psychology”. 
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Intelligence; in this case, it is a matter, not of a superfluity of divergences, deriving in fact from 
human weakness, but of adaptations willed by Divine Mercy. No doubt there is not a total 
difference of principle here, but there is an eminent difference of dimension, similar to the 
difference between the square and the cube, or between whiteness and light. 

When it is said that religious differences are no more than differences in formulation, this 
may be provisionally sufficient for those who are convinced in advance and in the abstract, but 
it is not sufficient the moment one has to enter concretely into details, for one also needs to 
know why these formulations are manifested as so many mutually incompatible affirmations, 
and not simply as differences in style. It is not enough to tell oneself that the various traditional 
doctrines express “points of view”, and therefore different “aspects” of the One Truth; one needs 
to know that it is necessarily thus, and that it is impossible that things would be otherwise, for 
expression could never be exhaustive, while providing a perfectly sufficient key for total Truth. 
The same applies to physical experience: it is impossible to give of a landscape a description 
whose validity would be exclusive, for no one can see the landscape in all of its aspects at the 
same time, and no vision can prevent the existence and validity of other visions that are equally 
possible. 

For man, the historical facts upon which his religion is established proves its exclusive 
validity precisely because they are facts, and thus realities; for God, these same facts have no 
value beyond that of a symbolist and logical demonstration, and are therefore replaceable with 
other facts just as a demonstration or a symbol is replaceable—though not without sufficient 
reason—with another demonstration or another symbol: the essential content is always the 
same truth, at once heavenly and salvific, but approachable in different ways since no angle of 
vision is the only one possible. This is what is indicated by the contradictions contained in the 
holy Scriptures, and also, to a lesser degree certainly, by the divergences in the visions of the 
saints. 

Every religious belief is founded on a point of view from which this belief alone seems sublime 
and irrefutable; not to be of this persuasion appears not only as the worst of perversities, for it is 
to oppose God, but also as the worst of absurdities, for it is not to see that two plus two equal 
four. Everyone in the West knows what grounds there are for the sentiment that Christianity 
is true; but it is far less known why other religions resist that sentiment. Christianity in its 
immediate and literal expression—not in its essence, which is necessarily universal and hence 
polyvalent—is unquestionably directed toward sinners, those “who have need of the physician”; 
its point of departure is sin,2 just as that of Buddhism is suffering. In Islam as in Hinduism— 
the most ancient religion and the most recent paradoxically meet in some features—the point 
of departure is man as such; the Christian perspective—whose literality, when seen from the 
outside, is the best “piece of evidence”—will thus appear as limited to a single aspect of man 
and of human nature, an aspect that is certainly real, but neither unique nor exhaustive. The 
marvels, whatever they may be, are not of a kind to invalidate this conviction, since it refers to 
the nature of things and that nothing phenomenal can take precedence over the Truth. 

However it is not separative diversity that matters, but unanimity, and it would be of little 
avail to speak of the first without bearing in mind the second. If by “science” one means a 

Apart from the fact that the notion itself of sin is susceptible to being transposed onto a higher plane—sin being then identi-
fied with the existential disequilibrium that the empirical ego represents or with a particular aspect of the ego—the Gospels 
contain many a saying which goes beyond the moral alternative and whose universal import is readily understandable; neverthe-
less, the Christian religion as such is based, practically speaking, on the notion of sin. 
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knowledge with respect to real things—whether these can be directly controlled or not—and 
not exclusively a knowledge determined by such a program or such a method, narrowly limiting 
and philosophically abusive, then religion will be the science of total hierarchy, equilibrium, 
and of the rhythms operating on a cosmic scale; it gives account of both the exteriorizing 
Manifestation and the interiorizing Attraction of God, and it is alone to do so and to be able to 
do so a priori and spontaneously. 

* * * 

There can be no doubt that the Epistles of the New Testament are divinely inspired, but they 
are so to the second degree, which is to say that they do not pertain to direct Revelation like 
the words of Jesus and Mary or like the Psalms; and this explains why there can be in this 
secondary inspiration a new differentiation in degree depending on whether the Spirit speaks or 
whether it lets man almost entirely be the one who speaks; now man is in this case a saint, but 
he is not the Holy Spirit. The apostle recognizes this himself by specifying, when giving certain 
counsels, that he does so on his own and not under the influence of the Paraclete. “And unto 
the married I command, yet not I, but the Lord.” Here it is clearly the Spirit who is speaking. 
“Now concerning virgins I have no commandment of the Lord: yet I give my judgment as one 
that hath obtained mercy of the Lord to be faithful.” Here it is man who is speaking. And 
likewise: “To the rest speak I, not the Lord.” And again: “She is happier if she so abide, after my 
judgment: and I think also that I have the Spirit of God” (1 Cor. 7:10, 12, 25, 40). 

We find ourselves here in the presence of the “human margin”, but it contains yet another 
degree: following the apostle, who gives his counsel, Roman theologians intervene, belatedly 
deducing—not without unrealistic idealism and in fact confusing asceticism with morality— 
the rule of celibacy for all priests,3 a measure that goes hand in hand with placing too outward a 
motivation on the sacrament of marriage, thus forgetting the spiritual aspects of sexuality.4 The 
result, positively, was the flowering of specific type of sanctity and, negatively, an accumulation 
of tensions that were the cause of all kinds of disequilibrium, culminating in the Renaissance and 
in its repercussions; this is not to say that the morally unrealistic and spiritually narrow angelism 
of a certain type of Christianity was the sole cause for the subsequent naturalist explosions, but 
it strongly contributed to them and is suffering the consequences today in its own flesh. 

Generally speaking, when it is simply the nature of things that is being considered, but without 
thereby underestimating theological intentions or mystical values, one has the impression that 
Christianity—inasmuch as it is based on the consciousness of sin and on the sinful nature of 
man—has a need for sin and even creates it, in some measure, through an appropriate moral 
theology, when one takes account of the fact that, in such a perspective, sin is sexuality.5 In 

3 Whereas the Orthodox, who are no less Christian, did not draw such a conclusion. Until the tenth century, most Catholic 
priests were married; Gregory VII, renewing the anathemas of Nicolas II and Alexander II, finally managed to impose sacerdo-
tal celibacy after violent resistance which went as far as riots and the mistreatment of bishops and pontifical legates. 
4 “So that they shall no longer be two, but of one flesh”, declares the Gospel, placing the emphasis on the mystery of union— 
symbolized in a certain fashion by the miracle of Cana—and not on the two Pauline motivations, namely, the appeasing of 
the flesh and procreation, reserved for those who are incapable of abstaining. If it is important to avoid the pitfall of a moral 
automatism that is both prudish and hypocritical, it is even more important to reject the opposite pitfall, that of a loose sexu-
alism, naturist and vitalist, and which, because of its insolent and desecrating casualness, is contrary to man’s spiritual dignity. 
Sexuality is sacred, or else it is subhuman. 
5 Quintessentially, but not theologically. The Church is not Manichean: it blesses marriage, but marriage is considered to be 
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other traditional perspectives, sexuality, in itself neutral, becomes intrinsically positive through 
a certain spiritual conditioning: obviously, sin is always the harmful and forbidden act, whether 
sexual or not; but it is also, more fundamentally, profane distraction in itself, pleasure for the 
sake of pleasure, hence forgetfulness of God and worldly exteriorization.6 Piety, whether it 
excludes nature-as-sin or includes nature-as-sacrament, is not without a certain monotony; the 
guarantee of salvation lies essentially in the fixation of the heart in the consciousness of God, 
with all that this entails depending on circumstances and vocations, and whatever the supports 
in the natural order may be. 

It is well-known that Judaism, which grants David and Solomon hundreds of spouses, and 
that Islam, which grants nine to its Prophet, are far from sharing the Pauline perspective; in 
general, Christian theologians have no plausible explanation for Semitic polygamy—though 
inadmissible opinions are not lacking7—which indicates that there is a dimension here which 
escapes, not every Westerner, certainly, but the characteristic and thus average perspective that 
has dominated the West for many centuries. Highly effective as it is on its level, this unilateral 
vision of natural things brings in its wake very unfortunate misinterpretations concerning not 
only Islam—which in any case is hardly surprising—but also the old Biblical world. 

* * * 

The Mosaic Law has been given for all of time, right until the end of the world; nothing 
can be added to it, nothing taken away. This is the thesis of Judaism, and it is irrefutable. 
Nonetheless, Christianity has practically speaking abolished the Law, since according to it 
“the Spirit giveth life, the letter killeth”; this amounts to saying—since Christianity is, in its 
turn, intrinsically orthodox—that the thesis of Judaism has unconditional import only in the 
dimension that it represents, which is religious legalism.8 The negation, by Christians, of the 
esoteric dimension is strictly speaking an inconsistency, since without the esoteric point of view 
Christianity would be inconceivable; if there is no esoterism, the argument of Judaism takes 
on absolute import and Christianity is the transgression that it appears to be from the Jewish 
point of view. Moreover, if the Spirit “giveth life” and the letter “killeth”, this concerns only 
Judaism: if the “letter” of Judaism can become quite relative from a certain spiritual point of 
view, then the “letter” of Christianity falls under the same law, all the more since the “Spirit” 
that vivifies “bloweth where It listeth”, which opens the door, not only to a Christian gnosis, 
but also to the acceptance in principle of non-Christian religions. Christianity was born of the 
distinction between form, which by definition is relative, and essence, which alone is absolute; 

both a lesser good and a lesser evil, which justifies—when looking at things in depth—the association of ideas with the notion 
of “sin”. 
6 There are religious authorities, in whom a complex of complicity toward the Renaissance is combined with a complex of 
inferiority toward the world of science, show an astonishing indulgence for profane distractions which they term “innocent”. 
Scientific progress, and the irreversible turmoil resulting from it, is fine, so long as one doesn’t lose one’s faith; to jump in the 
water, is fine, so long as one doesn’t get wet. 
7 It is inadmissible for instance to attribute to the author of the Psalms an insurmountable weakness of the flesh and to at-
tribute the opposite virtue to any and every priest. 
8 We have been assured that there could be no question in Judaism of practicing prescriptions mentally or of making up for 
them in some way in a word, of interiorizing practices become impracticable and that all the rules remain obligatory without 
exception. Yet it seems to us that a religion could never prescribe what is impossible; the very fact that an observance is really 
impossible proves that it can be compensated for, even apart from all question of esoterism. 
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if Christianity abolishes this distinction in favor of its own form, it robs itself, as it were, of the 
whole reason for its existence. 

Without these subtle truths of principle, the Christian contradiction with regard to Judaism 
remains unintelligible, at least if one is aware, as one should be, of the argument of Judaism; 
but these truths obviously do not account for all of the concrete reality of Christianity which, 
being a religion, cannot possibly put into doubt its “letter” or its form on pain of abolishing 
itself. What needs to be specified is that the Christic message has a character of esoterism 
inasmuch as it is a perspective of inwardness or essentialization; but this message nonetheless 
is clad in an exoteric form owing to its voluntaristic and thus de facto individualistic character 
and the dogmatizing tendency that results from its urge to expand, or from the necessity for 
this expansion. 

If on the one hand Christ is the founder of a world religion, he is on the other a Jewish 
prophet sent to Israel and addressing himself to it; in this second aspect—mentioned in fact 
by the Koran—Jesus has the function of a regenerator: he is the great prophet of inwardness, 
and as such he should have been accepted by Israel as Isaiah was;9 however, this acceptance 
presupposed a spiritual suppleness more fitting of India than Judea. In theory, Judeo-Christianity 
ought to have perpetuated itself within the fold of Judaism—in parallel to its role as a world 
religion—as an esoteric community not unlike that of the Essenes; in practice, various aspects 
of the human margin precluded this possibility of principle. 

* * * 

Genesis relates how God “repented” when He saw the corruption of mankind: “And it repented 
the Lord that He had made man on the earth and it grieved Him at His heart”;10 in an analogous 
manner, there is something akin to a “divine repentance” from one Revelation to another, 
in the sense that God manifests an aspect of Truth that corrects, not the aspect manifested 
previously, but human insistence on that aspect, or the unilateral development given by the 
human receptacle to an aspect which, in itself, is far less limited. 

The characteristic—and inevitable—mistake of all exoterism is to attribute a human 
subjectivity to God and consequently to believe that any divine manifestation refers to the 
same divine “I”, and thus to the same limitation. This is to fail to realize that the Ego that speaks 
and legislates in Revelations is no more than a manifestation of the Divine Subject and not the 
Subject Itself; in other words, one must distinguish in God—always from the point of view of 
Revelation—first of all the one and essential Word, and then the manifestations or actualizations 
of this Word with regard to particular human receptacles. The divine “I” that speaks to men— 
and of necessity to a “particular collectivity of men”—could never be the Divine Subject in a 
direct and absolute sense; it is an adaptation of this “I” to a human vessel and, as a result, takes 
on something of the nature of this vessel, failing which all contact between God and man would 
be impossible and failing which it would be absurd to admit that any Revelation, Hebrew, 

9 Christ, paraphrasing Isaiah, expresses himself thus: “This people honoureth me with their lips; but their heart is far from 
me. But in vain they do worship me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of men” (Matt. 15:8-9). And likewise: “Why 
do ye also transgress the commandment of God by your tradition?” (Matt. 15:3). 
10 “If so be they will hearken, and turn every man from his evil way, that I may repent me of the evil, which I purpose to 
do unto them because of the evil of their doings” (Jer. 26:3). Likewise: “And God repented of the evil that he had said the he 
would do unto them” (Jon. 3:10), and other passages of this kind. 
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Arabic, or other, could be word-for-word of divine origin. 
God cannot contradict Himself, certainly; but this axiomatic truth concerns essential, 

unlimited, and formless Truth, the only one that counts in divinis; relative enunciations may 
perfectly well contradict themselves from one Revelation to another—exactly as human 
subjects or material forms mutually exclude and contradict one another—so long as essential 
Truth is safeguarded, and made as effective as possible. The particular divine “I” of a Revelation 
is not situated in the Divine Principle Itself; it is the projection, or emanation, of the Absolute 
Subject and is identified with the “Spirit of God”, that is, with the cosmic Center of which it 
could be said that it is “neither divine nor non-divine”; this revelation-giving “I” “is God” in 
virtue of the ray attaching it directly to its Source, but it is not God in an absolute way, for it is 
impossible that the Absolute as such would start speaking in a human language and say human 
things. This is the meaning of the doctrine of the “descent” of the Koran by successive stages, 
and this is what accounts for discussions concerning whether it is “created” or “uncreated”, 
or in what way and in what respect it is or is not so; but this does not open the door to any 
naturalism, or to any humanism, for the earthly wording of a sacred scripture, while being 
determined from a certain point of view by human contingencies, remains divine through its 
heavenly origin and also through its as it were theurgic substance. 

* * * 

When approaching Islam, a particularly serious difficulty is the accusation—leveled by Muslims 
against Jews and Christians—of “falsification of the Scriptures”; this accusation is aimed chiefly 
at what Islam considers to be a lack of due receptivity toward the totality of the Revelation, 
which is a priori as if suspended between God and man, its manifestation being determined by 
the human receptacle. Since Jewish and Christian theologies, when seen from the point of view 
of Islam, contain restrictive crystallizations, Islam will present these restrictions of perspective 
as “falsifications”, in which case the “Scripture” is implicitly considered in its non-manifested 
and still heavenly totality. 

Islam would readily accept the concepts of “Chosen People” and “God-Man” in a 
compensatory metaphysical context that would re-establish the equilibrium of total Truth; 
however, such a context, precisely, would appear to Jews and Christians as a nullification of 
their respective positions. Once again it must be emphasized here that every revealed and 
traditional symbolism is a key for the totality; but this does not abolish the distinction between 
spiritual forms opening more particularly onto a path either of works, or of love, or of gnosis, 
in other words, onto a path that is fundamentally determined by one or the other of these 
elements, although none of these determinations need have an exclusive character. In the 
economy of Revelation, spiritual opportunity, depending on its human receptacles, requires 
limitations and therefore negations; more specifically, it is necessary sometimes to deny things 
on the plane of formal expression, without ever having to call into question essential Truth.11 

The “falsification of the Scriptures”—which Islam reproaches the two earlier monotheisms 

11 The ostracism between confessions is repeated within the same orthodoxy: when St Benedict condemns outright the 
Sarabaite and gyrovague monks, he does so above all in the name of a methodological and disciplinary perspective, for it is im-
possible to accept that the situation of these monks—some living in their houses and others wandering—did not correspond to 
real vocations, despite all the real abuses, though occurring more or less in the later stages. An analogous remark could apply to 
quietism—to cite but this one example—whose abuses in the seventeenth century do not invalidate the principle of quietude. 
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for—may also be reduced to a simple question of interpretation; thus Ibn Taymiyyah, Hanbalite 
protagonist of an extreme literalism, reproaches Jews and Christians for having falsified the 
meaning of several passages in their Scriptures—the meaning and not the text itself. A given 
spiritual mentality may feel the need to fix dogmatically, and to develop theologically and 
liturgically, a specific aspect of the truth to the detriment of another that may be more 
important, though not absolutely indispensable; we have in mind here Talmudic speculations 
and the vicissitudes of trinitarian theology, and also the factors that provoked the Christian 
schisms and the split between Sunnite and Shiite Islam.12 

We do not intend, with these rather general interpretations, to settle the whole problem of 
the divergences between the Bible and Koran. We shall simply add that Muslims think it strange 
that the Bible should attribute the golden calf to Aaron without drawing any consequences 
from this, and that it should make grave accusations against both David and Solomon; or again 
that it says that the hand of Moses became leprous, by way of a sign, when he withdrew it from 
his bosom, when according to the Koran it was made luminous “without any hurt”.13 

Certain religious theses, polemical in their tone, may seem unjust or crude; but they conceal 
under the very excess of their appearance a “divine point of view” that goes beyond dogmatism 
as such. Moreover, the reproach of “falsification of the Scriptures” can have for its aim the 
liberty that Revelation sometimes takes with words: an example is the manner in which some 
passages of the Old Testament are reproduced in the New; there is no doubt that in the eyes of 
the rabbis these are genuine falsifications,14 when in fact, in cases of this kind, the same idea is 
divinely “re-thought” in relation to a new human receptacle.15 

* * * 

To return to the Muslim point of view, the core of the issue is this: if we start with the idea 
that “Scripture” is the “uncreated Koran” that is with God, thus the Divine Word Itself or 
the Logos, vessel of all truth, then these Revelations, which are adapted in their expression to 
a particular collective human receptacle—for “water takes on the color of its container”, as 
Junayd said—are, extrinsically, restrictions in relation to the uncreated Word; therefore, they 
“falsify” it in some fashion, if we can make use of this term here to highlight an analogy; hence 

12 The suppression of all gnosis, the condemnation of Origen, and then the immense success of Arianism—not to mention the 
excessive influence of that two-edged sword of Aristotelianism—in a Christianity that was still relatively young, proves how 
difficult assimilation was for a human receptacle that was both too heterogeneous and too narrow. 
13 When one reads the predictions of Christ concerning the latter times, one is struck by the fact that they refer in part to 
the ruin of Jerusalem, though distinctions between the various applications are not to be found in the speech itself; as is seen 
already in ancient prophecies predicting the advent of Christ, it happens in fact that prophetic language compounds two or 
more completely different, but obviously analogous orders; now analogy is a certain mode of identity, metaphysically and “di-
vinely” speaking. There are similar coincidences—or cumulations—in the prophecies of Isaiah concerning Cyrus, the liberator 
of Israel (44:28, 45:1-6, and 63:1-3), if one applies them to the Prophet of Islam as do Muslims, basing themselves on the fact 
that the name of Cyrus—Kōresh in Hebrew—evokes that of Quraysh, the name of the tribe of Muhammad. We shall note that 
in Persian the name Cyrus, Kurush, means “sun”, whereas in Elamite kurash means “shepherd”, a meaning taken up by Isaiah; 
now both meanings equally suit the founder of Islam, who was first a shepherd before becoming a sun for a whole sector of 
the world. 
14 And Christian theologians would doubtless be of the same opinion as the rabbis if it were a question of a non-Christian 
Scripture. 
15 The divergences between the Hebrew text and the Septuagint translation occasion the same remark. According to St 
Augustine, the Septuagint translators benefited in their turn from the revelational breath, and the divergences between their 
translation and the Hebrew text had in each case a meaning implicitly contained in the original. 
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the “falsification’ considered by the Muslim reproach is above all, from the point of view of 
totality and universality, a restriction of perspective and a limitation. 

There are three aspects to be distinguished in Revelation: namely, first, the eternal Word 
in God; secondly, its specification—on the archangelic plane—in view of a particular human 
receptacle; thirdly, its manifestation on earth and in time according to circumstances that are 
providential, surely, but human and earthly nonetheless.16 The second, or intermediary, degree 
presents two aspects, one essential and the other specific: thus the Koran, having descended 
to the seventh Heaven, remains on the one hand Divine Word, absolute and undifferentiated, 
and becomes on the other hand a specific Divine Order or particular Message. It is at the 
third degree that the Koran pours out into the human language and manifests its intentions 
of perspective, equilibrium, and salvation by means of human contingencies that determine 
a particular expression; the heavenly Koran, and with all the more reason the Divine Word 
in the absolute sense, does not speak of this or that name or incident; but it contains the 
intention which, on earth, can express itself through the most diverse human facts. In order 
to understand the nature of the Koran and the meaning of its discontinuities—but not those 
due to mere contingencies in compilation—it is necessary always to keep in mind these three 
degrees, which are intimately interwoven in the verbal crystallization of the Book and yet are 
recognizable by the sudden changes in level. 

It results from what we have just said, not only that the revealed Book contains three degrees 
that are as it were hypostatic, but also, at the earthly degree, that this Book could be other than 
what it is; the events and words themselves have nothing absolute about them, otherwise 
contingency would not be contingency. The Logos in God could be compared to a formless 
and uncolored substance, and the Logos “descended” into the archangelic world to a religious 
perspective that is still superhumanly unarticulated; in which case, earthly manifestation would 
be comparable to the dispersion of a heavenly substance into earthly coagulations, formed by 
the social setting and circumstances, which however would not affect this heavenly substance 
nor its divine essence. Or again: if we compare the eternal Word of God to gold as such, and a 
particular heavenly specification of this Word to a particular mass of gold, it will be readily seen 
that all the forms that can derive from this mass will in no wise affect either the weight or the 
nature of the metal. 

This doctrine of the three hypostatic degrees of the Divine Word allows us to understand 
the principle of “abrogation” (naskh), which manifests in all sacred Scripture at the level of 
language, even if no practical consequences are drawn from it; now if there were no human 
margin, no abrogation would be possible. 

Another principle, connected to the same doctrine, is that of “personal revelation”, which 
is also directly divine, but given to a saint who has no prophetic mandate properly speaking. It is 
true that every spiritual truth necessarily derives from the heavenly prototype of the Book, but 
it does so in a manner altogether different than in the case of the “personal revelation” we have 
in mind here, where the wording is received, not through mere inspiration as is the case of some 
writings of saints and sages, but through revelation in the true sense, that is to say, in virtue 
of a direct divine action. A famous case is that of the Bhagavad-Gita which should logically be 
part of secondary inspiration (smriti) since it belongs to the Mahabharata, but which in fact is 
considered as one of the Upanishads, and thus as pertaining directly to heavenly inspiration 

16 This doctrine is moreover to be found in the theory of the “three bodies of the Buddha”: “earthly” (nirmāna-kāya), “heav-
enly” (sambhoga-kāya), and “divine” (dharma-kāya). 

181 

http:nonetheless.16


Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 5, #4 (Autumn 1971)  

(shruti); another case, found in Islam this time, is that of the chapter on Adam which Ibn Arabi 
declared as being derived from Divine revelation—in the manner of the Koran—and which 
indeed is a masterpiece from the point of view of both its form and content. Once the sage 
becomes, by the effect of a very special election, “his own prophet”, he is thereby “his own 
law”; this election is at the same time a “heavenly adoption”, manifested by objective signs, but 
of so super-eminent an order that it would be vain to hope that there could be here a spiritual 
degree accessible by efforts and by virtue of natural gifts. Be that as it may, it is understandable 
that the quality of “prophecy” (nubuwwah) could have been attributed to some Sufis; it is 
not in this case a “legislating” prophecy, but one that is nonetheless “radiant” in one way or 
another.17 The objective and polyvalent revelation is repeated somehow in a particular human 
microcosm, not in the sense of a general and obvious analogy—every intellection being a 
“revelation”—but in virtue of an altogether particular possibility and of a participation, outside 
of time, in the “descent”, or rather “reception”, of the uncreated Book. 

17 According to a hadīth, no woman was ever a prophet, but it is only a question here of legislating prophecy, this would 
seem obvious; thus there is no reason for thinking, Islamically speaking, that the term “prophetess” (nabiyah) could not suit 
the Virgin Maryam and should be replaced by the turn of phrase “of a prophetic nature” (nabawiyah), nor that the eulogistic 
form “upon her be Peace” (‘alayhā as-Salām) should be replaced in her case by the formula, attributed to ordinary saints, “may 
God be satisfied with him or her” (radhiya ’Llāhu ‘anhu or ‘anhā); this all the more obvious in that, from the point of view 
of cosmic manifestation, Mary eminently surpasses all the saints. 
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Counsels of a Sufi Master  
by 

R. W. J. Austin 

DURING its long history the Shādhilī Order has produced many masters of great stature, many 
of whom have left to us precious records of their spiritual guidance and teaching. Eminent 
among these masters was the author of the sayings translated below, Ibn ‘Atā’Allāh al-Iskandarī, 
disciple of Abū al-‘Abbās al-Mursī whose own master had been the founder of the Order, 
Abū al-Hasan al-Shādhilī. His sayings or Hikam must rank among the finest works of spiritual 
counsel, not only in Islam, but in the world. 

Not very much is known concerning the details of his life. He was born in Alexandria 
during the 13th century, but later moved to Cairo where he spent most of his life. He died 
there in 1309 A.D. 

Of his twenty compositions only six have been printed, and of these three deserve special 
mention. 

In his Latā’if al-minan1 Ibn ‘Atā’ Allāh wrote an account of his own master Abū al-‘Abbās 
al-Mursī and also Abū al-Hasan al-Shādhilī, thus providing us with valuable information on 
two of the most eminent masters of the Order. Partly in answer to Ibn Taymiyya’s attack on 
the practice of dhikr or the invocation of the divine Name, he wrote a work entitled Al-Qasd 
al-mujarrad fī ma‘rifat al-ism al-mufrad2 in which he supports the practice and discusses its 
great benefits. 

The greatest of all his works and that for which he is best known is his Hikam,3 a collection 
of over two hundred sayings intended as spiritual guidance for his disciples. The last part of the 
work consists of a long prayer which is a synthesis of all the sayings which precede it. It is one 
of the finest pieces of devotional writing in Islamic literature. Some sixty-four sayings have been 
selected and translated below. 

Some indication of the importance of this work in Sufi literature is the number of 
commentaries which have been written on it. Nine commentaries are mentioned by 
Brockellman in his Geschichte des Arabischen Literatur.4 The two most famous commentaries 
are Ghawth al-mawāhib by Ibn ‘Abbād al-Rundī,5 and Tanbīh dhawī al-himam by another great 
master of the Order, Ahmad Zarrūq.6 The former commentary is particularly valuable in that 
al-Rundī provides a wealth of quotations both from Sufi and Hadith literature to illustrate his 
commentary. It is hoped at some future date to prepare another selection from the Hikam, 
perhaps on some particular topic, incorporating these quotations. 

The central theme of the Hikam is undoubtedly the continuous and all-pervading 
contemplation or consciousness of God (shuhūd). Implicit in and deriving from this central 
concept are the two subsidiary themes of the work, that of complete honesty (sidq) in realizing 

1  Cairo 1322/1904, on the margin of Sha’rānī’s Latā’if al-Minan. 
2  Cairo, 1930. 
3  Cairo, 1970. 
4  II 143 sq; Suppl. II 145 sqq. 
5  Cairo, 1970. 
6  Cairo, 1969. 
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(tahaqquq) ones status as servant, and that of fulfilling all that is due to His Lordship. 
The intention of the Hikam is clearly, not only to encourage and enlighten the aspirant on 

the Sufi Way, but above all to leave him no room at all for egoistic maneuver, self-justification 
or self-deception. The Hikam drives the reader relentlessly to the point where he must face 
unflinchingly the stark reality of his own utter helplessness and nothingness (fāqah). The author 
penetrates inexorably into even the deepest strongholds of egoistic illusion. However we will 
let the Hikam speak for itself. 

SELECTED Hikam 

1.  Your wishing to be isolated (from the world) when God has placed you in its midst 
betrays selfish desire; to wish for the world when God has isolated you from it is 
evidence of a decline in your aspiration. 

2.  Bury your existence in the soil of obscurity; for that which is not buried, though it may 
sprout, will never bear fruit. 

3.  All relative being is a darkness illumined only by God’s Self-manifestation within it. 
Whoever looks upon created beings without perceiving Him in them, around them, 
before them and after them is devoid of all spiritual lights and is veiled by the clouds of 
ephemera from the suns of gnosis. 

4.  How could one imagine that anything veils Him, when it is He Who manifests 
everything? 
How could one imagine that anything veils Him, when He is manifest through 
everything? 
How could one imagine that anything veils Him, when He is manifest in everything? 
How could one imagine that anything veils Him, when He is manifest to everything? 
How could one imagine that anything veils Him, when He was manifested before 
anything was? 
How could one imagine that anything veils Him, when He is more manifest than 
anything else? 
How could one imagine that anything veils Him, when He is the Incomparable? 
How could one imagine that anything veils Him, when He is closer to you than anything 
else? 
How could one imagine that anything veils Him, since, were it not for Him, nothing 
would exist? 

5.  He who wishes for something at a time other than that in which God has ordained its 
manifestation has lost nothing of his ignorance. 

6.  Your seeking from Him only shows your lack of faith in Him. 
Your seeking after Him only shows that you have absented yourself from His Presence. 
Your seeking after other than Him only betrays your shamelessness before Him. 
Your seeking from other than Him only shows your distance from Him. 

7.  Do not be surprised at the tribulations of this world; the world only produces what is 
consistent with its ephemeral nature. 

8.  What a difference there is between the one who infers the existence of created things 
from His existence and the one who infers His Reality from the existence of created 
beings! The former knows God through Himself, inferring the existence of created 
things from the existence of their Origin. The latter, because he has not yet attained to 
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Him, infers the existence of God (from relative existence). When is He ever absent that 
His existence should need to be inferred? When is He ever distant that He should be 
attained through relative being? 

9.  It is far better for you to look into your hidden defects than that you should strive to 
understand mysteries which are hidden from you. 

10. It is not God Who is hidden, but you who are unaware of His Presence; if anything 
veiled Him, it would conceal Him which would imply a restriction upon Him. Now 
every restriction suggests mastery over the thing restricted. However, “He it is Who 
overwhelms His servants”.7 

11. The root of all sin, heedlessness and lust is self-satisfaction, while the root of all 
obedience, awareness and self-restraint is dissatisfaction with oneself. It is far better that 
you should associate with an ignorant man who is not self-satisfied than that you should 
seek the company of some self-satisfied savant; for what does the learning of the latter 
really amount to, or what ignorance can truly be attributed of the former? 

12. Do not wander endlessly from one created thing to another, like the donkey on the mill-
wheel who sets out from the very place to which he is traveling; rather journey from 
what is created towards Him Who creates, for “To thy Lord does all come in the end”.8 

13. No act springing from the heart of one who has abandoned the world can be of small 
account, just as no act deriving from the heart of a covetous man can be of any real 
consequence. 

14. Never abandon your Invocation merely because you do not feel in it your presence with 
God, since your lack of attention to the Invocation itself would be far more serious 
than your state of in-attention in it. (Be patient) perhaps He will uplift you from an 
inattentive Invocation to one that is full of awareness, from that to one that is full of 
the Presence of God and from that to one in which you are oblivious to all but the One 
Whom you invoke. Such a thing would not be difficult for God. 

15. That you should not feel remorse for the missed opportunities of conforming to His 
will and that you should cease to regret the lapses you have permitted yourself are signs 
that the heart is dead. 

16. Nothing drives you more relentlessly (away from God) than the evil imagination (wahm) 
9 

17. When you find that you persist in behaving badly towards Him, despite His continuing 
goodness towards you, fear greatly, lest that be the cause of your slipping little by little 
(into damnation); He says, “We cause them to slip gradually in ways they know not”.10 

18. When you encounter someone who offers answers to every question, expounds on 
everything he has experienced and reveals all he knows, you may reasonably conclude 
that he is ignorant. 

19. If you would know the destiny He has ordained for you, reflect on that to which He 
has appointed you. 

20. To be always grieving for one’s failure to obey without practicing obedience is a sign of 

7  Qur’an VI, 18. 
8  Qur’an LM, 42. 
9 al-Wahm is that fundamental illusion of separative formal identity which obscures all awareness of true Reality. 
10  Qur’an VII, 182. 
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self-delusion. 
21. True hope always goes hand in hand with right action, otherwise it is only wishful 

thinking. 
22. What the gnostics seek of God is that He should make them completely true to their 

state of servanthood and enable them perfectly to fulfill what is due to His Supreme 
Lordship. 

23. Often in giving you something He is (in reality) denying you (something), just as He 
may, in denying you something, be really bestowing a gift upon you. 

24. Outwardly, created being is beguiling and deluding, while inwardly it is a clue to 
understanding; the soul sees only its deceptive luster, but the heart may perceive its 
inner teaching. 

25. Let it suffice as reward, when you have obeyed Him, that He considers you worthy to 
do so. 

26. By His giving He makes you a witness of His bounty and by His withholding He makes 
you a witness of His constraining power; in both cases He reveals to you something of 
Himself and thus favors you with His grace. 

27. A sin which leaves behind it a sense of humility and helplessness is better than an act of 
obedience which leads to self-importance and pride. 

28. Helplessness is inherent in your nature and the tribulations you suffer serve to remind 
you of that helplessness which you are prone to forget. Such helplessness cannot be 
relieved by what is ephemeral. 

29. One receives His aid in accordance with one’s aptitude to receive it and one is illumined 
by His lights according as one’s inmost heart is pure. 

30. On waking from sleep the heedless man considers what he will do during the day; the 
intelligent man considers rather what God will do with him. 

31. Seeing that He denies you the right to claim for yourself what belongs to others of His 
creatures, is He likely to let you arrogate to yourself any of His qualities, Who is Lord 
of the worlds? 

32. How can you imagine that the habitual course of things will be interrupted for you, 
when you have broken none of your soul’s habits? 11 

33. You have no better advocate with Him than your helplessness, and there is no surer 
access to His gifts than your humility and poverty. 

34. If the eradication of all your faults and the renunciation of all your claims were the only 
means of attaining to Him, you would never succeed. When He wishes to draw you to 
Himself He conceals your quality in His and your attribute in His, thus drawing you to 
Himself by what He does for you, not by what you do for Him. 

35. Were it not for His forbearing concealment (of your nothingness and His Absolute 
Reality), no (self-attributed) act would be worthy of His acceptance. 

36. It is not the coexistence of created being with Him which veils God from your sight, 
but only your delusion in imagining such co-existence. 

37. Because He is the Hidden, He makes all things manifest. 
Because He is the Apparent, He annihilates all things.12 

11 This is addressed to those who seek to receive or perform miracles and wonders. Sufi masters have usually warned against 
seeking or using such powers. 
12 The world of created things is real only to the extent that we are unaware of His Reality. When we are aware of Him all 
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38. When a believer is praised he is ashamed before God in that he has had attributed to 
him a quality he cannot discern in himself. 

39. Do not despair of your Lord’s favor when you fall into sin; it might be the last sin you 
are destined to commit. 

40. If you would be full of hope, you need only reflect upon what He has bestowed upon 
you; if you would know what fear is, you have only to consider what He has encountered 
on your part. 

41. Often, during the night of spiritual anguish, He grants benefits which you could never 
have gained in the shining day of gladness. “You do not know which of them is of more 
benefit to you”.13 

42. When you desire that men should know of your special calling, you betray a lack of 
sincerity in your servanthood. 

43. His concern with you has nothing whatsoever to do with anything on your part. Where 
were you when He directed His concern upon you and took you under His care? In His 
pre-eternity there are neither selfless deeds nor spiritual states, but only His overflowing 
grace and sublime favor. 

44. Realize (in yourself ) your qualities (of servitude) and He will endow you with His 
qualities. 
Realize your lowliness and He will impart to you of His glory. 
Realize your powerlessness and He will lend you of His power. 
Realize your weakness and He will gird you with His might.14 

45. He who expounds to men on the basis of his own virtue is soon reduced to silence by 
his wrong doing; he who does so on the basis of God’s goodness to him is not silenced 
by the wrong he may commit. 

46. Spiritual exposition is food for the hungry in spirit, and you may have of it only as much 
as you are able to absorb. 

47. One who is traveling the Way ought not to talk about his experiences, lest he reduce 
their effectiveness in the heart and hinder a sincere relationship with his Lord. 

48. To be eager in performing superrogatory acts and yet reluctant to fulfill what is obligatory 
shows that one is still at the mercy of egoistic caprice. 

49. Whoever doubts that God will deliver him from his lust or free him from his heedlessness 
calls into question the omnipotence of God, “Who is capable of all things”.15 

50. The domination of the heart by the sweet pleasure of caprice is indeed a chronic disease. 
51. The opportunities you have missed of serving Him are irretrievable and those you still 

have are priceless. 
52. Your conformity to His will does not benefit Him, nor does your disobedience harm 

Him in the least. He commands this or forbids that only for what it will bring you. 
53. You are near to Him only when you are aware of His proximity to you; otherwise, what 

are you that He should draw near to you? 16 

things are annihilated in that awareness. 
13  Qur’an IV, 11. 
14  Realization here does not mean merely intellectual recognition, but rather the “making real” in one’s outer and inner life. 
15  Qur’an II, 19. 
16 Abū Hamid al-Ghazālī said, “Everything has two faces, a face of its own and a face of its Lord; in respect of its own face it 
has no reality and in respect of its Lord’s face it is real”. 
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54. Do not rejoice over some spiritual experience until you see what it brings. Clouds are 
desired for the fruit they help to nurture, not merely for their rain. 

55. True felicity, whatever the variety of its manifestations, can only be real in contemplation 
of and proximity to Him, just as suffering, whatever forms it may take, is not real unless 
you be veiled from Him. The true cause of suffering is His concealment, while to 
behold His face is perfect felicity. 

56. All the cares and griefs of men’s hearts stem from that which obscures their awareness 
of Him. 

57. Whoever is sure of his own humility is, in truth, a proud man, since consciousness 
of one’s own humility derives only from self-esteem. When therefore you become 
convinced that you are humble, know that you are, in reality, proud. 

58. Whoever considers himself worthy of more than he has, is not humble; the humble 
man sees himself as unworthy even of what is accorded to him. 

59. But for the illusory pursuits of the soul, there would be no Way for the aspirant to 
travel; for there is, in truth, no distance between you and Him for you to traverse, nor 
is there any real separation between you and Him to abolish. 

60. While you have no consciousness of the Creator you are merely part of creation, but if 
you have, creation is part of you. 

61. How may you seek recompense for an act which He has bestowed upon you, or how 
may you seek reward for the sincerity which He has conferred upon you? 

62. There is no Invocation without contemplation and meditation. 
63. He has granted you three miracles. Firstly, He has caused you to invoke Him, and 

but for His grace you had not been worthy to receive the favor of His remembrance. 
Secondly, He has caused you to be mentioned in association with Him (servant of God), 
thus confirming your connection with Him. Thirdly, He has Himself remembered you 
and has thus completed His favor upon you. 

64. What a terrible setback it is when, having finished your work, you do not turn towards 
Him, and that, even when obstacles are few, you do not the more eagerly pursue your 
journey towards Him! 
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Realization:  
A Christian Point of View  

by  
Dorothea Deed  

REALIZATION is a word often used but not always, I believe, understood. At one extreme the 
word, written with a small “r”, often means no more than a logical appreciation of something 
quite trivial or ordinary, as when we say “I realize that I missed a good opportunity” or “I 
realize that I am no longer a child”. At the opposite extreme the word is written or printed 
with a capital “R” and conveys to many people the notion of a strange and unattainable state of 
being which they can never hope to reach; it is altogether beyond the capacity of any normal, 
ordinary person. 

Both these ideas are, I believe, wrong. Realization, in the sense of what might be called, 
somewhat inaccurately, spiritual realization is often a long process which takes us step by step 
from one realization to the next, each step leading us to a greater, deeper and fuller experience 
as we go forward. It is both an illumination and an experience of discovery. I will try and 
explain. 

There are moments when we suddenly perceive something new or a new meaning to 
something we have known in an external way, perhaps for years, and which we now see as 
it were internally with completely new eyes. These moments are very hard to describe or 
to communicate to others unless they have had a similar experience. It seems as though a 
wonderful new light has radiated in and around us and yet, when we try to say what happened, 
the only description we seem able to give appears totally inadequate and a long way below the 
actual happening. This new perception can happen for no apparent reason or it can occur as the 
result of some phrase heard or read, or as the result of an unexpected event or meeting in our 
lives. Outwardly nothing happens but inwardly a real new vision is born and it is because to 
the one who experiences it, it is such a very personal experience that it is so hard to convey in 
words to anyone else. This experience or realization may be a relatively minor one or it may be 
of very far reaching consequence and penetrate deeply and ineradicably into one’s whole life. It 
can, I believe, happen to anyone, even to a child. 

I can very clearly remember an occasion when I could not have been more than four or five 
years old, when the sun was shining on an early spring day. Winter was hardly over and there 
were as yet no real signs of spring in the trees or in the fields. And then, suddenly, I came on 
a large patch of celandines in full flower, each flower with its brilliant, shining, yellow petals 
opened towards the sun and reflecting the brilliance of its light. To me it was no longer just a 
patch of celandines, it was a glory, an intense joy, such as I had never previously experienced. It 
belonged to a world which had nothing in common with my everyday world and I experienced 
a feeling which I couldn’t express at all at the time but which I would now try to describe as 
a realization of a new world bringing with it an inner joy which corresponded in some strange 
way to the external divine glory which I had seen and which shone round me. The external 
vision has faded a little just as the flowers themselves have faded long ago, but the interior 
experience has remained as a certainty which has never lessened and which cannot be taken 
from me. 

This may be a very primitive example of realization, but, because it is simple, it may be 
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easy to see some of the characteristic features of a realization however partial this may have 
been. It is always a personal experience, a taking or receiving into oneself of a truth, a meaning, 
which up to that moment had been unperceived, unknown, or only known in a completely 
superficial way. But even though it is taken into oneself one cannot speak of possessing it. It is 
more true to say that it possesses us. When it comes it does so with such overwhelming force 
that it is an absolute certainty that cannot be denied, and we wonder why a truth which now 
seems so self evident has not occurred to us before. It has a quality of transfiguration and is both 
divine and human. The illumination that brings this new vision is surely a divine revelation but 
it is also our human discovery. On the one hand God is always revealing to us what we can 
receive but it is only when we are open to Him and have made the effort necessary to listen, to 
be attentive, to be undistracted and to be aware, that we come to any realization of it, and then 
it is for us a great new discovery which we have made; and it is indeed our discovery because it 
is we who have found what it was that God was waiting to give us and which was always there 
for us to discover. 

There are a number of New Testament sayings which are especially relevant to the process 
of realization. Quite often Christ spoke to people in a parable and then he said, “if any man hath 
ears to hear let him hear”. Some would only hear the literal words of the story which would 
mean little to them, others would listen attentively and hear further, but there would be some, 
those who truly had an ear, who would penetrate into the fullest meaning of the parable and 
to these would come, not only the full realization of the meaningfulness of the story which had 
been told, but of much more besides. A new light, a new way of looking at everything, a new 
understanding of life would have been born in them. 

Christ also said, “to him that hath shall be given and to him that hath not shall be taken 
away even that which he hath”. This is true of realization. Only to those who already have some 
awareness of what might be discovered can more be revealed. Those who think they already 
know all that they need to know, but have not realized even this in their lives, will never have 
the joy of further discoveries, and they will find one day that even what they think they know 
will fail them because of its inadequacy. There is another saying of the Lord Christ which is very 
relevant here; it is the first Beatitude, “blessed are the poor in spirit for their’s is the Kingdom 
of Heaven”; blessed are they who know the poverty of their spiritual awareness at each stage of 
their lives, because before them lie the immense possibilities of further discoveries and greater 
realization leading ultimately into the Kingdom of God, and only if they know their poverty 
will they take the next step towards a fuller knowledge and deeper experience. 

Another example of realization from the New Testament, vastly different from the childhood 
experience of the glory of the celandines, yet still an analogous experience of discovery and 
revelation, is that of St. Peter who, when he saw the miraculous draft of fishes and the net full 
to breaking point after a night of unrewarded toil, fell at the feet of Jesus and said, “Depart 
from me for I am a sinful man, O Lord”. He had come suddenly to a realization not only of the 
power and lordship of Christ but also of his own inadequacy. This illustrates another aspect of 
realization which can be a painful one. Inevitably a realization of anything that pertains to God 
contrasts with the sinfulness of the profane world. The illumination shines into the dark corners 
as well as on the bright patches and our own shortcomings are brought into the light and seen 
clearly for what they are. So that like St. Peter we also say, “this is too much for me to perceive 
for I am a sinful man”; and there may be suffering and pain in this vision. 

There are of course many other examples in the Old and the New Testaments through 
all the tremendous visions of the prophets and the illumination of the Wisdom Literature. I 
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should like to quote from the Wisdom of Solomon. The writer says, “I myself also am a mortal 
man, like to all, and the offspring of him that was first made of the earth and in my mother’s 
womb was fashioned to be flesh”. And this mortal man, no different as he says from others, 
experienced something which he describes thus; “I called upon God and the spirit of wisdom 
came to me”. There follows a wonderful description of the wisdom which was given, is given, 
and realized; “For she is the breath of the power of God and a pure influence flowing from the 
glory of the Almighty: therefore can no defiled thing fall into her. For she is the brightness of 
the everlasting light, the unspotted mirror of the power of God, and the image of His goodness. 
And being but one she can do all things: and remaining in herself, she maketh all things new; 
and in all ages entering into holy souls, she maketh them friends of God and prophets. For God 
loveth none but him that dwelleth with wisdom. For she is more beautiful than the sun, and 
above all the order of stars: being compared with the light she is found before it. For after this 
cometh night: but vice shall not prevail against Wisdom”. (Chapter 7, Wisdom of Solomon). 

I said in the beginning of this article that moments when we perceive everything anew and 
all is flooded with new light are hard to describe; but here in the Book of Wisdom is a matchless 
description which surely conveys in superb language this strange happening which can be called 
the coming of realization. 

There are other names which might be given to it but few underline so clearly its nature 
as a personal experience, one which is indelible and which leaves with us a certainty which 
cannot be taken away. Nevertheless some of these names are worth consideration because 
they emphasize different aspects of an experience which is so many sided. Discernment, for 
instance, is one such word. It is an experience which enables us to discern between the Real and 
the unreal, between the eternal and abiding on the one hand and the temporal and evanescent 
on the other. Illumination is a word I have used several times. It emphasizes God’s part in giving 
us new light but makes less reference to man’s potentiality or to the fact that he also has a role 
to fulfill. It is not only God who gives, it is also man who participates and who does so at every 
phase of the experience; first by his readiness and openness to receive, then by his search for 
wisdom, and finally by his own discovery of what he is able to receive and realize in his own 
experience, out of all that God is revealing. Vision is another possible word. We are usually 
blind to a whole world of reality, cosmic reality, God’s reality. In this context the experience 
becomes one of emerging from blindness to sight, from darkness to light. A thought that has 
been repeatedly brought before us, perhaps from the Old Testament, from the Gospels or 
from some other source acquires a deep meaning and the words become significant. We are no 
longer deaf and blind to them. This suggests that though the vision may be given it is we who 
must learn to open our eyes wide enough to see. Intelligent thinking about such texts in the 
analytical way of so much modern thinking will not achieve this vision. It is much more likely 
that this deepened awareness of meaningfulness will come if we follow the example of Mary 
who “pondered all these things in her heart”. Not only do the words we have heard often take 
on a new and deeper meaning but they become so vividly alive that they lead us to other and 
even greater discoveries. They become words of life, life giving words. Another word which 
has sometimes been used is that of an awakening and one is reminded of the saying in the 
Song of Songs (chapter 5 v. 2), “I sleep but my heart waketh” for it is the heart rather than the 
brain that makes such discoveries. I would like to quote the following passage from Traherne: 
“Your enjoyment of the world is never right till every morning you awake in Heaven... You 
never enjoy the world aright until the sea itself floweth in your veins, till you are clothed with 
the heavens and crowned with the stars; and perceive yourself to be the sole heir of the whole 
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world, and more so, because men are in it who are, everyone, sole heirs as well as you”. Here is 
another attempt to explain, to describe an experience which cannot fully be put into words. It 
emphasizes another aspect. Although the experience of realization seems to each one so unique 
and personal that we feel ourselves “sole heirs” yet we share it with all other men who are 
equally unique and equally “sole heirs”. 

The great joy of all this lies not only in the immediate fruits of any realization, immensely 
valuable as these may be, but still more in the certainty that there are many more discoveries to 
be made, infinite possibilities of further revelations, because the divine riches are inexhaustible 
and there is no end to the process of realization save God Himself. 

Another reason why I like the word realization to describe this experience of revelation, 
of discovery, of disclosure, is because it is rooted in the word real. The importance of this is 
twofold. First it helps us to concentrate on what is real and progressively to leave aside all that 
is unreal, and in most lives one finds as one goes forward that there is a good deal of unreal 
rubbish which can be discarded. Secondly it brings us “down to earth,”, and saves us from a 
view of God and the world which has no roots, no stability and which was very aptly referred 
to by Bernard Shaw who wrote, “beware of the man whose god is in the skies”. The kind of 
attitude this suggests is not compatible with true realization which is based on truth and which 
obeys the Gospel command to be “in the world” yet “not of the world”. 

Realization transforms and transfigures the world so that we see it more nearly as God sees 
it but it does not mean that we have no view of the world, nor does it transport us out of the 
world, though each realization that we experience may help us to understand more and more 
that, in spite of all that man has done, it is still God’s world. It was for this reason that I chose 
the quotation from Traherne because he speaks not of our enjoyment of a hypothetical heaven 
but of our enjoyment of the world, seen as a world transfigured, a world in all the glory with 
which God created it. 

Finally, realization is a privilege accorded to man; given to him at the time when, in the 
words of Genesis, God made man in His own image and gave him the freedom to reject this 
primordial likeness or to realize it in his own life. Eckhart understood the meaning of this gift 
when he wrote, “God is nearer to me than I am to myself; He is just as near to wood and stone, 
but they do not know it”. 

I would like to close by referring again to Mary, the Mother of God, who “pondered all 
these things in her heart” and to suggest that she pondered much because she loved much. 
This must always be the Christian approach to a greater understanding of the mystery of man’s 
relationship to God and the way in which he can come to realize the Kingdom of Heaven 
which “is within you”. 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 
At last we have been brought face to face with Amida and his Original Vow, and are 

like men longing to cross a stream who have found a ferry. As, however, we reflect upon 
the passing of the days and nights, and how quickly we are drawing near to the land of 
shadows, we must make haste and seek deliverance with all our hearts, and, forsaking 
everything else, earnestly lift up our voices and invoke the sacred name, otherwise our golden 
opportunity will have passed and nothing be left us but remorse. 

Honen? Yokwan? 
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Shinran’s Indebtedness to T’an-luan1 

by  
Shōjun Bandō  

Shinran’s Position in Pure Land Tradition 
THE significance of Hōnen’s appearance in Japanese Buddhism lies in his epoch-making task of 
achieving the independence of the Pure Land School, which had long been regarded merely as a 
by-stream of Mahayana Buddhism. From various Buddhist disciplines he adopted the Nembutsu 
practice, insisting that in the latter days of the Dharma, Nembutsu practice is the only way 
through which all people, men and women, young and old, noble and mean, may equally be 
saved by virtue of the great saving power of Amida’s Original Vow. As his teaching spread 
rapidly to all parts of Japan, a strong reaction to it arose. Myōe Shōnin (1173-1232) of the Kegon 
Sect was a representative of the older sects. He published a work entitled Saijarin (“Smashing 
a Heterodox Dharma Wheel”), in which he severely criticized Hōnen’s radical standpoint. By 
and large, his criticisms against Hōnen centred round the question of bodhicitta. Myōe held 
that whereas the position of bodhicitta (man’s aspiration for Enlightenment) in the Way of 
the Buddha is crucial, Hōnen totally neglected its importance, replacing it by Nembutsu, and 
therefore that Honen’s doctrine could not possibly be called Buddhism. As Myōe was one of the 
most revered Buddhist priests of his time, a strict follower of Buddhist discipline himself and 
free from any sectarian or political prejudices, the penetrating question he raised was thought 
deserving of serious consideration. As Hōnen passed away immediately after he was released 
from exile on the island of Shikoku, it was only natural that Shinran, who inherited Hōnen’s 
teaching, should have felt obliged to answer Myōe’s crucial question. The situation in which 
Shinran thus found himself became one of the main motives for his Kyō-gyō-shin-shō. 

According to the Mahayana conception of a Bodhisattva (bodhi-citta inspired man; a seeker of 
Enlightenment), arising of bodhi-citta is regarded as the starting point of the Bodhisattva’s career. 
There is no Bodhisattva apart from bodhicitta: bodhicitta is what makes a man a Bodhisattva. In 
Nāgārjuna’s Mahāprajñā pāramitopadeśa is a statement, “When bodhicitta arises in man, at that 
very moment he attains Enlightenment”. The first movement of bodhicitta in man’s mind is a 
crucial moment, at which a Bodhisattva is born out of an ordinary man. A Bodhisattva is a man 
who is bodhi-centred, and no longer ego-centred. His mind is now oriented towards benefitting 
others rather than himself; he is ever ready to devote himself for the benefit of all the other 
beings, even at the cost of his own life. A Bodhisattva embodies altruism. He identifies his own 
destiny with that of all sentient beings to the extent he feels, in Vimalakīrti’s words, that “A 
Bodhisattva is sick because all sentient beings are sick.” Therefore the appearance or presence 
of bodhicitta should be the central concern in all ages for all people who would call themselves 
Buddhists, not to mention the eminent figure Myōe of the Kamakura Period. It was no wonder, 
therefore, that Hōnen’s insistence upon the Nembutsu practice as the only means for securing 
the ideal of universal salvation should have aroused in the minds of his contemporaries a grave 
doubt as to the authenticity of his doctrine. It was under such circumstances that the question 
was raised as to whether the Nembutsu teaching expounded by Hōnen denied bodhicitta or 
not. Shinran’s life-long task was to inquire into what Hōnen had actually intended to reveal, and 

Acknowledgements are due to the Editor of The Eastern Buddhist where this article previously appeared. 
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to express his own conviction in his own terms. His main work Kyō-gyō-shin-shō is none other 
than the outcome of his spiritual inquiries into the teaching of salvation through Nembutsu 
alone. 

Shinran’s Kyō-gyō-shin-shō is made up of six chapters. It is written in Chinese. It was 
customary for Buddhist scholar-priests at that time to write in Chinese since all the sources 
from which they quoted were Chinese. In view of the fact that Shinran also left a number of 
writings in Japanese, clearly meant for the generally illiterate common people, it may safely 
be said that his main work was addressed to his contemporary scholar-priests who were able 
to read classical Chinese. He purposely accommodated himself to this style of writing in order 
to appeal to the understanding of the educated Buddhist circle of his age. In any case, there is 
no doubt that Chinese in his time was not only a literary and formal medium but a means of 
communication and a common language among intellectuals. He entitled his main work, “A 
Collection of Important Passages Revealing the Truth of the Pure Land Teaching, Practice, and 
Attainment.” In spite of this title, we find in this work a lengthy volume on “Faith” in its own 
right which is divided into two parts. He, nevertheless, did not mention “Faith” in the title of 
his work. Herein also we find a clue to his motive of addressing it mainly to learned Buddhists 
such as Myōe, for he was fully aware of his position and of his responsibilities to his age, since 
“Teaching, Practice, and Attainment” are traditional categories of the way of a Bodhisattva. 
Namely, a Way-seeker is first of all expected to listen to the “teaching” and then “practice” it 
faithfully, so as to reach the final “Attainment” or Enlightenment. Shinran tried to transcend 
tradition by first accommodating himself to it. 

Hōnen, in his main work, Senchaku Hongan Nembutsu Shū, had quoted extensively from a 
number of sutras and commentaries in addition to the Five Eminent Pure Land masters in order 
to show that Pure Land Buddhism is truly Mahayana and not his own arbitrary invention. Shinran 
followed the pattern of his predecessors in his main work, in which he mentions the Seven Pure 
Land Patriarchs including Hōnen. How highly both Hōnen and Shinran regarded the tradition, 
rather than neglecting it, may be seen from the above-mentioned facts. One important fact to 
be remembered in this connection is that in the Kyō-gyō-shin-shō Shinran’s own words amount 
to no more than one tenth of the whole volume, showing that Shinran thereby intended to 
make the centuries-old tradition speak for itself. Both Hōnen’s Senchaku Hongan Nembutsu 
Shū and Shinran’s Kyō-gyō-shin-shō adopt the form of monrui (collected passages), derived from 
Sung Dynasty China, which serves to demonstrate that one’s opinions are not arbitrary but 
are based upon scriptural evidence. As it is customary for Buddhist scholars to argue in a dual 
form of theoretical reasoning and textual evidence, monrui was the form commonly adopted by 
Buddhist scholars, both more forward-looking and more conservative. 

Though Shinran was traditional in his outward forms, his thought was, in reality, drastically 
original. His way of reading scriptural texts was highly characteristic of this. For example, 
he construed a passage in the Larger Sukhāvati-vyūha Sūtra related to ‘merit transference’ 
(parināma) to refer to Amida and not to man as had been interpreted by all his predecessors. 
Shinran was firmly convinced that his way of reading best revealed the profound implications 
of the text. In the selected texts of the Kyō-gyō-shin-shō we find not a few similar examples. 

Firstly, Shinran wrote the Kyō-gyō-shin-shō out of devotion to Hōnen, his spiritual master, as 
an expression of his gratitude for the latter’s religious guidance. It is also true that it was Shinran’s 
formal answer to the established sects with his scathing criticisms of heretical views outside as 
well as inside of the Pure Land School. But it is above all the first systematic exposition of Pure 
Land teaching ever attempted. Shinran’s mission after his master’s death was to make explicitly 
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clear the quality of Nembutsu “Faith” accorded by Amida and not created by man. This quality 
of Nembutsu “Faith” was expressed by Shinran as being tariki ekō (“accorded by the Other 
Power” or “motivated by Amida”). In this way Shinran proceeded to demonstrate the fact that 
Nembutsu “Faith” is none other than the genuine bodhicitta, because of its freedom from man’s 
agency motivated by self-will (jiriki). In the following, I should like to delineate in what manner 
Shinran tried to demonstrate the intrinsic nature of “Faith” implied in Nembutsu practice, with 
special regard to his indebtedness to T’an-luan’s thought. 

Shinran and T’an-luan 
Throughout his life Shinran was possessed of four names: Hannen, Shakkū, Zenshin and 
Shinran. He named his first son Zenran. Seeing these names, we are naturally reminded of 
the Seven Pure Land Patriarchs to whom, by his own acknowledgment, he was indebted for 
the formation of his thought. They are: Ryūju (Nāgārjuna), Tenjin (Vasubandhu) of India; 
Donran (T’an-luan), Dōshaku (Tao-ch’o), Zendō (Shan-tao) of China; Genshin and Genkō 
(Hōnen) of Japan. Apart from “Hannen,” the names of Shinran and his son are formed from 
characters used in the names of those eminent masters. However, when we focus our attention 
on the two characters that form the name Shinran, we realize that they derive from Tenjin 
and Donran, and this not without reason in view of the fact that in Kyō-gyō-shin-shō Shinran 
shows his special reverence for T’an-luan by designating him as a Bodhisattva. Shinran was 
strict in his use of the three Chinese characters which denote “to say or state” using one for 
sutras, another for commentaries and a third one for sub-commentaries. Despite the fact that 
T’an-luan’s commentary on Vasubandhu’s Treatise on the Pure Land (which is a commentary 
on the Larger Sukhāvati vyūha Sūtra) is a sub-commentary to which he should have applied 
the third character, he used the second character, which is only used for a commentary. Thus 
it is clear that Shinran equated the value of T’an-luan’s thought as expounded in his main 
work, Jōdo Ronchū (Wang-sheng-lun Chu) with the thought expressed in Vasubandhu’s Treatise 
on the Pure Land, upon which T’an-luan commented. Elsewhere in the Kyō-gyō-shin-shō we 
notice Shinran extensively quoting from T’an-luan’s Jōdo Ronchū; the chapter on Attainment 
in particular is occupied mostly by quotations from the Jōdo Ronchū. Above all, we find that 
at the very beginning of the Kyō-gyō-shin-shō Shinran introduces the key term of ekō in its dual 
aspects, going and returning, which is none other than Shinran’s inheritance from T’an-luan. 
All these facts are clear evidence that T’an-luan’s position in Shinran’s thought is predominant. 
Undoubtedly in Shinran’s case, the name does show reality. 

It was Hōnen who designated the three sutras and one commentary as the most revealing 
of the truth of salvation through Nembutsu. They are the Larger Sukhāvati-vyūha Sūtra, the 
Meditation Sūtra, the Smaller Sukhāvati-vyūha Sūtra, and T’an-luan’s Jōdo Ronchū (Com-
mentary on Vasubandhu’s Treatise on the Pure Land). Vasubandhu’s Treatise on the Pure Land is 
a product of his devotion to Amida Buddha and is characteristic of his systematic representation 
of the Pure Land, the detailed description of which is found in the Larger Sukhāvati-vyūha 
Sūtra. It might be said that both Hōnen and Shinran are indebted to Vasubandhu and T’an-
luan for a full appreciation of the purport of the Larger Sukhāvati-vyūha Sūtra. While Shinran 
was among the disciples of Hōnen at Yoshimizu in Kyoto, he made an assiduous and extensive 
study of those scriptures. Among the documents now preserved by Nishi Honganji in Kyoto 
is a one-volume copy of the Meditation Sūtra and Smaller Sukhāvati-vyūha Sūtra that was 
apparently used by Shinran at Yoshimizu. Tiny characters are written on the page margins, and 
among them is found the name of Jōdo Ronchū, clear evidence that in his early thirties Shinran 
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was already acquainted with T’an-luan’s thought. Therefore, it is highly probable that Shinran 
was introduced to T’an-luan by his master Hōnen. After Hōnen’s death, it was mainly through 
the guidance of T’an-luan’s thoughts that Shinran succeeded in making clear what was left 
unclarified by his master as to the true significance of “Faith” in Nembutsu practice originally 
expounded in the Larger Sukhāvati-vyūha Sūtra. Before going into an analysis of Shinran’s 
indebtedness to T’an-luan, let us consider two important factors: the nature of Shinran’s life-
long mission, and T’an-luan’s contribution to Pure Land Buddhist thought. 

The Roles of Shinran and T’an-luan 
As the founder of an independent Pure Land sect, Jōdo Shū, Hōnen occupies a prominent 
position in the history of Japanese Buddhism. The leader of a newly established sect, he was 
naturally preoccupied with the task of defending the doctrine of his sect as well as his political 
stand, besides being engaged in his authentic mission of expounding among the people at 
large the doctrine of salvation through Nembutsu only. He had to face violent attacks from 
conservative minds belonging to existing sects jealous of his popularity. However, for his 
successor, Shinran, it was to be expected that the nature of his mission should differ somewhat 
from Hōnen’s. After Hōnen’s death there appeared among his disciples a variety of views or 
different interpretations of his teachings. Some insisted that, for a man to be saved, incessant 
recitation of Nembutsu was necessary, while others insisted that faith mattered rather than 
the reciting act. Shinran thus keenly felt the need for clarifying the true meaning of Hōnen’s 
Nembutsu teaching. The Kyō-gyō-shin-shō is nothing less than the fruition of Shinran’s life-
long endeavour. It might be said that Shinran’s task consisted of the critical examination of the 
quality of “Faith” in Nembutsu practice. 

It is certain that Hōnen’s definition of Nembutsu was comprehensive. Therefore his 
Nembutsu was inclusive of all levels, whether motivated by tariki or by jiriki. Hence his 
disciples’ confusion regarding “Faith,” with all manner of interpretations presented. In Honen’s 
eyes, there were two categories of practice: Nembutsu and all other miscellaneous practices. 
In his main work, he declared that all practices other than Nembutsu are not efficacious for 
attaining salvation in this latter age of Dharma, since they are not in accordance with the spirit 
of the Original Vow of Amida. His typical attitude towards the problem of Buddhist practice 
was obviously that of “either-or.” This attitude is widely known as Senchaku (to select and to 
discard). In his lifetime, critical examination of Nembutsu had not been thoroughly undertaken. 
This task was consequently taken up by Shinran. 

There are two main Pure Land streams in China, Shan-tao’s (A.D. 613-681) and Hui-
yūan’s (A.D. 334-416). The former is based upon the Meditation Sūtra and the latter upon 
the Pratyutpanna-samādhi-Sūtra. T’an-luan, Hōnen, and Shinran belong to the former stream. 
Although Nembutsu recitation is common to both traditions, the former saw a harmonious 
unity of the thoughts of Non-being (prajñārpāramitā philosophy based upon the principle 
of sūnyatā) and Being (Yogācāra or vijñaptimātratā philosophy based upon the principle of 
prajñapti or phenomenal being), while the latter was more inclined to emphasize the principle 
of sūnyatā. Therefore the ultimate source of their teaching differed: for the former it was the 
three Pure Land sutras and T’an-luan’s Jōdo Ronchū, for the latter it was the Prajñāpāramitā 
sutras. The former spread among the common people while the latter remained confined to a 
small minority. 

T’an-luan was most instrumental in clarifying and systematizing the doctrinal points in the 
former tradition of unifying the principles of Being and Non-being. His contribution to Pure 
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Land thought in general is so enormous that it is extremely difficult for us properly to assess 
it. However, the following points may be mentioned as they seem to have special bearing 
on Shinran’s thought: (1) A harmonious combination of Nāgārjuna’s sūnyatā philosophy and 
Vasubandhu’s Vijñaptimātratā philosophy. (2) The concepts of jiriki and tariki. (3) The idea of 
ekō. In the following pages let us examine, mainly from the above-mentioned points, Shinran’s 
indebtedness to T’an-luan’s thought. 

(1) Unity of Being and Non-Being 
The state of enlightenment is beyond man’s descriptive power. Yet nothing is more real or 
effective than enlightenment, for once we are actually faced with a man of enlightenment his 
spiritual radiance is unmistakably felt and its effect is overpowering. Since ancient times, this 
indescribable experience of enlightenment found various ways of expression. An Upanishadic 
philosopher refused to express it in terms other than “n’eti, n’eti.” Nāgārjuna contended that 
the ultimate reality can only be expressed in negative terms, and revealed his famous categories 
of eightfold negation. In the Upanishadic tradition itself, however, there did appear the attempt 
to express the transcendental experience of salvation or deliverance (vimukti or moksa) in such 
positive terms as sacchidānanda (sat, substance; cit, consciousness; ānanda, joy). These terms 
may be said to be aspects of the experience of moksa. In the Mahayana Mahāparinirvāna 
Sūtra, along with a number of negative expressions, we find an equal number of positive 
expressions of the state of enlightenment: “refuge,” “cave,” “light,” “lamp,” “Other Shore,” 
“Peaceful Place,” “serenity,” “vastness,” and so forth. The term “Pure Land” is obviously one 
such expression, that points ultimately to the state of enlightenment, or nirvāna. In other 
words, “Pure Land” is a positive concrete expression of “nirvāna.” The reason the term “Jōdo” 
(Pure Land) has survived to this day may be due to the Chinese mentality which favours 
concreteness over abstraction. Vasubandhu was the first in the history of Buddhism to show 
the structure of the Pure Land. This he did in terms of 29 categories, a result of his encounter 
with the Larger Sukhāvati-vyūha Sūtra. He did not come to this sutra out of mere intellectual 
curiosity. He existentially encountered the spirit expounded in this sutra upon his conversion. 
This encounter constituted the motive for his Treatise on the Pure Land, at the very beginning 
of which we find his famous words of confession in praise of Amida: “O, Bhagavat, I take single-
hearted refuge in the Tathāgata of unobstructed light penetrating through ten directions!” As is 
well known, a detailed description of Amida’s land of bliss (Sukhāvati) is unfolded in the Larger 
Sukhāvati vyūha Sūtra. From devotion to Amida, Vasubandhu attempted to systematize the 
main features of the Pure Land that are described in detail in the Larger Sutra. He classified all 
Pure Land constituents into three categories: land, Buddhas, and Bodhisattvas. The first refers 
to the place itself, and the second and the third refer to the beings who dwell therein. As to 
each category he mentions 17 qualities (gunas) for the land, 8 for the Buddhas and 4 for the 
Bodhisattvas. Altogether he mentions 29 qualities for the whole of the Pure Land, thereby 
delineating the Pure Land’s content. T’an-luan inherited Vasubandhu’s Pure Land ontology. 
This was accepted in his turn by Shinran. 

Vasubandhu’s inclination towards something concrete and objective, as is exemplified by 
his acceptance of the substantive description of Pure Land in the Larger Sutra, may easily be 
understood by looking into his philosophical background. Although Nāgārjuna’s Mādhyamika 
philosophy refuses to represent nirvāna in positive or material terms, Vasubandhu’s Yōgācāra 
philosophy makes allowances for doing so. This accounts for the basic feature of Pure Land 
Buddhism which, embracing the Yōgācāra standpoint through Vasubandhu, has had a wide 
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following among the common people in the course of history, in sharp contrast to Zen Buddhism 
which, adhering throughout to Mādhyamika philosophy, has remained a religion for a relatively 
small minority. 

On the other hand, T’an-luan, with a background of Mādhyamika philosophy, attempted 
to re-interpret Vasubandhu’s interpretations of the Pure Land. Thus the unity of two opposing 
philosophical streams comes to be realized in the thought of T’an-luan. T’an-luan had submerged 
himself in the study of Mādhyamika philosophy with Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamaka-kārikā, 
Dvadaśanikāya-śāstra, Māhaprajñāpāramitopadeśa, and Aryadeva’s Sataśāstra before his 
conversion to Pure Land Buddhism. If supra-experiential reality is to be expressed, it must 
inevitably take the form of “Being.” This “Being” may be said to be the essence of the so-
called “mythology.” Mādhyamika philosophy refused to resort to the upāya of mythology. 
T’an-luan found himself in a position to deal with the “mythological expressions” resorted 
to by his predecessor, Vasubandhu. Thus, it could be said that he performed the task of 
“transmythologizing” the Pure Land so as to bring all those who are faced with this mythology 
into direct contact with its inner spiritual meaning on an experiential level. T’an-luan executed 
this epoch-making task resolutely, and the result of his efforts bore fruit in his Jōdo Ronchū. 

It is noteworthy that T’an-luan, who had once encountered the depths of Mādhyamika 
philosophy, is seen positively affirming the “Being” of the Pure Land with its various adornments. 
T’an-luan says: 

Since Suchness is the state in which all illusions have disappeared, Dharmakāya 
is formless. Because if its very formlessness it can take all conceivable forms. 
Therefore, all the adornments of the Pure Land with various qualities are 
Dharmakāya itself. 

These lines have a Lao-tzean tone. It is quite obvious that here T’an-luan is seeing oneness 
amidst diversity. After touching upon the relationship between the oneness of Enlightenment 
and the diversity of the adornments of Pure Land specified by Vasubandhu, T’an-luan says: 

Buddhas and Bodhisattvas are made up of two-fold Dharmakāya: Dharmakāya 
in its aspect of suchness, and Dharmakāya in its upāya aspect. Out of the former 
the latter appears. By way of the latter is the former realized. Though distinct 
from each other, these two aspects of Dharmakāya are inseparable. Though they 
are one, they should never be confused. 

T’an-luan is trying to say that although Buddhas and Bodhisattvas are mentioned together 
with the land among the 29 adornments of Pure Land as if they were separate entities in their 
own right, they are simply an element of Dharmakāya itself. In other words, he points to the fact 
that they are authentic manifestations of the same Enlightenment that constitutes the essence 
of the Pure Land. To T’an-luan’s enlightened eye the diversity is by no means a hindrance to his 
vision of the true essence of the Pure Land. 

With regard to the Pure Land expressed in objective terms, T’an-luan declares: 

The so-called Pure Land is none other than a path which leads ultimately to 
Buddhahood; it is a supreme upāya. 
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Shinran quotes these statements in the Chapter on Attainment of the Kyō-gyō-shin-shō. 
Therefore, as with the other important statements, these may be taken as Shinran’s own views. 

One cannot but be amazed at the boldness of these words. For when people hear the word 
upāya, they are apt to take it in the sense of something adulterated or superficial, as if upāya 
were almost a synonym for falsehood. Regarded in its essence, upāya belongs wholly to truth, 
being none other than its dynamic aspect. The activity of transcendental wisdom (prajñā) itself 
is upāya. However, what interests us most in this context is that T’an-luan did not hesitate 
to make such a statement. Through this statement it is apparent that he wanted to express 
the essentially non-dual relationship between nirvāna or ultimate state of enlightenment and 
the so-called Pure Land. For he was firmly convinced that once a man is in touch with upāya, 
somehow or other he is already in contact with truth because of the intrinsic solidarity of the 
two. To attempt to objectify what can never be objectified—this is one of the characteristics 
of Pure Land Buddhism. 

As to the soteriological problems, T’an-luan makes, among others, the following statements: 

Among a number of passages in the Mahayana sutras and commentaries, we 
often see the statements, “Sentient beings are after all ‘non arising’ just like vast 
space.” Why is it, then, that Vasubandhu Bodhisattva spoke of ‘desiring birth 
[in the Pure Land]’? 

All such things as the substance of sentient beings as imagined by an ordinary 
man, and the substance of “birth and death” as seen by an ordinary man, are in 
the last analysis unreal, like the hair of a tortoise or a vast space. What is meant 
by the “Birth” sought for by Vasubandhu Bodhisattva is “dependent arising,” 
and so it was only tentatively so called. 

In these lines T’an-luan is discussing in the form of question and answer the question of who it 
is that desires birth in the Pure Land. 

By his question and answer T’an-luan suggests that there is no substance in the abstract 
concept of “sentient beings” who are supposed to be leaving this world and going to the other 
world desirous of birth in the Pure Land. In these lines we can clearly see T’an-luan’s rootage in 
the soil of sūnyatā philosophy. T’an-luan further states: 

Why is birth in the Pure Land expounded? When the Five-fold Path of Nembutsu 
is practised by the so-called human beings of this world, a fore-thought becomes 
the cause of an after-thought. The so-called human beings of the defiled land 
and those of the Pure Land are neither decidedly identical with each other nor 
decidedly different from each other. The same holds true with the fore-thought 
and the after-thought. Why? 

Because if they were identical, there would be no law of cause and effect; if 
different, there would be no continuity between them. 

This two-fold question and answer is highly significant in that T’an-luan is suggesting that 
“birth” ultimately means “conversion.” “The so-called human being of the deified world” is an 
unenlightened man and “the so called human being of the Pure Land” is an enlightened man. 
The relationship between these two types may be compared to that of Saul and Paul. Saul 
was a man bent on persecuting Jesus, Paul was a man who faithfully followed the footsteps 
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of Jesus. Are these two men different or the same? The same relationship is seen in the life of 
Shinran. Yamabushi Bennen may correspond to Saul in that he was bent on persecuting Shinran. 
Myōhōbō, known as Bennen before he was converted by Shinran, would thus correspond to 
Paul. Is Bennen different from Myōhōbō or is he the same? In answering such a question, T’an-
luan resorted to the typical dialectic of Mādhyamika logicians. In these particular passages, we 
must not overlook the fact that T’an-luan had drawn out the innermost meaning of “birth” 
(ōjō) by suggesting the spiritual transformation that takes place in man’s mind at the experience 
of conversion. The above shows clearly that T’an-luan interpreted the religious experience of 
“birth” not in terms of actually leaving this world and going to the other world, but in terms 
of the inner experience of man’s mind. This might be said to be another example of T’an-
luan’s way of transcending the formal aspects of a mythology by relating them directly to their 
spiritual essence in the here and the now. 

(2) Ideas of jiriki and tariki 
We have seen in the above how T’an-luan made a great contribution to the Pure Land ontology 
and soteriology through his characteristic interpretations. Shinran understood the experience 
of enlightenment or salvation in terms of “birth in the Pure Land,” mainly through T’an-luan’s 
dialectical exegesis. Shinran thus had through T’an-luan’s exegesis a great deal to learn from 
Vasubandhu’s presentation of the full significance of “Pure Land.” T’an-luan, while taking his 
stand upon sūnyatā philosophy, positively accepted the schematized representation of the Pure 
Land, in full recognition of the raison d’être of Pure Land Buddhism which arose in defence 
of the cause of universal salvation. Nevertheless, T’an-luan was well aware that the ultimate 
meaning of “birth in the Pure Land” consisted not in the matter of geography or physical 
movement but in spiritual birth or conversion, which he clearly expressed in Mādhyamika 
terms as “birth of non-birth.” On the other hand, the final realization Shinran attained was that 
the essence of Nembutsu is none other than the whole connotation of “Pure Land,” for the 
essence of Pure Land is nirvāna itself. Pure Land is not a static or physical place but a dynamic 
reality or a ceaseless functioning of satori itself. It is not only a place all men are expected to 
reach, it is something to be realized amidst the actual human existence beset with all forms of 
predicament and suffering. 

Shinran was perceptive enough to see the essence of Nembutsu practice in Vasubandhu’s 
“single-mindedness,” which was expressed in his confession in praise of Amida. He reached 
the conclusion that Vasubandu’s “single-mindedness” was the key to unlock the mystery 
of Nembutsu practice. With his keen insight, he perceived that it did not in fact belong to 
Vasubandhu as a man, but that it was Amida’s Original Vow materialized as Vasubandhu’s 
aspiring heart. Shinran also perceived in the “single-mindedness” a unity of the so-called three 
minds—sincerity, faith, aspiration for birth—contained in Amida’s Eighteenth Vow. In other 
words, he discerned the essence of the Eighteenth Vow realized in Vasubandhu’s “single-
mindedness” led by his awareness that Vasubandhu achieved the unity in order to enable 
unenlightened sentient beings to acquire understanding, since although Amida put forth the 
three minds as a prerequisite ensuring the efficacy of Nembutsu, there is no other authentic 
cause for attaining nirvāna than “Faith.” Shinran’s contention was that Nembutsu can be a 
right cause for all people to attain nirvāna because the Faith in Nembutsu is essentially not 
man’s but Amida’s. He used the term “tariki” (Other Power) in order to express this. Defining 
“tariki” in the Kyō-gyō-shin-shō chapter on Practice, he states: “The ‘Other Power’ is none other 
than the Power of Amida’s Original Vow,” Hōnen was also, of course, fully convinced that the 

200 



Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 5, #4 (Autumn 1971)  

practice of reciting Nembutsu was effective for all people of the latter days as the sole cause of 
attaining nirvāna,—that it was not because Nembutsu is sincerely recited by men, but because 
Nembutsu was in accordance with the spirit of Amida’s Original Vow. This is the very reason 
why he could be so emphatic in expounding the teaching of Nembutsu as the founder of the 
Jōdo Sect. However, he did not distinguish precisely enough the two aspects of Nembutsu: jiriki 
and tariki. For Hōnen all Nembutsu was, so to speak, tariki, because Nembutsu itself, as the 
sacred practice selected by Amida’s Compassionate Vow, was superior to all other practices. 
On the other hand, Shinran’s historical mission was to scrutinize the inner motive of Nembutsu 
practice. He made a minute examination of the sacred practices leading one to birth in the 
Pure Land, which he recorded in the “Faith” Chapter of the Kyō-gyō-shin-shō. In the course of 
this process, the ideas of jiriki and tariki played a vital role. The examination of “Faith” cannot 
help but lead to the examination of the vows and sutras from which it derives and the modes 
of birth which it gives rise to. For vows are the basic principle or the prime spiritual force of 
which the sutras are the expressions, and the ensuing modes of birth are an indication of the 
quality of faith which produced them. 

The terms jiriki and tariki which Shinran adopted from T’an-luan can of course be traced 
to their popular usage. Ordinarily jiriki stands for “self-power” or “self-effort,” and tariki for 
“other power” or “external help.” It was T’an-luan, however, who gave a religious significance 
to these popular terms. For T’an-luan, tariki was not simply an antonym to jiriki, but also 
covered the transcendental extension of the term itself. It is not that he totally discarded the 
popular, relative meaning of tariki, but that he added to it a transcendental meaning to make it 
a religious term. T’an-luan transformed a popular term into a religious one. So the term tariki 
itself was not created by T’an-luan. It had existed far prior to him, and it can even be found in 
Vasubandhu’s Treatise on the Pure Land. 

In the following let us look into the significance of the task T’an-luan performed in clarifying 
the dual meaning of tariki. When tariki means simply a dependence upon something else, and as 
long as the “faith” is characterized as such, such a “faith” is not instrumental in leading to one’s 
enlightenment, to one’s true independence from all external things. By tariki “Faith” T’an-luan 
meant the establishment of the True Self, while by jiriki “faith” he meant our enslavement 
to our self-power, our limited, relative human power, tariki “Faith” must be something that 
enables man to establish his True Subjectivity. The establishment of True Subjectivity is none 
other than salvation, nirvāna, moksa or “birth in the Pure Land.” Only the tariki “Faith” in its 
religious sense makes man truly autonomous or sets him free. 

It is generally believed that when we embrace the faith of tariki, we lose our subjectivity. 
In such a case, tariki would mean not Vow Power but simply dependency upon something 
else. Such a faith enslaves man rather than sets him free. When we accept Vow Power through 
Nembutsu, Vow Power is realized in us. Then it is Vow Power that is our real Subjectivity. 
As long as faith remains jiriki, our subjectivity also remains relative, enslaved, limited and 
dependent. It is at this moment that a transformation takes place. Furthermore, T’an-luan went 
so far as to see tariki “Faith” as the effect rather than the beginning of the Vow. In other words, 
he considered that the fact of man’s embracing tariki Faith is the realization of the Original 
Vow of Amida, and not the beginning of man’s religious life. He saw the effect (realization or 
accomplishment) in the cause where an ordinary man would see merely the beginning. To the 
eyes of an unenlightened man, our act of believing is the start of religious life. For T’an-luan, 
however, our belief is none other than the realization of Amida’s Original Vow. This interaction 
between Amida and man (though, essentially, they are not necessarily distinct from each other 
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as are God and man) was called by T’an-luan “ekō.” This Shinran inherited from him. 

(3) The Idea of Ekō 
We have seen in the above that the term ekō has an important bearing on the event of 
“transformation” or the moment of birth in the Pure Land. As with tariki, ekō was a common term 
in India. It meant either “transformation” or “transferring of merit accumulated by someone for 
the benefit of others.” In this case, too, everyday language came to be given a religious meaning: 
“parināma” which in Sanskrit originally meant a “change” or a “transformation,” came to be 
used by Buddhists as “merit-transference.” At least until the time of Honen, ekō invariably 
meant man’s act of transferring merit to others. But for the first time in Buddhism, the term ekō 
was taken to mean Amida’s transference of merit in the direction of men. For Honen Nembutsu 
was always man’s ekō while for Shinran it was always Amida’s. It was Vasubandhu who used 
the term ekō for the first time, presenting its two directions: going and returning He meant by 
“going ekō” a Pure Land aspirant’s direction from the defiled world to the Pure Land, while by 
“returning ekō” he meant an enlightened Bodhisattva’s direction from Pure Land to the defiled 
world. That is to say, for Vasubandhu there were two directions of ekō: one from the realm 
of mayoi (illusion) to the realm of satori (enlightenment), the other from the realm of satori to 
the realm of mayoi. T’an-luan accepted Vasubandhu’s conceptions of the two directions of ekō 
and developed them further. T’an-luan, while accepting the ideas of the two directions of ekō 
shown by Vasubandhu, finally concluded that they were in fact reducible to one, the “returning 
ekō” alone, the direction of ekō from satori to mayoi. He showed it to be Amida’s and not man’s, 
and he qualified it as tariki ekō, the ekō motivated by the Power of Amida’s Original Vow. 

It was accordingly thought to be Amida’s working when man acquires Faith, for essentially 
there is only one ekō. It is now apparent that Shinran’s well-known teaching of “Faith in the 
Other Power” is thus indebted to this insight of T’an-luan into the nature of ekō. In the Jōdo 
Ronchū T’an-luan declares: “If we clearly look into the source of this idea, Tathāgata Amida is 
the promotive agent.” This declaration was quoted by Shinran in the Chapter on Practice of the 
Kyō-gyō-shin-shō. T’an-luan pointed out that ultimately our aspiration for the Pure Land itself 
originates from Amida. He then continues: 

Of all things our birth in the Pure Land and the works of the Bodhisattvas of 
other lands arise from the power of the vows of Tathāgata Amida. Why is it so? 
Should things not arise from the power of the forty-eight vows of the Buddha, 
they would have been taken in vain. 

Shinran expressed the meaning of tariki ekō in his own words as “fu-ekō” (“non-ekō”). Fu-
ekō means “not man’s ekō,” hence Amida’s. He states in the Kyō-gyō-shin-shō: 

Therefore it is clearly known that this Nembutsu practice is not the practice 
of self-power by common men and sages. Therefore it is called the practice of 
fu-ekō. 

Again, Shinran reversed the meaning of the expression “Hotsugan ekō” (To aspire for birth 
and transfer the merit) that had invariably been taken as man’s action toward Amida, and says: 

Hotsugan ekō refers to the Tathāgata’s (Amida’s) aspiration, in which he, having  
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already taken the Vow, endows sentient beings with their Practice. 

In this way Shinran’s Kyō-gyō-shin-shō might be said to be permeated throughout by the 
insight of tariki ekō. In this respect T’an-luan’s influence upon Shinran’s teaching is indeed 
considerable. In conclusion, it may be said that in the light of T’an-luan’s insight, Shinran carried 
out the task of examining the quality of Nembutsu Faith mainly from the view-points of tariki 
and ekō, and made clear that the Original Vow of Amida, which is usually regarded by man, 
as the Other Power realizes itself in man’s Faith, thus truly establishing his Subjectivity. That 
Amida’s Vow realizes itself as man’s Faith and at the same time that Faith proves the presence 
of the Vow, and that the evidence of the realization of the Vow is none other than man’s 
Faith—all this is the central theme of the Kyō-gyō-shin-shō. Without the prior help of T’an-
luan’s genius Shinran could not have succeeded in clarifying this truth to the extent that he did. 
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Mysticism and Traditional Philosophy 
in Persia, Pre-Islamic and Islamic1 

by  
Seyyed Hossein Nasr  

TO speak of philosophy (in its traditional sense) and mysticism and gnosis in their original sense 
which in Arabic and Persian is (taṣawwuf and ‘irfan) during the long span of Persian history, 
is to speak of tradition, of continuity, of transcendent principles and of forms of wisdom of 
celestial origin. It is also to speak of two distinct spiritual worlds, the Mazdean and the Islamic, 
governed by different spiritual principles yet related in many ways because they issue from the 
same Divine origin and also because of certain profound morphological resemblances between 
them. The question of the relation between the sapiental doctrines and methods of spiritual 
realization during these two phases of Persian history cannot be solved solely in the light of an 
historicism blind to the genius of both Mazdaism and Islam and of necessity impervious to the 
transcendent dimensions wherein resides the most profound relationship between them. To 
deny the transcendent and archetypal world as the origin of certain doctrines, forms, images 
and symbols which are manifested in both these worlds, is to overlook the main causal nexus 
between them. It is to search in the shadows, in the historical and purely horizontal relationships 
in time, for a reality which resides in the luminous world of the spirit above time, although it 
has manifested itself in different times and places. 

The study of the religion, philosophy and mysticism of the different epochs of Persian 
history is synonymous with the study of the traditions2 mainly Zoroastrian and Islamic, which 
have dominated various phases of that history. Although these traditions are of different nature 
and structure, they are related most of all by the fact that they are authentic traditions and not 
something else, that is, they are messages from the world of the spirit differing in their outward 
form but united in their inner essence.3 The emphasis upon the inner unity of traditions has in 
fact been one of the characteristics of the world view of the religious elite throughout Persian 
history and as every student of comparative religion knows some of the most sublime and 
beautiful expressions of the “transcendent unity of religions” are to be found in Persian Sufi 
poetry from ‘Aṭṭār and Mawlānā Jalāl al-Dīn Rumī to Hātif Iṣpahānī. 

The result of this traditional character of the different epochs of Persian history, which 
distinguishes all of it from the anti-traditional character of modern civilization, is an emphasis 
upon the spiritual world, the orientation of human life towards the life beyond, a sensitivity to 
earthly beauty as an image of the beauty of paradise, and so many other spiritual attitudes which 
run throughout the periods of Persian history. Besides elements of historical borrowing and the 

1 The substance of this article was presented at a conference in the International Congress of Iranology held in Shiraz, 13th-
15th October 1971, in conjunction with the 2500th anniversary of the founding of the Persian Empire. The theme of the 
Congress was the continuity of Persian Culture. 
2 By tradition we do not mean custom or habit but principles of celestial origin and their applications in time and space along 
with the sacred forms, rites and doctrines which make the realization of these principles possible. Tradition, therefore, cor-
responds to religion understood in its most universal sense. See the numerous writings of A. K. Coomaraswamy, R. Guénon, F. 
Schuon and T. Burckhardt. 
3 See F. Schuon, The Transcendent Unity of Religions, trans. by P. Townsend, London, 1948; and S. H. Nasr, Sufi Essays, London 
1972. 
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ethnic continuity which certainly exists along with all that such a continuity implies, the main 
stream of continuity that is observed in Persian history in the domain of religion, mysticism 
and philosophy is due more to the similarity between the “vertical” causes of the traditions in 
question than just to the continuation of a series of “horizontal” and historical factors. It is as 
if a series of flashes of lightening were to illuminate the earth continuously in such a way that 
were one to neglect the source of the light, one would simply observe a continuous lighting of 
the earth one moment after another. 

* * * 

With this image in mind and also considering certain elements of purely historical borrowing 
and continuity that have certainly existed on the side, we now turn to a few basic doctrines and 
themes which have appeared in one form or another in the religion, mysticism and philosophy 
of Persia throughout its history and which characterize the intellectual and spiritual life of the 
Persians in their totality. 

Let us begin with the concept of the Divinity itself. In both Zoroastrianism and Islam, despite 
the difference in accent in the two cases and the dualism of the one that can be contrasted with 
the unitary emphasis of the other, there is a definite similarity in the concept of the Divinity 
as a transcendent principle that stands above creation and is distinct from it. The subservience 
of the material order to a spiritual principle and the created nature (in the theological sense) 
of this order which sets limits to it in both time and space is shared in Mazdaism and Islam, in 
contrast, let us say, to the Greek cosmologies where an indefinite repetition of cycles beyond 
a limited boundary is emphasized, at least in the general philosophical interpretations of these 
cosmologies as they have reached us. For the Persians, throughout their history, the material 
universe has been conceived as bound in both time and space, as having an alpha and an omega, 
both of which are themselves above the created order and belong to the realm of divinity. 

Closely connected to the theological conception of creation is the belief in its goodness which 
has been emphasized by Zoroastrianism and Islam, although not of course by Manichaeism. 
In Zoroastrian cosmogony the material order was created by Ahura-Mazda but Ahriman did 
not create a corresponding material world of his own in the way that he created the order of 
demons. Likewise in Islam creation is considered as a domain of reality which plays a definitely 
positive role in human life, for, in referring to the world, the Qur’an says, “Verily we did not 
create this vain” (mā khālaqnā hādhā bātilan). The Persian joy for life and appreciation of the 
beauties of the created order in both the sensuous and the spiritual sense is closely related to 
the emphasis placed upon the positive role of the created or natural order in man’s religious life 
by the two major religious traditions that have dominated Persian history, namely the Mazdean 
and the Islamic. 

Life on this earth has also been considered to possess an ultimate meaning beyond this world 
in all of the religions that have dominated Persia. Of course one might say that all religions in 
general emphasize the importance of human actions in view of man’s final end. But the Iranian 
religions have a conception of human action, morality, final judgement and eschatology as 
related to man’s life on earth that is more akin to the teachings of the Semitic religions than 
to what is found in the religions of India and the Far East. Not only the concept of the created 
order but also that of man’s life in this world and its relation to the worlds above presents 
a constancy and permanence throughout Persian history made possible by the repetition of 
certain teachings of the different religions that have ruled over this land. In Islam, no less than 
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in Zoroastrianism, the effect of both good and evil upon the soul of man and their role in 
moulding the soul in such a way as to influence its posthumous life is very much emphasized, 
and constitutes one of its central teachings. 

Naturally, this conception of human life in which actions have an ultimate value in the 
eyes of God is closely related to the belief in the Day of Judgement emphasized so majestically 
in the Quran and mentioned also in Zoroastrian sources. Even details of the “landscape” of 
the other world presents certain similarities in the two religions, especially in the image of the 
bridge over hell, without there being the least question of historical borrowing. Likewise, the 
belief in a saviour before the Final Judgement is common to Islam and Zoroastrianism as it is of 
course to other religions as well.4 Especially in Shi‘ite Islam belief in the coming of the Mahdi, 
who is the Twelfth Imam, and the effect of this belief upon daily religious life can be closely 
compared with the Zoroastrian belief in Saoshyant and the idea of “expectation” which is 
contained in certain Zoroastrian teachings. Other elements of eschatology and concepts of hell 
and paradise (which in both European languages and in Arabic in the form “firdaws” is derived 
from Avestan) present striking similarities and reveal the common origin of all these teachings 
in the single luminous source of all revelation. 

As far as the imago mundi is concerned, again there are profound morphological resemblances 
and sometimes historical borrowings as in the case of the seven keshvars of the ancient Persians 
which found their way into the Shāhnāmah, the writings of Bīrūnī, Yāqūt and other Muslim 
sources.5 In cosmology also there are similarities that derive most of all from the traditional 
view of the cosmos based upon the notion of hierarchy and grades of being. Throughout his 
history, the Persian has always seen himself in a universe composed of multiple states in which 
he stands at the bottom of a scale leading in an ascending and sacred order (therefore a true 
hierarchy) to the Divinity. This hierarchic conception of reality with all its artistic as well as 
social and practical implications is one of the most profound features of the very structure of 
the soul of the Persian as it has been moulded over the ages by the religious and cultural forces 
at play in his life. 

This hierarchic order is of course inseparable from the angelic order that stands between 
man and God. Of the older religions, none has emphasized the angelic world and its purely 
spiritual character as much as Zoroastrianism, which could in fact be called in a sense a “religion 
of angels” rather than directly of God. Islam also places a great deal of emphasis upon angels and 
belief in the angels is a part of the definition of īmān or faith. As a result of this correlation in 
emphasis upon the angelic world, the Persian has lived throughout his history in a world always 
dominated, ordered and controlled by spiritual or angelic substances belonging to the higher 
levels of being. He has always been aware that this world and man’s life in it are the shadow 
of the angelic world, that they are transient and ephemeral yet reflect the abiding beauty of 
paradise. In art as well as in philosophy and theosophy—where in the ishrāqī school Suhrawardī 
even incorporated Mazdean angelology into his Islamic scheme6 the dominion and power of 
the angelic world is so great that it can hardly fail to be noticed by any perceptive student of 
things Persian. 

4  See H. Corbin, En Islam iranien, vol. I, Paris, 1971. 
5 See H. Corbin, La Terre céleste et corps de résurrection, Paris 1961, pp. 40ff; and S. H. Nasr, “La Cosmographie en Iran pré-
islamique et islamique” Arabic and Islamic Studies in Honour of Hamilton A. R. Gibb, Leiden, 1965, pp. 507-524. 
6 See H. Corbin, En Islam iranien, vol. II, Paris, 1971; and S. H. Nasr, Three Muslim Sages, Cambridge (U.S.A.), 1964, chapter 
II. 
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* * *  

Despite the presence of these and many other themes, doctrines and symbols that are common 
between the Mazdean and Islamic traditions, there is a contrast observable in the relation 
between religion, philosophy and mysticism during the pre-Islamic and Islamic periods of 
Persian history. During the pre-Islamic period, philosophy, in its traditional sense, was contained 
completely within the bosom of religion. If we search for the sources of the sophia or khirad 
of the ancient Persians which in fact the Greek philosophers and sages sought, we would be 
mistaken to expect to find works like the Metaphysics of Aristotle or even the Dialogues of 
Plato, that is, works similar to those belonging to a period of Greek history when religion, 
philosophy and science had become separated from each other. In ancient Persia, as in all other 
Oriental civilizations, the separation between religion and philosophy that one observes in 
ancient Greece and Rome and again in post-medieval Europe never took place except in rare 
cases which remain of secondary importance. If we search for the “philosophy” of the ancient 
Persians or for what Suhrawardī called the khusrāwānī theosophy (ḥikmat-i khusrawānī) we 
must delve into such religious works as the Bundāhishn and the Shkand gumānīk vichār and be 
aware of the oral teachings which must certainly have existed along with the written texts. We 
should not search for works similar to the books of the Greek philosophers and then, when we 
are not able to find them, consider such works as having existed but having later been destroyed. 

During the Islamic period the situation is certainly different. Islamic philosophy, although 
definitely of an Islamic character despite its having taken over elements of older traditions, 
7 developed as an independent discipline and school within Islamic civilisation and was not 
contained, especially during the early centuries, within any of the theological or mystical 
schools. It is only later, after the attacks of Ghazzāli against the Peripatetic school and the rise 
of the school of Illumination or ishrāq, that philosophy or theosophy becomes wed to the 
theological and mystical schools to a certain extent. But even in the case of Mullā Sadrā, the 
great Safavid sage of Shiraz who achieved the final synthesis of philosophy, mysticism, theology 
and religious law, a clear distinction remains between the different schools within Islam. The 
school of Ḥikmat has remained throughout the Islamic period a distinct discipline within the 
Islamic intellectual universe. The relation of philosophy to religion during the Islamic period, 
therefore, presents a contrast with what one finds in the pre-Islamic period despite certain 
profound morphological resemblances alluded to above. 

The case of mysticism is the opposite of that of philosophy. During the pre-Islamic period, 
the distinctly mystical schools and disciplines such as the religion of the Magi or the “mysteries” 
of Mithra were distinct from Zoroastrianism although of course even within Zoroastrianism 
there must have existed an esoteric teaching. In the Islamic period, however, mysticism is 
nearly identical with the inner dimension of Islam known as Sufism,8 and also exists within 
Shi‘ism. There has never been during the Islamic period a genuine mystical school in Persia 
outside of the matrix of Islam and mysticism in all its forms has been connected in one way 
or another with the inner and esoteric dimension of Islam. There is, therefore, again a reversal 

7 We have discussed this matter extensively in many of our writings; see Three Muslim Sages, introduction and chapter I; also 
S. H. Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines, Cambridge, U.S.A., 1964, Introduction. 
8 See F. Schuon, Understanding Islam, trans. by D. M. Matheson, London, 1963, chapter IV; S. H. Nasr, Ideals and Realities 
of Islam, London 1966, chapter V, and S. H. Nasr, Sufi Essays. 
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of relationship between mysticism and religion during the pre-Islamic and Islamic periods in 
comparison with the situation of philosophy. Yet, many of the profoundest themes concerning 
man’s quest after the Divine are repeated throughout the history of this land with almost the 
same language in such a manner as to remind man of the eternal nature of both the mystical 
quest and its goal. 

Because it was destined to be the last religion and the seal of the prophetic cycle, Islam 
possesses a unique power of assimilation and synthesis. This characteristic enabled Islam to 
remain fully itself and yet allow the Persians not only to participate in its life and to contribute 
fully to its elaboration but also to enable them to contemplate in its vast firmament the shining 
stars of the most profound elements of their ancient religious and spiritual past, a past which 
far from dying out gained a new interpretation and became in a sense partly resurrected in the 
new spiritual universe brought into being by the Islamic revelation. 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 

Satisfaction is quietness of heart under the course of destiny. 
Al-Muhasibi 
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The Meaning of the Temple  
by  

Leo Schaya  

IN order to obtain a comprehensive understanding of Jewish doctrine concerning the Temple 
of Jerusalem, it is necessary to refer not only to the descriptions given in the Bible, but also 
to the oral tradition; this includes both the Talmudic and rabbinical writings, which proceed 
from the outward to the inward meaning of the revealed word, and the Kabbala, the purely 
inward doctrine. It is obviously impossible here to consider all the scriptural texts referring to 
the Temple, and the numerous commentaries dealing with them; it will be sufficient for our 
present purpose to touch on only a few essential aspects, and to observe how these proceed 
from the purely spiritual doctrine and lead to an “inward vision” of the sanctuary. 

The Temple in Jerusalem has the same fundamental meaning as the Tabernacle, its movable 
prototype. It is God’s “dwelling” (mishkan) or the holy place of His “indwelling” (shekhinah) 
in the midst of Israel. “And I will dwell among the children of Israel, and will be their God. 
And they shall know that I am YHWH1, their God, that brought them forth out of the land 
of Egypt, that I may dwell among them: I am YHWH their God”. (Exodus, 29, 45-46). God 
wished to live in the “sanctuary” (miqdash) in order to be known; in it His Presence was 
to appear, speak, command: “There I will appear to thee, and I will commune with thee 
from above the mercy seat, from between the two cherubims which are upon the Ark of the 
Covenant, of all things which I will give thee in commandment unto the children of Israel”. 
(Exodus, 25, 22) These words were addressed to Moses, and applied not only to the Holy of 
Holies within the Tabernacle, but also to that of the Temple, which Solomon called an “oracle” 
(d’bir), for it was here that was revealed God’s “word” or “command” (dibrah) and thus also 
the “prophetic message” (dibber). 

Moses erected the Tabernacle for God’s “indwelling” (shekhinah) and Solomon erected the 
Temple for God’s “Name” (shem). Thus their two works were essentially one, just as God is 
truly present in His Name, this being precisely His “indwelling” or “habitation”. 

The most sacred duty of the high priest consisted in the invocation of the Name of God. 
He called upon Him, and the shekhinah was revealed. God Himself spoke of the indwelling of 
His Name in the Temple of Jerusalem: “Since the day that I brought forth My people out of the 
land of Egypt I chose no city among all the tribes of Israel to build an house in, that My name 
might be there; neither chose I any man to be a ruler over My people Israel. But I have chosen 
Jerusalem, that My Name might be there; and have chosen David to be over My people Israel”. 
(II Chronicles 6, 5-6) And Solomon, who handed down these words of God, added: “YHWH 
said to David my father: Forasmuch as it was in thine heart to build an house for My Name, 
thou didst well in that it was in thine heart: notwithstanding thou shalt not build the house; 
but thy son which shall come forth out of thy loins, he shall build the house for My Name”. 
(II Chronicles 6, 8-9) That God Himself dwelt therein is evident from, amongst other things, 
the following passage which refers to the Temple: “I will perform My word with thee, which I 
spake unto David thy father: and I will dwell among the children of Israel, and will not forsake 

In accordance with Jewish custom, the Tetragram is not vocalized. Its pronunciation is no longer known and it has been 
forbidden to the Jews, for spiritual reasons, for about two thousand years. 
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My people Israel”. (I Kings, 6, 12-13) 
The Tabernacle had provided the Presence of God with no permanent habitation, for it was 

set up after the model of His heavenly “vehicle” (merkabah), in which He would lead His people 
through the wilderness to the fixed “centre of the world”, Jerusalem. The oral tradition tells us 
that in the wilderness the bearers of the Ark of the Covenant were miraculously carried by it as 
by a vehicle. Not only did they feel no weight, but they soared with it like angels, penetrated 
by the light of the holy Ark and raised to prophetic vision... When God’s vehicle came to rest, 
it was His throne; but the true earthly image of His throne, the fixed habitation of God here 
below, was not the Tabernacle, but the Temple. For this reason the latter alone is called God’s 
“house” (beth) or His “Lower Throne”. In themselves His vehicle and His throne are one and 
the same universal centre; but here below it is the Temple alone which “solidifies” the latter. 
In it is found—according to the Talmud (Yoma, 54b)—the “foundation stone” (eben shetiyah), 
around which the earth was created and on which the whole world rests. Thus the Kabbala 
(Zohar: Terumah 157a) also says that the Holy Land is the centre of the world, Jerusalem is the 
centre of the Holy Land, and the Holy of Holies is the centre of Jerusalem. Onto this central 
point all good and all nourishment descended for distribution to the entire world. 

The Presence of God itself descended into His earthly dwelling, and in it appeared, spoke, 
listened, forgave and blessed, so that Israel and all mankind might be raised up to Him. “Moreover 
concerning the stranger, which is not of Thy people Israel, but is come from a far country for 
the sake of Thy great Name, and Thy mighty hand, and Thine outstretched arm; if he comes 
and prays in this house: then hear Thou from the heavens, even from Thy dwelling place, and 
do according to all that the stranger calleth to Thee for; that all the peoples of the earth may 
know Thy Name, and fear Thee, as doth Thy people Israel, and may know that Thy Name 
was invoked upon this house which I have built.” Thus Solomon prayed at the consecration 
of the Temple. (II Chronicles, 6, 32-33) The Chosen People were the intermediary between all 
peoples and the Lord of the worlds, just as the high priest was the intermediary between Him 
and His people. All Israel was a “kingdom of priests”: its mission consisted in “being holy” in the 
likeness of Holy God and thereby sanctifying the whole world; in following the commandments; 
in inner purification and spiritual realization; and in the total surrendering of the heart. Of these 
inward operations the sacrifices and prayers of the Temple were but the outward and visible 
expression. Without inward conversion the offering made in the sanctuary was not accepted by 
the Shekhinah. The oral tradition describes the clear signs of God’s hearkening or anger in the 
Temple. From the centre—the Holy of Holies—proceeded not only blessings and the light of 
grace, but also lightning and punishment. 

Israel was “chosen” in order to espouse the indwelling (habitation) of God and thus to unite 
what is above with what is below, “the Shekhinah with the Holy One, may He be blessed”. 
This union of the Presence of God—and, in it, of all existence—with His infinite Majesty 
constituted the exalted mystery of the “centre of the world”. This mystery, also called the 
“union of the Name”—the Name which contains both the hidden essence and the universal 
manifestation of God-was first performed in the Tabernacle through the meditation of Moses 
and Aaron, and then through the successors of the high priest in the first and second Temples. 
After their destruction “the Shekhinah accompanied Israel into exile”. God destroyed both 
Temples, just as He had destroyed the first two Tables of the Law by the hand of Moses, 
because of Israel’s sins. He punished His people very harshly, but did not forsake them, and 
everywhere that they went glorifying His Name the “scattered sparks of the Shekhinah” shone 
forth brightly and led back those illumined to the original sun. Yet Israel would never again 
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possess a visible centre until the messianic rebuilding of the Temple foretold by the prophets. 
Although the Temple represented the fixed house of God or the fixed centre of the world, it 

was itself only a “pattern” and not yet the definitive descent of the heavenly throne, sanctuary, 
or Jerusalem on earth. This “will not be built by human hands, but by God Himself” as the 
indestructible centre of the messianic kingdom. Solomon’s prototype-or rather, his anticipated 
image—of this divine centre was as such destructible, yet not completely so, for in it an 
invisible spiritual “river” was crystallized and flowed forth towards all the directions of space, 
its vibration continuing until the final achievement of its goal. This is “the river Jobel flowing 
from highest Eden”, the universal messianic redemption. 

The spiritual stones, crystallized out of the river Jobel, were never destroyed. They are 
indestructible, and await their final use. Thus it is said in the Kabbala (Zohar: P’qudé, 240b), 
that it must not for a moment be imagined that the stones serving as a foundation for Zion and 
Jerusalem had fallen into the hands of alien peoples. In reality they had all been hidden and 
preserved by the Holy One, blessed be He, so that no single one is wanting; and when He will 
again raise up Jerusalem, these foundation stones will return to their original places “set round 
with sapphires”. These are the stones of the Higher Throne, which in the Heavenly Jerusalem 
reflect the uncreated light streaming out from God. For the “pattern” of the earthly sanctuary 
is to be found in heaven, and the eternal prototype of the heavenly pattern is in God Himself. 
“Let them make Me a sanctuary, that I may dwell among them. According to all that I show 
thee, after the pattern of the Tabernacle, and the pattern of all the instruments thereof, even 
so shall ye make it.” (Exodus, 25, 8-9) This pattern or prototype of the earthly sanctuary has, 
as has been said—following the Kabbala (Zohar: Terumah, 159a)—two overlapping aspects: 
one heavenly and one divine. God revealed to Moses, in the vision of the heavenly Tabernacle 
and its objects, the supra-formal, eternal prototypes of His earthly dwelling-place, which are 
based on the ten Sephiroth, the synthetic “enumerations” of His infinite qualities. He allowed 
Moses to be present at the “service” of Metatron, the Heavenly Man and Prince of the Angels. 
Metatron is the lord of the heavenly Tabernacle, in which the sacrificial mystery is performed by 
the Arch-angel Michael as “high priest”. But beyond that, hidden in God’s Reality itself, there 
is yet another “Tabernacle”, whose “high priest” is the “Divine Light”. 

These three hierarchic aspects of the universal dwelling-place of God have their image here 
below in the tripartite division of the sanctuary: the “divine” Holy of Holies, the “heavenly” 
Holy, and the “earthly” outer court. Here the outer court of the Temple symbolizes the “earthly 
paradise”. Here below God dwells in the darkness of the Holy of Holies, for “above” also 
His absolute essence rests in eternal invisibility, from out of which His shining Being and its 
indwelling reveal themselves. The light of His indwelling radiates from the Holy of Holies to 
the Holy, and shines upon the seven-branched candlestick, just as above God descends from 
His infinity in order to sit in state above the seven heavens as Lord of the worlds, in the radiant 
crown of the seven all-determining, all-illumining aspects of His countenance. Finally, the outer 
court, like the whole earth, serves as a permanent point of departure for the return of man to 
God: it is the “footstool for His feet” before which man must prostrate himself in awe, and 
before which the altar, on which all bodily things are offered, is set up, as is the water basin in 
which all souls are purified in order to appear before Him. “Woe unto the soul that does not 
purify itself: it shall be purified in the ‘river of fire’ (nahar dinur)!” 

“Thus saith YHWH, the heaven is My throne, and the earth is My footstool: where is the 
house that ye build unto Me? and where is the place of My rest?” (Isaiah, 66, 1.) God dwells 
in the immeasurable, He is omnipresent and because of this He is to be found in the smallest 
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space, as He Himself has said, according to oral tradition: “If I will, I can dwell in a space of the 
extent of twenty boards to the North, twenty to the South and eight to the West. More than 
that, I can descend and enclose my Shekhinah in one square cubit”. (Exod. R. 34, 1.) His infinite 
Presence rests in the Holy of Holies, His immense heavenly world in the Holy, and the whole 
inward Reality of the physical universe in the outer court of His earthly dwelling. 

Thus here, in the outer court, the earthly is sacrified on the brazen altar, and the fleshly 
soul (nephesh) is purified in the water of the sacerdotal basin. Only thus purified may the soul 
enter the Holy, and, once penetrated and filled with the Spirit, it assumes the nature of the 
spiritual soul (ruai). Then is revealed to it the seven-armed candlestick, the sacred Face of God 
in His seven universal properties, with which the soul is clothed. Now the soul itself shines 
in the sevenfold light of God, and becomes shewbread for all creatures. Man is completely 
purified, illumined, spiritualized and sanctified and transmits the light of life and of salvation 
thus received to all those who earnestly seek it. One with God’s entire creation, man’s sanctified 
soul (neshamah) rises like incense from the golden altar of his heart and presses through the 
most inward curtain of his being to the Holy of Holies within it. Here, over the sacred Ark of its 
intimacy with God, the soul finds the redeeming cover of the reconciliation of all duality. The 
two cherubim are united in the Presence of the One, in Whom the soul recognizes its eternal 
life and its own union with Him. Henceforth the soul is called the eternally “living” (hayah), 
the “one and only” (yehidah). The faith of Israel is realized: Ehad, “One”. 

The Temple has been destroyed, but not the path of purification, illumination and union 
that lay concealed in it. Nor was His Name destroyed, “Who is near to all who call upon Him 
in truth”. The path begins with “conversion”; it is a permanent “conversion”, a turning back 
to God. The entire work of the Spirit has to do with conversion or return, and this is why the 
masters of Israel teach as follows (Levit. R., 7, 2): “Why is it that when someone is converted, it 
is accounted of him as if he had been lifted up to Jerusalem, had re-built the Temple, erected 
an altar and carried out all the sacrifices prescribed by the Law? Because, according to the 
following passage (Ps., 51, 19), ‘the sacrifice which most pleases God is an extinguished spirit.’” 

That which must be extinguished in the human soul is the vain, the false, the ungodly, that 
which is not really man’s own, but which clings to him like a darksome “shell” (q’lipah). When 
this is extinguished, the spirit rises once again to its own original being, which is completely 
filled with God. The whole man arises anew as a temple of God, a source of blessing for the 
world. 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 
There is a warfare where evil spirits secretly battle with the soul by means of thoughts. 

Since the soul is invisible, these malicious powers attack and fight it invisibly, in accordance 
with its nature. And it is possible to see on both sides weapons and plans (disposition of armies 
and military strategy), deceptive artifices and intimidating attacks (impetuous charges aiming 
at intimidation), and hand to hand battles; and victories and defeats on both sides. The only 
thing lacking in this mental warfare we describe, as compared with physical warfare, is a 
definite moment of declaration of war. In physical warfare it is customary to establish a time 
and to conform to certain rules. But mental warfare starts suddenly, without any declaration, 
with an onslaught directed at the very depths of the heart. 

Philotheus of Sinai. 
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Book Reviews  
A STUDY OF SHINTO: THE RELIGION OF THE JAPANESE NATION.  

By Genchi Kato.  
(Curzon Press. £3.75).  

Review by Whitall N. Perry  

THE great avataric religions of the world appear to leap forth from a prehistoric dawn of 
ill-defined animistic or shamanistic faiths, whose reverberations are often seen to filter down 
through the later forms. This is true, provided one views the process as “compensatory”, 
and not as a progress, refinement, or “intellectual awakening”. For if ancient Shintō made no 
distinction between the God of Fire and the flame that burns, this is because in the transparency 
of the Divine Age the outward phenomenon was not distinguished apart from its principle. 
As with the essence of the American Indian tradition, so in Shintō, nature was a theophany 
(disparagingly called “totemism” in our days, due to the superficial resemblance with certain 
magical constructions in corrupted segments of shamanistic faiths), and the archetypes were 
worshipped across the outward reflections of the tree, mountain, sea, or the serpent, wolf, 
tiger, deer, silkworm, owl, eagle, crocodile, dolphin, tortoise, and so forth. What amazes one in 
Shintō is the concrete universality of the Primordial Tradition in a form established as late as the 
seventh century B.C. (by the avataric emperor Jimmu-Tennō, founder of the Japanese Empire). 

The study under review, by Genchi Kato—a Japanese expert in comparative religion, 
first appeared in Tokyo in 1926, and no doubt remains one of the definitive works in the 
field. Professor Kato’s remarkable contribution is to point up the parallels between Shintō 
and other world religions: his continual and telling references to Hindu, Egyptian, Polynesian, 
Babylonian, and Greek mythology, and to the Judeo-Christian scriptures, all go to corroborate 
and authenticate the validity of Shintō as an integral and total religion. It is not difficult to deduce 
that the divine couple Izanagi/Izanami are the Japanese equivalent of the Hindu Purusha/ 
Prakriti, or that the Kami-no-Michi is the same as the Deva-Yāna (which is the meaning of 
Shintō, ‘The Way of the Gods”, or “The Divine Way”). And this brings us to a refutation of 
those fatuous Western scholars who would deny Shintō an eschatology, when it clearly details 
its doctrine of Tokoyo-no-Kuni (Hell), and Takama-ga-Hara (Heaven), even juxtaposing our 
world onto the next: “This land of Yamato or Japan is where the sun was born,—Nihon or 
Nippon meaning the birth place or cradle of the sun and so Japan is a land of light, a realm of 
brightness, a place of endless sunshine... diametrically opposed to the Yomi-no-Kuni or Land of 
Eternal Darkness, the Underworld or Hades.” 

The flaw with comparative religion arises from the temptation to treat it as a science, 
which inevitably entails an academic (evolutionist) bias; and the author’s very proficiency in 
Western scholarship misleads him into the optical error of a world view based on “primitive 
peoples”, “credulous practices”, and “crude philosophies”. If “it was almost universally believed 
in ancient times that the wind is the breath of the universe”, this is because the Shintōists— 
like the Hindus—had the doctrine of the Gale of the Spirit, Divine Afflatus, or Pneumatic 
Thread (sutratmā) which they called “Shinatsuhiko”. And why disparage “nature peoples of 
a lower grade of culture” for their “primitive monotheism” in worshipping the “Divine Lord 
of the Very Center of Heaven” (Ame-no-Minakanushi-no-Kami) who is certainly not other 
than Isvara, Chakravarti, or the Pantocrator, depending on the tradition in question? As for the 
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practice of “’junshi’—a wife’s self-immolation”, this—however unfeasible at our point in the 
world cycle—could only appear “barbarous” in the eyes of a sentimental generation blinded 
by materialism and no longer able to appreciate a contemplative or “idealistic” vision of earlier 
times capable of distinguishing essences from accidents, and that would thus equally condemn 
the suttee practice (along with much of the legislation in the dharmatastra). 

One finds in later Shintō, as in other traditions, an “amalgamation” of divinities, which 
is not to be seen as a “progress” from “primitivism”, but rather as a compensation for 
a degeneration in the human cycle that unchecked would fatally lead towards polytheism, 
or the “sedimentation” of archetypes when dissociated from their common Principle. It is 
interesting to note that the Buddhist priests of this period (from 850 A.D. onward) had the 
inspiration to “situate” the essentials of Shintō in a form propitious for its continued survival. 
Human sacrifices, for example, were able to be replaced by recitations of mantras, such as the 
famous Kwannon Sutra. And Yamaga-Sokō, founder of Bushidō or the “Warrior’s Way” in the 
Tokugawa Regime, was to teach that “The surest passport for entrance into communion with 
the Divine is Sincerity. If you pray to the Deity with Sincerity, you will assuredly realize the 
divine presence”. 

A final point in need of clarification regarding worship of the Emperor is that a divine 
covenant is reciprocally binding or there is no covenant. The author seems to realize this in 
explaining how the Emperor fell in the thirteenth century Shōkyū War and the Taira clan 
gave way to the Minamoto (of the same original descent from Jimmu-Tennō) due to the 
“disreputability” of the former, who had “acted against the Divine Will”; but nationalistic 
prejudices blind him to a parallel phenomenon of a graver sort in the case of the Emperor 
Mutsuhitō who inaugurated the Westernizing Meiji era in 1868 with its proclamation of a 
non-religious State Shintō, hand-in-hand with worship of the Mikado or Japanese Emperor as 
a divinity. Professor Kato falls into syllogistic artifices to prove that while the “chosen people” 
of Israel could cease as a nation through transgression of a divine covenant, the “chosen people” 
of Japan shall endure “as long as the nation of Japan flourishes”; and he even allows himself 
the fallacious statement that “the Hindoos now are not the Hindoos of the age of Brahmanism 
before the rise of Buddhism” (in contradistinction to the uninterrupted continuity of Shintō), 
as though Buddhism—rejected from India—had nevertheless grafted a shoot onto Hinduism, 
but—along with Confucianism—had profoundly penetrated the world of Shintō, while at the 
same time leaving it untouched. 

In the thirteenth century Gochinza-Hongi or Records of the Establishment of the Outer Shrine 
of Ise is found a fine statement from the Shinto-Gobusho (or “Shintō Pentateuch”) which reveals 
the heart of this tradition and shows how far removed it is from the current prejudice identifying 
it with mere “naturalism”: “It is the Void, that is the Spiritual Existence, the Incorporeal Unity, 
revealing Itself in thousands of forms. . . . We call it Ohirumemuchi or Amaterasu-Omikami. 
This is the Noumenal Essence of all kinds of things in the phenomenal world.” 
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New Books  
Reviewed by J.C. Cooper 

The Oracle of Change. Alfred Douglas, (Gollancz. £2.00). As the introductory chapter states, 
this new version of the I Ching is based on the original texts of King Wen and his son, the Duke 
of Chou, compiled some three thousand years ago. The I Ching teaches that all things are in 
a state of flux and subject to perpetual change, but the change is neither arbitrary nor chaotic 
and in this sea of change the I Ching can be employed in navigating a safe course. The wise man 
does not resist this change, nor does he hasten it, but puts himself in accord with the rhythms 
of Tao: it is these rhythms that the Oracle teaches and demonstrates, putting man in harmony 
with Heaven and Earth. The methods of consulting the Oracle are explained, but there should 
have been added the necessary warning that it should not in any circumstances be employed in 
a mood of frivolity or mere curiosity. Indeed, in the olden days, it required three days fasting 
and abstinence before consulting the I Ching. 

Quest Books, of the Theosophical Publishing House have brought out two paperbacks, one, 
Self-Culture in the Light of Occultism, by I. K. Taimni ($2.25) is a reprint, with the addition of 
some further chapters, of a book published in 1945. Its theme is the development and evolution 
of man from the illusory world of the senses to the life of the spirit through the disciplines of 
self-discovery and self-culture. The other, The Cosmic Womb by Arthur W. Osborn, considers 
the problems which arise “between unchanging Being and changing Becoming” and man’s place 
in the eternal flux and his relationship to the Ultimate Reality. The quest for this Reality 
is likened to a jig-saw puzzle in which individual pieces seem meaningless until fitted into 
the meaningful whole. There are also chapters on survival and immortality and discussions of 
various movements and methods, both eastern and western. 

Another Theosophical publication ($6.95) is a second edition and up-dating of Benito F. 
Reye’s Scientific Evidence of the Existence of the Soul, originally published in 1949. Professor 
Reyes rightly accuses modern psychology of degenerating into a physiological study: that which 
should be the science of the psyche is now merely that of human behaviour—a gradual but 
steady retrogression to “a soul science without a soul”. The vital question is “What is man?” If 
he is only a body a materialistic civilisation must result; if he is a soul the resulting civilisation 
will be markedly different. The Author quotes, with a considerable degree of repetition, states 
of sleep, hypnotism, drugs, ESP and the experience of mystics in support of his assertion that 
man is primarily a soul and secondarily a body. 

Albury Apostles, Rowland A. Davenport, (United Writers. £2.00), tells the story of a minority 
religious group, now dying out, but originally founded on a literalist view of the Christian 
Scriptures and on a belief in the gift of tongues, prophetic powers and the Second Advent. 
Sometimes, though incorrectly, this sect was known as the Irvingites, but, in fact, it rose out 
of the initiative and work of Henry Drummond, and its correct title, used by its members, was 
the Catholic and Apostolic Church. Its adherents believed they were inspired by a return to the 
primitive, apostolic order of Christianity ruled by Bishops or “Angels” and Priests or “Elders”, 
who were assisted by Deacons, Prophets and Evangelists. For those interested the book forms a 
complete and detailed history of the movement. 

The Symbolic Animals of Christianity, (Vincent Stuart. 50p), a small paperback, is an extract 
from the Bestaire du Christ and forms a well illustrated introduction to a symbolism, largely 
pre-Christian, which has been adopted and adapted by Christianity. The animals are those of 
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both fact and fable. 
The Challenger, Rupert Strong, (Runa Press. 52½p), is sub-titled A Choric Ode, and the 

poem is a memorial to, and embodies the life, personality and creed of, Jonathan Hanaghan. 
Presented in the form of three voices, the first two express his excellent and endearing qualities 
while the third acts as an antistrophe and conveys the criticisms levelled against him. The three 
together bring to life the entire man as he appeared to both his admirers and detractors. 

J. C. COOPER 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 
Forgiveness is only incumbent on Allah toward those who do evil in ignorance, and then 
turn quickly in repentance. These are they toward whom Allah turneth. 

Quran, IV, 17. 
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Correspondence  
Sir, 

I much appreciated Mr. Bolton’s letter (Spring 1971, p. 128) in which he so precisely enumerates 
the various ways in which the post-conciliar Church has abandoned its sacred mission as trustee 
of the Christian heritage and points to the calamitous result to which this abandonment must 
lead—the loss by its official organization of the “Mandate of Heaven”—if, indeed, this has not 
already happened 

I should like to take issue with him, however, when he says: “it seemed a pity that . . . [Mr. 
Pallis] should have dragged out the old reproach against Christianity concerning its ‘negative’ 
attitude to nature.” The “old reproach” regarding Christianity’s attitude towards nature is that of 
Rousseau, Voltaire and the Encyclopaedists, and it is certainly not this that Mr. Pallis reiterates! 
Firstly, the reproach levelled by Mr. Pallis is not against the Christian Revelation (quod absit), 
but against a de facto shortcoming of European Christendom which existed even in the Middle 
Ages. Secondly, the spirit prompting Mr. Pallis’ strictures is not that of the Encyclopaedists 
(“the old reproach”), but rather one which might be described as “Japanese”, and is therefore 
largely unknown to Western civilization. 

Though tangential to Mr. Bolton’s main theme, the point is worth labouring: a “reproach” 
stemming from a total and sacred point of view is as different in origin and intention from 
the reproach of Rousseau as is the sacred nudity of the Hindus from Swedish nudism. It goes 
without saying that Medieval Christendom, whatever its limitation in this particular sector, is 
infinitely to be preferred to the “philosophy” of Voltaire—an example of limitation indeed! 

The Christian Revelation, of course, eminently contains the element missing in fact, and 
Mr. Pallis refers to the Desert Fathers, the Celtic hermits and St. Francis. 

It has been said that, because of the Fall, the whole of nature is under a curse. Yes and 
no, but essentially no, for, if nature is “corrupt”, then so were the bodies of Mary and Jesus, 
since they were material like ours. But corruptness cannot be ascribed to the “Word made 
Flesh”, and nature’s state of innocence finds simple proof in the peace-inspiring purity of the 
symbolism of nature, whose “signs” are as veridical and ultimate as the verses of Scripture. This 
is what Frithjof Schuon has repeatedly called the “metaphysical transparency of things” and 
the transparency is such as brooks not the slightest corruption. Her purity inviolate, Nature is 
a book that cannot be contradicted. 

London, 6.12.71. 
WILLIAM STODDART 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 
Whosoever will remember his lusts shall understand that the end of pleasure is 
sadness. Which if it be able to cause happiness, there is no reason why beasts 
should not be thought blessed, whose whole intention is bent to supply their 
corporal wants. 

Boethius 
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