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Research Justification

Signposts to Silence provides a theoretical map of what it terms ‘metaphysical mysticism’: the
search for the furthest, most inclusive horizon, the domain of silence, which underlies the religious
and metaphysical urge of humankind in its finest forms. Tracing the footsteps of pioneers of this
exploration, the investigation also documents a number of historical pilgrimages from a variety of
cultural and religious backgrounds. Such mountaineers of the spirit, who created paths trodden by
groups of followers over centuries and in some cases millennia, include Lao-Tzu and Chuang-Tzu,
Siddhattha and Jesus, Sankara and Fa-tsang, Plato and Plotinus, Isaac Luria and Ibn Arabi, Aquinas
and Hegel. Such figures, teachings and traditions (including the religions of ‘Judaism’, ‘Christianity’
and ‘Islam’; ‘Hinduism’, ‘Buddhism’ and ‘Taocism’) are understood as, at their most sublime, not final
destiny and the end of the road, but signposts to a horizon of ultimate silence.

The hermeneutical method employed in tracking such pioneers involves four steps:

¢ sound historical-critical understanding of the context of the various traditions and figures

¢ reconstruction of the subjective intentional structure of such persons and their teachings

¢ design, by the author, of a theoretical map of the overall terrain of ‘metaphysical mysticism’, on
which all such journeys of the spirit are to be located, while providing a theoretical context for
understanding them tendentionally (i.e. taking the ultimate drift of their thinking essentially to
transcend their subjective intentions)

< drawing out, within the space available, some political (taken in a wide sense) implications
from the above, such as religio-political stances as well as ecological and gender implications.

Continuing the general direction of thought within what the author endorses to be the best in
metaphysical mysticism in its historical manifestations, the book aims at contributing to peace
amongst religions in the contemporary global cultural situation. It relativises all claims to exclusive,
absolute truth that might be proclaimed by any religious or metaphysical, mystical position,
while providing space for not only tolerating, but also affirming the unique value and dignity
of each. This orientation moves beyond the stances of enmity or indifference or syncretism or
homogenisation of all, as well as that of mere friendly toleration. It investigates the seemingly
daunting and inhospitable yet immensely significant Antarctica of the Spirit, the ‘meta’-space of
silence behind the various forms of wordy ‘inter’-relationships. It affirms pars pro toto, totum pro
parte, and pars pro parte: that each religious, mystical and metaphysical orientation in its relative
singularity represents or contains the whole and derives value from that, and that each represents
or contains every other. This homoversal solidarity stimulating individual uniqueness is different
from and in fact implies criticism of the process of globalisation.

While not taking part in a scientific argument as such, Signposts to Silence aims at promoting
an understanding of science and metaphysical mysticism as mutual context for each other, and it
listens to a number of voices from the domain of science that understand this.

This book is original research, and contains no material plagiarised from any other publication,
or material published elsewhere.

J.S. (Kobus) Kriiger: Research Associate, Faculty of Theology and Religion, University of Pretoria,
South Africa.
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Introduction

Behind the interpretive scheme of this book lies a personal history of
involvement in the issues raised and academic teaching spanning four decades,
but it is not in the forefront; this is not an autobiographical account. It is a book
about metaphysical mysticism; it is also a venture into metaphysical mysticism,
aware of its provisionality. Such books are not necessarily mumbo-jumbo,
irrational ramblings or idiosyncratic beatific visions, as some learned among its
despisers would predictably see mysticism.

The exploration approximates the outer edge of our human talk, the Horizon
where serious talking, religious and otherwise, expires. It is therefore also about
the end, and the beginning, of religion. | sensed that the edge, the Horizon of
religious talk, its becoming utter silence, is important. Religion at its best issues
neither in presumptuous certainty nor frustrated dumbfoundedness, but in a
peaceful, understanding silence - a ‘learned ignorance’ (docta ignorantia), to
borrow the eloquent formulation of the medieval mystic Cusanus (Nicholas of
Cusa 1401-1464). It is a silence into which our rational, fact-based words
eventually dissolve, but from where we may resume talking, yet conscious of
the radical relativity of all such talk.

This is not an excercise in any one specific academic subject such as
Theology, Philosophy, Religious Studies, Sociology (of religion), Psychology
(of religion), Linguistics, and so on. It does not fall back into a pre-critical
naivety behind academic scholarship with its disciplinary boundaries and its
strictures of academic rigour and is second to none in its admiration for the
achievements of science and scholarship. Yet it does not intend ‘scientific’
truth, and does not pretend a ‘scientific’ argument.

Neither does it proclaim religiously. The exploration enjoys and participates
in the multilogue of human discourses about the ultimate meaning of things.
This implies a critical openness towards all that humanity has produced. It is
religion-friendly, but not institutionally tied to any specific religion, and not
written from within the conceptual framework of any religion accepted as
axiomatically normative. Searching religious minds today might be in a situation
comparable to that of the homeless wanderers of ancient India and others in
similar situations at other times. And like then, something new may be in the
offing today, on the annihilating-creating edge of things. Perhaps Horizon
cancelsall claims to finality of any kind. Therefore, no final positionis proclaimed,
and no final article of faith confessed. | moved outside religious camps and
formulae, with a certain sense of direction, but neither proceeding from nor

How to cite: Krliger, J.S., 2018, ‘Introduction’, in Signposts to Silence. Metaphysical mysticism. theoretical map
and historical pilgrimages (HTS Religion & Society Series Volume 2), pp. xix-xxii, AOSIS, Cape Town. https://
doi.org/10.4102/a0sis.2018.BK52.00
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Introduction

arriving at any fixed, final position. | do that in non-polemical conversation with
a number of authors from the past, but without merely repeating any existing
view, limiting myself to any one tradition or producing scripture-bound
exegesis or application of any existing texts as if truth were a final, fixed given
in any of these.

It developed in a context of friendship with the mystically inclined of the past
and those of the present. | think | have a sense of how the Roman scholar-
theologian-politician Boethius (c. 480-525 CE) could have felt when he, tortured
and with his execution by the henchmen of Emperor Theodoric on hand, sought
an inclusive, open-ended wisdom. What mattered to him in prison was not the
belabouring of the finer points of any existing system, nor the brewing up of
something new. What he was in need of was the distillation of the essence and the
harmonisation of the best available to him. Let me add that belonging to a specific
religion in no way precludes one from being a ‘metaphysical mystic’ in the sense
intended here. This will become abundantly clear on pages to follow. Ibn Arabi,
Isaac Luria and Jacob Boehme were shining examples, to mention three.

Today there is no way back to a pre-scientific manner of thinking. Religion
and mysticism cannot simply be parked in a cosmology (pre-scientific or
scientific) like a car in a parking garage and driven out again. The relationship is
much more organic. So there is sufficient reason to be interested in the
relationship between the knowing of science and the non-knowing of mysticism.
Indeed, as trail-blazed by, for example, quantum physics, science contains great
promise for the construction of a worldview for the present age. | would want
Abhidhamma and quantum theory to talk to one another. But it is not done
here; the book does not engage with science as such directly, and does not
conduct a scientific argument. Science remains in the background (see Ch. 2).

While moving across the terrain covered in this investigation, certain
associations kept returning.

The first was that of an ancient labyrinth. | had the sense of exploring its
many winding paths with their many choices but no dead ends; in the end, with
patience, all of them would lead into an empty but sacred centre, from which
we may return, enriched, to the outside world.

The second was that of the ruins of an ancient temple, originally bathed in
bright sunlight, but now overgrown by the jungle. Nevertheless, its layout can
be reconstructed, and the grandeur of its appearance can be imagined. This
was a journey into a half-forgotten, imagined holy place, a sacred space.
Cosmos is the outer courtyard of this imagined eternal temple - bustling with
life and all its problems, and surrounding, protecting and giving access to an
inner space where an eternal liturgy is unfolding itself. That inner courtyard is
Infinity and Eternity. At the centre of it all is a most inner, most holy space that
is completely empty of object or figure: Absoluteness. Does this empty centre
carry any undertones of the fear, the cosmic loneliness, the existential anxiety,

XX



Introduction

the nihilism of shifting signs as may be present in contemporary (post-)
modernity; or does it perhaps read it into the contemporary cultural mood?
No, it does not; on the contrary.

The third was that of a beautiful wilderness. One wanders into that, filled with
curiosity and fascination and a sense of adventure. There lies the wilderness,
without any set routes. One finds one’s own way in accordance with the
landscape and the availability of nourishment and with one’s inner sense of
direction. Others - many - have travelled through this landscape before us, and
we can pick up their tracks. We study this field, make it our home, enjoy it in
the way a tusker elephant may spend years drifting in the wilderness, outside
the herd and avoiding the hustle and bustle of the tourist crowd, while tasting
and eating at his leisure, getting to know the area far from the often-travelled
road as well as he knows himself.

Overall the journey of this exploration is a moving forward, but with
considerable doubling back to look again from a different angle, with an
ever enriched experience. In the large historical context, the story of
metaphysical mysticism is not one of straight progress. Ancient Parmenides
remains as relevant as medieval Aquinas, and Aquinas as relevant as modern
Hegel, and Hegel as relevant as any post-modern thinker. | assume a
homoversal community transcending the various epochs of human history.
The traveller in this beautiful wilderness is not trapped in loneliness. On the
contrary, one feels at home in an open space, conscious of others finding
joy there.

Therefore, the exploration takes part in the historical quest of humankind to
find clarity concerning the nature and meaning of things. It does not come up
with a preposterous ‘theory of everything’, but explores a general direction of
inclusive (meta-)religious thought. It is also an orientation for others who might
be interested in this general problem. For that reason it provides quite a lot of
straightforward information, at times detailed, on the various figures with
whom | entered into conversation, and it avoids language presupposing
initiation into the in-house jargon and fine print of any discourse. Obviously
many finer points of detail will not receive their due.

The book is organised around ‘theory’ in the sense of a hypothetical
framework permitting understanding. The categories forming the matrix of
this framework are developed in conversation with various historical figures:
some in the form of brief vignettes only, others in the form of more extended
conversations; some once-off, others continued throughout the investigation.
In the various chapters the theoretical and historical lines are intertwined,
but can be distinguished easily, owing to the division of the chapters in
sections (§s). Chapters usually start with a sketch of the theoretical possibility
envisaged there, followed by a discussion with others. The reason for that is
obviously not that the argument of this publication arose separately from
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Introduction

history, but because it may make for easier reading. Apart from providing the
necessary anchorage in history, such figures provide critical challenge of what
| attempted here. Since an earlier monograph was devoted in its entirety to
African religion (Kriger 1995), it was not included in the ambit of this already
voluminous offering, and | restricted myself to Western and Eastern schools of
thought over the last two and a half thousand years.

Presenting and overview of the terrain, there s, for purposes of consolidation,
a fair amount of cross-referencing and recapitulation. Throughout, | was
gratefully dependent on existing scholarship, mentioned in the text and in the
bibliography. Owing to considerations of size, the publication does not contain
many or lengthy quotes from such sources. For the same reason it does not in
the main text itself always mention or enter into discussion with the authors of
such sources who had a deeply appreciated impact on my thinking.

| cannot bring under words my indebtedness to a circle of companions
(some also colleagues) of mature wisdom who formed my thinking over years,
some of whom have read this manuscript and made invaluable suggestions for
its improvement. The weaknesses that remain are all mine.

J.S. (Kobus) Kriiger

Research Associate

Faculty of Theology and Religion
University of Pretoria

South Africa
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Chapter 1

Scanning for beacons

B §1 Interlocking crises and the search

for meaning
to the Nature of things

Three entangled sets of problems compel us, humans of today, to rediscover
and return to the root and nature of things:

Firstly, there is the ecological crisis announcing the destruction of many
forms of life. Nature has unexpectedly appeared to be fragile. Humankind’s
relationship with nature has become profoundly disturbed. Scientific
developments and their technological applications and extensions have not
enjoyed the guiding and orienting support of a relevant integral view, and
have become a problematic force in the overall tissue of reality. Indeed, at
least the biological course of life on earth seems to have entered a new
epoch in the modern era of industrialisation. Is humanity and together with
it much of life on earth, perhaps doomed, partly (largely) to be terminated
by human overpopulation and by the closed, greedy and violent human fist?
If this is not necessarily so, what resources might be available to prevent the
end of life on earth? If inevitably so, what meaning could be found in, or
projected into, such an eventuality?
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Scanning for beacons

e Secondly, there is the social crisis with its many faces. This reminds us that
injustice towards children, women, minorities, majorities, the socially
vulnerable and the humiliated of all kinds, is today as prevalent as at any
time in the past. Human life is ruptured by the mutual alienation of individuals,
religions, peoples (as ethnic-cultural entities), nations (as politico-economic
entities), races and classes. Interhuman exploitation overlaps with the
exploitation of nature. Non-human forms of life also are our neighbours,
there to be loved as ourselves. Is this achievable?

e Thirdly, there is the loss of legitimacy of all traditional religious and other
value systems, even when they are propped up laboriously, sometimes
aggressively. Traditional religions have lost the right to claim moral
leadership of society. They are all in crisis. Humanity has entered a new kind
of culture, global in spread but shorn of ultimate meaning. Traditional
systems of ultimate meaning arose in cultural and cosmological conditions
that were so different from present conditions, that to many they seem to
have lost all relevance. Let us distinguish two types of ‘relevance’: the
immediate, short-term relevance of closeness, operating close to the
coalface of things. This implies real social power or desired power or at least
a residue of social power. Then there is the relevance of distance, ultimately
seeking orientation from what we shall term Horizon: on the edges, in the
margins, seemingly off the page of current events. This is the ‘relevance’ of
the meditations of the homeless Gotama, of the solitary man on the cross,
of Muhammad brooding in the desert (Whitehead). The first type of
relevance freely dispenses criticism of this and that; the second type, not
necessarily having any direct social leverage, speaks quietly on the verge
of silence, attempting what may be expressed with the Kantian word
‘critique’, pushing through to the root of things. Our time seems to call for
the second relevance and for ‘those who know how to work in perfect
stillness, imperceptibly bringing the future into being’ (Kingsley 2010).

The three sets of problems mentioned above, occur in various mixes in different
parts of the globe. Nightmarish apocalyptic visions announce themselves, but
allow me for the sake of argument, to entertain the possibility of a ‘bodhisattvic’,
‘messianic’ perspective - one perhaps leading to a manner of pro-existence for
all. Let us assume that this could indeed involve revisiting the traditional
religious intuitions, seeking to interpret them as somehow mutually related,
somehow verging on the ultimate Horizon, and somehow relevant for today.
Just as ancient Polynesian wayfinders did over vast stretches of ocean, just so
humanity today would have to draw on all dimensions of human experience
and knowledge; remember past stretches of water covered and islands passed
on the way here. They should be able to read the waves and the winds of the
present moment, and have sound understanding of the groundswell and the
deep currents in the ocean of human consciousness.

The way explored here centres on the dimension of mysticism, that
unconguerable, unowned Antarctica of world orientation. Skipping the history
of the word, by ‘mysticism’ (from the Greek muein, referring to the closing of
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lipsoreyes), | donot mean non-verifiable and non-falsifiable mystery-mongering
and extravagant irrationalism. Nor do | have in mind merely individual, inner
feelings of peace and calm, ecstatic enthusiasm, vague sentimentality or
passive tranquillity. By mysticism, | mean interest in gaining an integration of:

(D enlightened wisdom and insight into the depth of reality

(2) lucidity of emotion and will

(3) alife of transparent universal generosity, and probably

(4) a spiritual discipline, perhaps in community with like-minded people, that
may involve a regimen (of, for example, meditation), aimed at gaining (1),
(2), and (3).

This is a treatise on (1). Enlightened wisdom seems to imply intellectual integrity
that reaches beyond academic integrity (mere adherence to disciplinary rules).
In addition, it also implies ‘mystical’ integrity, a sense of an ultimate Horizon,
reaching beyond religious integrity (loyalty to institutionalised religion with its
organisational and conceptual accruals).

Mysticism thus understood, is a continuation of world orientation in the
broadest sense, which has always had the basic components of:

(i) right knowledge

(i) right sentiments and attitudes

(iii) right behaviour supported and facilitated by

(iv) right institutions and structures to ensure (i)-(iii).

‘Right’ means suited to the world as it is, being effective and appropriate to
meaningful existence.

This investigation listens to the wise and enlightened of the past and the
present in all cultures, religions and mystical traditions; the visionaries and
explorers of the inner world. The days of monocultural, monoreligious isolation
are numbered - our time is crying out for a new, inclusive-pluralistic, totalistic
vision, appropriate to the cultural conditions of today and the foreseeable
tomorrow, beyond the mere rehashing of traditional views and dogmas. The
various wisdom traditions are not to be mingled, but respected in their
individual integrity. | also assume some continuity among the various mystical
traditions evolved by humanity, and among the great mystics who are
conspicuous among that differentiated but continuous stream.

Often the study of mysticism takes its point of departure in concrete, historical
religions - for example, it might be the study of Christian mysticism. It could also,
but only secondarily, be interested in a generalised phenomenon called ‘mysticism’.
That procedure is valuable. It contains the truth that historical contexts and
continuities need to be respected and preserved. In this study, an alternative
procedure is explored. | do not take the primary referent to be this or that historical
religion, with mysticism as one of its aspects. | take the primary referent to be the
homoversal function of searching for ultimate meaning with mind, body and soul,
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of which religious institutionalisations and conceptualisations are derived
instantiations. Having said that, the risks and dangers in relating worldviews,
religions and philosophies from different times and cultures are daunting,
including the possible emergence of false parallels and anachronisms.

What then, could come to the fore as the best possible outcome of this kind
of undertaking? It could be an intellectual understanding, an emotional-volitional
relationship and a morality connected to the two most basic focal points of the
human religious, mystical urge: a positive relationship could ensue, both to what
| shall term ‘Absolute Horizon’, and to concrete Cosmos. Horizon is ‘far’ in the
sense that it is uncrossable, and yet it is ‘near’ in the sense that everything -
every sparrow, every second - is immediate to it. Horizon relativises all entities
presumed to be massive and eternal, and yet it also affirms things in their
relativity and contingency, including religions and worldviews. Contingency does
not imply contempt of things, but understanding of their preciousness. It is love
displayed towards individual things in their fragility. This has moral implications:
away with might, force, homogenisation and megalomania in everyform.

Relating to Horizon and Cosmos - each in its own right and both in an
essential togetherness - constitute what | shall refer to as the largely hidden
tendency, mostly hidden, but sometimes coming to the fore in all systems of
ultimate meaning. These are the two ultimate poles of the human craving for
meaning, that is, for ultimate orientation. We need to discover our emerging
from, our being part of, our return to and our yearning for the dimension of
Absoluteness on the further side of all our conceptual, ritual and institutional
systems. Furthermore, we need to live joyously in the world, with our minds,
bodies and senses open towards the world, in spite of all the drudgery and
suffering our world contains. We need each of Horizon and Cosmos in a strong
sense and both together. Finding harmony between them is a basic interest
leading this journey. They form the final two criteria in the engagement with
various systems of ultimate meaning on these pages.

These two poles of human orientation are largely unexplored in religions. It is
as if the experience of most believers prefers to settle in the more comfortable
areas around the equator. The region of Absoluteness is shunned as too cold,
inhospitable and dangerous; and Cosmos, though studied by science as never
before, is often experienced as largely barren of meaning. | want to explore both
avoided (and evasive) Absoluteness and tainted Cosmos at the same time,
suspecting that both are interrelated and of vital importance for human life. We
need both radical transcendence and radical Cosmic immersion, together with
the sense of a positive link between the two.

The submerged rock on which all neatly designed ships of meaning are
finally wrecked during journeys such as ours here, is the question: Whence the
subjective sense of evil, suffering and alienation, or even objective evil? Could
we avoid such wreckage? How? We will have to face this question.
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‘metaphysical mysticism’ and related terms

Religion may be understood as world orientation with an exceptionally radical
and integral intention. By ‘radical’, | mean ‘vertically’ deep (or high): penetrating
thesurface of everyday experience. ‘Integral’indicatesthe‘horizontal’ dimension
of gathering as much of life and world as possible, preferably all of it, in religion’s
embrace. Striving to cover these ‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ dimensions, religion
is ‘comprehensive’, even ‘ultimate’ (i.e. to those who accept it). This is religion
in a functional sense. This function almost inevitably takes normative structural
shape. In addition, this has always included three sets of aspects: prescribed
knowledge sometimes vested in sacred books; attitudes and sentiments; and
behavioural patterns and institutions. Mysticism, as understood in our study,
is religion at its most radical and comprehensive, moving beyond book,
convention and institution.

Distinct from mysticism, religion with its normative teachings, socialising
rituals and disciplinary ethics is here taken to be the societal outside of the
human search for ultimate meaning. It is belief and institution, firm and
conservative. A central dimension of the concept ‘mysticism’ in the sense
deployed in this book is that it is an individual quest, not a collective enterprise.
It was therefore not, generally speaking, a manifest part of traditional societies
with traditional religions, but came to the fore in epochs when individuals
became conscious of their own singularity. It is by definition an individual
journey, or perhaps one travelled by small bands of lightly equipped friends,
untrammelled by the baggage and entourage of a large religious caravan.
At the best of times, mystics were the respected vanguards of religion; at the
worst of times, they were ostracised and penalised by those institutions.
Mysticism has social implications; it is a form of social protest, at times with
direct social impact. Typically, it avoids being part of a social contract, and of
becoming heavily institutionalised in itself.

Why load our leading concept to be metaphysical mysticism? ‘Metaphysical’
is intended as a useful mark of distinction from more practical, devotional and
emotional kinds of mysticism, such as experiences of love, unity and so on. The
kind of mysticism explored here is a form of understanding, ‘metaphysical’
not intended as hyper-abstract philosophy. It is simply used in the literal sense
of the word as understanding and saying something - as far as that may be
possible - about what may be ‘behind nature’ as experienced in everyday life
and captured in the selective net of science.

Inadditiontoallowing space forintuitive cognitive experience, ‘metaphysical-
mystical’ here also refers to the attempt to make clear in rational terms the
nature of such intuitive understanding. The kind of ‘mysticism’ suggested by
‘metaphysical’ in this exploration should not be mistaken for mystification: it
would take it upon itself to express its perspectives in a consistent, coherent,
clear, communicable manner. Consistency is taken to mean that its points of
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departure and its derived arguments and conclusions should not contradict
logic. Coherence is taken to mean that the various parts of the argument should
dovetail meaningfully and coherently. Considerations such as these add weight
to the desire to remain in the ambit of ‘metaphysical’. In addition, it would
expect of itself to make meaningful contact with the ordinary experience of
reality and with science.

What we attempt here wants to link up with the discipline generally known
as history of religions or, more broadly, religious studies, without limiting itself
to the history of discrete religions in relative isolation, phenomenology-types
of studies, social studies or comparative studies of various religions. Here we
take a step further. While wanting to stay close to and on friendly footing with
religious studies, it is not an exercise in religious studies in the disciplinary
academic sense.

Metaphysical mysticism is distinct from theology, the latter being defined
as the self-reflection of an institutionalised religion. It differs not only from
confessional theology, but also from philosophical theology, especially
insofar as philosophical theology is usually not conducted in a general sense
but in a specific sense: as the reflection on ‘God’ in the context of this
religion. Whereas confessional theology bases itself on the authority of
normative scriptures and/or on certain creeds, philosophical theology
wishes to conform to the generally accessible and binding rules of logic and
reason, such as consistency and intelligibility. Yet it remains theology,
usually religion-specific (Jewish, Christian, and so forth). This exploration is
not an exercise in comparative theology either, as has in the recent past
been espoused by, for example, Robert Cummings Neville (1991), continuing
the work of theologians such as Paul Tillich, Wilfred Cantwell Smith and
Hans King. This latter programme also boils down to the understanding,
expressing and examination of the Christian gospel, from a Christian point
of departure. Metaphysical mysticism steps outside that determining
framework. It belongs to wisdom literature in a broad sense rather than to
technical theology.

For theology as the self-reflection of faith, the medieval Christian theologian,
Anselm (c. 1033-1109), coined the term fides quaerens intellectum: faith/belief,
already certain of its truth, arrived at by authoritative revelation, seeking
rational understanding. Anselm was a Christian theologian, but this definition
could be applied to all religion-specific theologies. Theology has a strong
institutional connection. It is the self-reflection of the religious institution, or at
least the self-reflection of faith with a strong sense of such an institutional
setting or belonging. Mysticism does not necessarily have any such involvement,
neither in institutionalised social reality, nor in subjective individual belief.
These meta-religious reflections step outside of any religion-specific restriction.
They neither proceed from any such a priori commitment, nor lead to any such
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commitment, but they are drawn towards what lies behind, before, after,
formalised religion.

‘Metaphysics’ as understood here is obviously related to philosophy as the
general human endeavour to understand things rationally. A portion of theology
(‘philosophical theology’) shares that interest, proceeding from faith
assumptions. Yet a difference in emphasis between the type of mysticism
explored here and philosophy (and theology in the philosophical sense) is that
metaphysical mysticism does not shy away from its transrational, intuitive root.
Of course, the voice of rigorous reason, of logic and philosophy, as that tradition
emerged two and a half millennia ago in various civilisations (cf. Geldsetzer
2010), remains normatively important. Yet, for its own journey, this exploration
would prefer terms such as metaphysical mysticism, sophiaphily (‘love of
wisdom’), philaletheia (‘love of truth’) and cosmosophy (‘wisdom of cosmos’),
rather than cosmology in the scientific sense, or Philosophy in the disciplinary
academic sense. Naturally, there are overlaps between the domains of
Philosophy and metaphysical mysticism, not only in Hellenic and Eastern
philosophy, but also more recently in the West. Representatives of French
spiritualist philosophy, including Blaise Pascal (1623-1662), Henri Bergson
(1859-1941) and Louis Lavelle (1883-1951), are cases in point. Therefore, this is
not an exercise in either academic Philosophy, Theology or Religious Studies,
nor is it in opposition to those disciplines as they are presently mostly
institutionalised academically. It seeks to explore the borders that such
disciplines may share with mysticism. In doing so, | shall move into the areas of
overlap among them and into the space encompassing all of them. It is a search
for a capstone, connecting and integrating the four-sided pyramid of science,
theology, philosophy and religious studies, while respecting their boundaries
and without interfering in their affairs.

The concept ‘MM’ would not mind being associated with the notions of
gnosis and wisdom tradition either, obviously without identifying with
everything that might pass under those names.

Not explored in this experiment, are the distinctions between ‘mysticism’
and four other cognate concepts: spirituality, esotericism, occultism (Faivre
2000 [1996]; Gibbons 2001; Hanegraaff 2012) and spiritualism/spiritism.

Spirituality is generally used as a generic concept, representing the whole
range of a person’s or a social group’s orientation in the world with reference to
a transcendent source of meaning. ‘Mysticism’ | would use in a stricter sense,
as an individual’s search for and experience of unity or non-duality with the
ultimate dimension of cosmos and existence. Seen from the top, we have two
concentric circles: spirituality the outer circle, mysticism the inner circle (Kourie
2006, 2008). ‘Metaphysical mysticism’, referring to the cognitive side of that
enterprise, is even more restricted.
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The word esoteric has a range of meanings:

e Firstly, it may mean secret knowledge, accessible only to initiates into a
secretive group. | do not wish to express a value judgement on such a strategy,
but mostly it was deemed necessary to escape hostile attention, and in
principle, it did not contain any disdain for ‘the masses’. ‘Metaphysical
mysticism’ as used here, is not intended to have that connotation. It is inclusive,
public and accessible to all, seeking communicability and communion.

e Secondly, ‘esoteric’ may be used to denote a search for an understanding of
some inner, deeper, mostly hidden reality or dimension of reality, underlying
and implicitly present in ‘exoteric’ which is apparent, easily accessible
sensible common-sensereality. In these reflections, ‘metaphysical mysticism’
is roughly equivalent to ‘esoteric’ in this second sense. This book could also
be classified as belonging to the category of wisdom literature, at times
closely related to ‘esoteric’ in this sense.

e Thirdly, whereas ‘esotericism’ always demonstrated a deep fascination with
symbolism (such as numbers) as such, the emphasis in ‘mysticism’ has
usually been more directly on the experience or understanding of such a
deeper dimension of reality itself. The following reflections are not esoteric
in this third sense.

The term occult is sometimes used as a synonym for ‘esoteric’. ‘Mysticism’ and
‘occultism’ can overlap: in the European tradition, Eckhart was a mystic in the
more puristic sense of the word; Boehme, a mystic-esotericist(occultist). The
present endeavour aligns itself with mysticism, not with ‘occultism’.

MM is not associated with spiritualism/spiritism - neither in the sense that
‘spirit’ is taken to be the only reality, nor that ‘spirit’ is taken to exist distinct
from ‘matter’, nor that the dead continue to exist as disembodied ‘spirits’ with
whom the living might have contact.

clearing space for the convergence of religious
and mystical traditions

Ours is not the only time to be faced with the extraordinary invitation, extended
by the wider cultural situation, to observe synoptically. There were other such
opportune times in the past. One example is the time of the Ming dynasty
(1368-1644) in China. Especially the 16th and 17th centuries were a period of
intense intellectual activity that saw the fruitful interaction and rapprochement
of Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism, even Catholicism and Western scientific
learning coming to China. Like ours, it was an age of critical reassessment of
the past, intense awareness of the present, and certain expectations of the
future (YU 1981).

As far as the relationships between various religions are concerned, our
day witnesses two extreme positions: the first sees only particularisation,
irreducibility and differentiation; the second rushes ahistorically into universality
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and non-differentiation. Neither is acceptable. When seeking a hermeneutical route
somewhere between those extremes, three broad strategies open up before us:

e Firstly, such traditions in the plural might be acknowledged, but only in
separateness. No relationship between them is sought. More than one of
these could take turns to receive some attention, even respectful attention.
It is more likely that one’s interest be confined to one tradition only, avoiding
the others and easily turning into isolationism and separatism.

« The second route takes us one step further by studying various traditions
or figures comparatively, noting similarities, differences and historical
connections. This is important, but does not necessarily provide a bridging,
unifying vision.

¢ The third and most fruitful way is to look at them comprehensively, in their
togetherness in one context, allowing oneself to be drawn into their truth
claims, as expressions of the same perennial tradition. This is the way of
coordination, and it could be done in various ways, some being more
promising thanothers.

One (wrong) turn is superficial syncretism, taking bits and pieces from various
contexts and knocking them together. Here we need not enter into an analysis
of the word ‘syncretism’. What | mean here, is a facile mixing of elements from
divergent systems into a superficial agreement. Fusion ends in confusion. From
the point of view of this endeavour, a superficial collecting of similar-sounding
ideas without sense of context should be avoided at all cost.

A second synoptic perspective is to look at traditional answers
simultaneously and yet to do so from a separating point of view, highlighting
the differences, the breaks between them. This critical kind of focus is an
antidote to superficial harmonising and, while drawing attention to the
difficulties that may lurk in various traditional answers, it stimulates further
thought. It is a stronger position than the previous option, and expresses an
important aspect of a meaningful hermeneutic today.

There is also another turn to take, complementing and including the critical
one. It is possible to have a sense of a universal intelligentia spiritualis, an
essential togetherness of these traditions, like rivers all conditioned by the
same forces of gravity, rainfall and so on, all coursing towards the same ocean
and meeting there, sharing their waters. This is the strongest position to take.

Following this promising turn, again several options are available. One is to
see them as substantially ‘the same’. This is an oversimplifying approach, coming
close to superficial, eclectic, ahistorical mixing and matching. Another, better
way is to see them as tending in the same direction, acknowledging the real
differences between them; not mixing them up, and yet realising that they
share the same space, address the same problems, have the same destination,
and have coinciding features. Mysticism is not native to any religion in isolation.
The challenge is to acknowledge the jagged breaks between the different
mountains, but to see them as belonging to the same range in the same landscape.
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That is the approach followed on these pages. This terrain is like a landscape
across which many people travel. The landscape itself is the same. Yet, all these
individuals and caravans see it from varying angles, enter it from different
starting points, travel in divergent directions, find themselves in dissimilar
positions, look at unidentical scenes, are led by differing interests, and offer
varied descriptions and accounts of their diverse journeys.

How does one execute this constructive exercise in relatedness? Again, at
least three possibilities open up. These, it appears, are not absolutely dissimilar,
but only relatively so, and they overlap:

* One is the creation of a brand-new paradigm. In real life it is only possible
up to a point. Everyone in known history has stood on the shoulders of
others, learning and borrowing from them. All culture and religion build on
previous experience. Even so, a few heavenly-graced ones have made
relatively fresh starts. Some of these pioneers are known; others, like the
original Upanishadic visionaries, are not. The experiment between the two
covers offered to the reader has no aspirations of grandeur. It explores the
riverbeds of old truths. In this sense, it is a conservative exercise.

* Another possibility is to develop a synoptic perspective from within one
existing tradition, assimilating the other traditions into that one as it is. This
is not only psychologically an understandable position to take, but could
also yield significant theoretical gains. An example would be the Christian
programme of Nicholas of Cusa (Cusanus) (1401-1464), who came up with
a groundbreaking attempt to reconcile various religions known to him - by
integrating them into Christianity, even defining them as more or less
deformed or provisional forms of Christianity. As the argument unfolds, we
will encounter other similar minds. Likewise, one could take any other
existing scheme as normative framework for good integration. This is not
such a programme either.

e A third possibility, the panoramic interpretation, may arise from an open
receptivity to several existing traditions simultaneously, although not
exclusively beholden to any particular one. Any study of a particular
religion as a fact (an institutionalised set of ideas, sentiments and actions)
presupposes an all-inclusive matrix where homoversal function is primary.
Disinterested inclusiveness of soul and mind in the search for meaning is,
| believe, better than one-eyed partisanship. Today, as in Hellenism, the
Italian Renaissance and the Chinese Ming dynasty, we live in a time that
makes this third possibility a viable one once again. This is such a kind of
search. Speaking for myself, | detached myself from institutionalised
Christianity 40 years ago, yet never rejected Christianity. Likewise, | am not
embedded in any formal Buddhist institution, and | have never become a
disappointed, disillusioned, institutional Buddhist either.

This is not a ‘syncretistic’ book, but it is a ‘synoptic’ one, wishing at least to
see them together; a ‘symphonic’ one, interested to hear them together; and
a ‘synthetic’ one, piecing them together in a larger systematic framework in
the perspective of ultimate silence. There is a price to pay, of course, for an
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inclusive interest. Firstly, | will be heavily and happily indebted to existing
interpretationsand secondary sources for expertinformationandinterpretation.
Secondly, working on such a wide canvas blurs precision of detail, not doing
justice to each of the individuals and traditions looked at. | accept that price.

Interested in the many, this exploration is driven by a passion for a pax fidei. It
is interested in clearing a space in which the movement towards convergence in
the world we live in today, could be possible. It clears an agora: an open space of
assembly and democratic discussion, of public speaking and hearing, of
negotiation and bartering of ideas, with the possibility of persuasion and
agreement. Indeed, it has no higher claim than that of ‘possibility’; at the very best
of ‘probability’, and of a sense of direction and orientation. | have neither the
means nor the desire to convince against their will the agoraphobic: those fearing
the accommodating space, the inclusive conversation and the open community.

Such a clearing of space inevitably has a creative side to it. It is not a passive
registering of a state of affairs, but an active construction, a contribution to
the development of a new perspective announcing itself today. That is the
progressive side of this undertaking. It needs to be factually and historically
correct, informed by current scholarship, which is always in the process of
development and revision. In addition, it needs to be self-critically aware of its
own unavoidable, sometimes idiosyncratic selections and emphases, even as it
attempts to understand well and in a balanced manner. The main thing is to be
moving in the right direction.

Seeking a theoretical space, these reflections are greatly indebted to
the impetus of the Buddha as recorded in the Pali scriptures. The Buddha’s
emphasis on emptiness and impermanence, and his analysis of the constituents
of a human person, play a large role on pages to follow. According to current
predominant historical opinion (Bronkhorst 2014), the complex cultural world of
early Buddhism was dominated by two master metaphysical options. The first,
already present to some extent in die Upanishadic tradition and destined to
reach its final form in Advaita Vedanta, was eternalism (sassata-ditth/): the belief
in some eternal substance. The second was held by the Lokayata school: the
materialistic belief that all is reducible to lifeless matter (obviously with certain
implications for a post mortem existence of humans). A third view held by many
was a continuation of the old mythological belief in a pantheon of gods, Brahma
the first among them. Views similar to these three also dominated Greece of
the time. Today they remain three basic orientations, in the forms of modern
idealism, scientistic materialism and theism (but now in the form of a strict
monotheism). As far as the theistic option is concerned, the Buddha adopted
a friendly attitude of peaceful transcendence. The idea of emptiness - this
particular footprint on the sands of time, as large as that of an elephant and large
enough to include those of other game - points in the most promising direction.
Overall, and considering all their many deviations, the other footprints point in
the same direction as this one: there must be a waterhole somewhere ahead.
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Nevertheless a new step, taking into account the stones and thorns of today,
must be taken in our own time. Behind us lies the spoor over the long stretch
of time, but it is not about the elephant, nor about its footprint. It is about the
water. All flowers grow towards the sun; all religions grow towards Horizon.

Distinct from early Buddhism as recorded in the Theravada scriptures, our
wandering has a strong cosmological interest, not limited to the psychological,
phenomenological domain of human subjectivity, as was the case in early
Buddhism. Early Buddhism is not the norma normans of this endeavour, but
provides working hypotheses that may be explored in various directions in new
contexts. Sothe factors constituting the human personality are here extrapolated
to become factors constituting cosmos. Different from most of early Buddhist
teaching, it is also pro-cosmos, pro-life and pro-body. It operates in the context
of the contemporary sciences and realises that early Buddhism was embedded
in an ancient cosmology which stamped its teaching: the pearl has to be
loosened from an ancient bezel by means of historical criticism and imaginatively
reset and displayed in another cultural frame. In any event, Buddhism, in its
historical intention, is not an authoritarian body of teaching; the students are
supposed to test the depth and breadth of the water for themselves.

An example in history of the kind of utopian open space imagined here is
Plato’s Timaeus. Plato is quite friendly towards popular, traditional religion, but
not without irony. His political concern for the quality of the communal life of
humans ultimately carries his cosmosophy. He leans heavily on and learns from
the religious and philosophical traditions available to him, yet integrates
and transcends them in his own way. His vision of the cosmos includes the
mathematics and science of his day. He makes no claim to divine revelation or
higher states of consciousness inaccessible to others, but allows the vision to
come from the mouth of an ordinary, educated man, Timaeus, claiming no more
than likelihood for his views. He develops his argument in a rational way, open to
criticism and correction of his friends, in a democratic discussion at the
marketplace of life. He does it all with an unsurpassed myth-creating imagination
and speculative, constructive power. He commands respect, but demands
no obedience or faith. In today’s world, such an integration of art, science,
mathematics, civil and popular religion, philosophy and theology in a grand MM
design is unattainable. Perhaps they will never really be comfortable in one
another’s company again. Yet, weary and wary as they are of ‘grand narratives’,
is this not perhaps the kind of utopia many disillusioned (post-) moderns
nevertheless dream of?

linkage across epochal divides

The synoptic perspective bridges not only the breaks between various
MM traditions at a given point in time (synchronically), but also the breaks
between various historical epochs (diachronically). This second type of relative
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discontinuity may affect the reception of past epochs within a single tradition -
for example, the reception of early Christianity within later Christianity. It also
affects thereception of past epochs across two or more traditions - for example,
a reception of ancient Indian Vedism in contemporary Western culture.

Why bother? Did the old MM systems not have their day before the age of
modern science? Did sets of cultural conditions very different from those of our
present time not determine them, and are they not completely outdated now?
Should we not at best display them in the museum of the history of ideas, as
objects of an antiquarian interest? The answer is negative, for they have an
abiding relevance that is worth pursuing. In contemporary literature, there is no
more eloguent statement of this approach than the contribution of Kingsley
(2010) on the historical connections between Mongolia, Tibet, Indian Buddhism,
Greece and the Americas. It establishes historical connections antedating
the scope of this journey of ours by several centuries, and incorporates a much
vaster geographical interest. A broad historical vision of this nature needs to
incorporate Africa as well.

It is true that the primary locus of discontent any of the old historical
religions addressed some 2000 years ago is not necessarily the primary locus
of discontent today. In addition, the primary focus of the ancient message of
salvation may not necessarily appeal immediately to the present generation.
Therefore, directly applying the answers developed then for a set of problems
belonging to then, to the different problems of today is not possible once one
has become aware of the sometimes terribly broad chasms of historical divides.
This is not only the case within one broad historical stream, but even more so
across various streams (Konik 2009). Simplistic repetition today of any of the
forms taken by any of the old traditions in a bygone epoch would amount
to ahistoric or anachronistic fundamentalism or romanticism. The alternative
would be to engage in a process of responsible, reflective mediation and
articulation of the many pasts that we are heirs of today, in the context of a
larger intercultural multilogue.

Any set of features in any historical epoch constitutes a delicate balance of
interlocking relationships, which cannot be disentangled easily. No religious
item occurs in isolation. Each is embedded in a religious nexus of great
complexity, and reciprocally implied in other factors: social, economic, political,
psychological, and so on. Any item then was part of an entire package. Touch
any aspect, and the whole web vibrates. Nor is ‘today’ a stable rack on which
portions, cut from the body of a past, can just be hung to dry and then be
consumed. The present is a constantly shifting set of relations of all kinds:
social, political and economic, cultural, philosophical and scientific. Any attempt
at reconciling any past with today would require an unpacking of as many of
such variables as possible in a conscious process of critical appropriation,
of inventive translation and interpretation - a tracing of real and possible
connections with the past, an identification of viable growth points and doomed



Scanning for beacons

dead ends. All of this implies the very active and self-conscious involvement of
the present-day participant in the human story.

Discovering or inventing living with, or at least finding viable links with
strange pasts, moves in the tension between two equally essential poles.
Obliterate any one of them, and the fascination with the process of negotiation
as such, will break down. It is the tension between distance and proximity:
between then and now, there and here, difference and similarity, them and us,
transcending and integrating, being outsider and being insider, strangeness
and familiarity. If the tension becomes too taut, differences become
incomprehensible: the connection snaps altogether. If the tension becomes too
slack, similarity becomes identity; interest fades - if ‘we’ have it all right here
and now, why bother with ‘them’? Clearly, we could take many positions on such
a continuum. Some individuals - by dint of situation, temperament or taste -
would be drawn by the fascinating attraction of distance, the otherness; others
would want to emphasise the proximity, the virtual sameness. The risk
associated with a fascination by distance is naive escapism into a romanticised
past; the risk of a strong sense of similarity is simplistic absorption of one into
the other, of conversation reduced to subjection. Learning and dialogue are
selective, critical processes of acculturation.

In our day of the convergence of all historical, cultural and religious streams
in one public space, such a critical, inclusive appropriation of the past(s) may
be pursued by all who reflect on religion, theology, philosophy and mysticism -
whatever might be the nature of their self-identification or social and cultural
association. Such a conversation (not interrogation) needs to be:

* historically well-informed

* led by fairness and understanding as far as the intentionality of any juncture
of the past is concerned

» critical

e theoretically adequate

* progressive-constructive

e critical of the modern scientistic worldview, of unconscious or deliberate
effortstoraisethattounguestionable norm, and to subject potentially critical
inputs from the past to its dominance.

Deliberate myopic self-enclosure in any one sector of humanity is not a
responsible option - that is, it does not do justice to the direction of the past,
does not follow the perhaps unintended drift present in all serious search for
meaning. It does not interpret and address the complexity of the present
situation sufficiently and it does not anticipate the requirements of the future
adequately and creatively.

| am not positing any identities here, only postulating possible convergences
among the great mysticisms, and hoping to find a metaphysical-mystical space
where an illuminating, life-giving sun shines.
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B §2 Tendency towards Unground
quatenus and quia

These reflections do not wait for some supernatural revelation, nor rely
fundamentally on any ancient documentations or collections (canons) of such
revelations, claimed by themselves or their followers to be supernaturally
backed. So | shall make no distinction between ‘sacred books’ and any other
book, even though | shall be led by a sound respect for such books, the
various religious traditions they represent and the scholarly disciplines which
interpret them. | would be prepared to regard them as ‘true’, but then in a quatenus
(‘insofar as’) sense, not in any quia (‘because’) sense. That is to say, | shall take
them to be true insofar as they appear to be true on the evidence available, not
on mere authority. Precious as a historical, institutionalised religion may be in the
hearts of its followers, it is not absolute, but a product of history. Supreme wisdom
is to be found in books held to be holy by their adherents, but their messages
must be tasted carefully, rolled on the tongue, and then ingested - or not.

This does not detract from the respect that is due to those great ancestors
from all cultures, the cloud of witnhesses surrounding and accompanying us.
This journey is a process of remembering, learning and adding historical depth
to understanding. The pastis relevant to the extent that it may serve the future.
None of the constructions of the past are eternally true. Likewise, the path
trodden here starts from and proceeds within a particular historical context.

historical-critical, social-critical explanation

A historical-critical, social-critical interest will therefore lead the understanding
of such traditions and texts in this investigation. Such understanding
investigates how religious constructs link up with the social contexts, the
historical backgrounds and circumstances from which they arose. The
embeddedness of specific forms of mysticism in their respective institutional
religious contexts and their wider societies must be acknowledged. Sufism is
historically an Islamic phenomenon, much as it also transcends the institutional
boundaries of that religion, of religion as such, and can be open to modern
science (Haeri 2008).

These reflections want to be aligned to present-day historical, critical
scholarship of society and culture. Here too, finality of understanding is neither
claimed nor sought. No historical picture, whether loyalist or critical, is ever
‘correct’. After all, every interpretation of the past is a construction by the
present, a present which will in due time be the past itself, and the object of the
same kind of semi-arbitrary appropriation by some new present lying in some
future, and one that is construing its own historical pictures, just as our own
present is doing today. The past changes with the changing present all the time.
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Like a fly on a wall, we see what we see, but that seeing occurs from a very
limited perspective, and it touches only the surfaces and angles that are open
to us. We live, think and speak within the confines of our particular historical
setting. All the same, integrity dictates that we see as sharply and widely as
possible what we can see, and describe what we see as honestly as we can.

Speaking of historical and social critique, this approach is critical of reducing
the MM search of humanity to social construction, which is assumed to be
unrelated to any depth dimension of society and the world. It does not work on
the assumption that the great MM constructions (or their religious articulations)
were or are naive, useless or dangerous inventions, as the dominant episteme
of our time implies. Fully realising the constructed nature of tradition and
cultural products such as religion, it believes that it is time for an old tradition -
openness to Silence, to Unground - to be wrought anew for our time.

intentionality

The investigation presents a limited survey based on a restricted number of
case studies of individual persons who have trod this terrain. The standards of
validation and evaluation for trustworthy case study research, such as
credibility, dependability and confirmability (Creswell 2013:243-268) have
been borne in mind. Religions as collective endeavours are also treated as
historical cases. | shall try to be true to the intentions of authors and books
and traditions of the past - that is, | shall follow a general hermeneutical
phenomenological approach. This means that | shall strive adequately to
describe, reconstruct and analyse that which the initiators and authors of such
books and traditions actually, subjectively, experienced and meant. Following
on that, | shall respect the religious interpretations of such books (from
allegorical to symbolical to theological): how, according to their influential
thinkers, the messages of corresponding literature tied in with the central
teachings of those religions. That is another aspect of an ‘intentional’ reading
of such messages.

We assume that all relevant messages need to be interpreted in the sense of
being trans/ated into and for the cultural and social context of today. This task
is very much akin to translating or interpreting from one language into another.
The choice is to stick close to the donor language, or to elect to say now, in the
receiving language, what had been said then in the original language - but now
as if for the first time in this language. In other words, how would the original
author have said it if he had lived today, and /f he had written in the receiver
language? Each procedure involves risks, and a perfect translation is therefore
impossible. By staying close to the donor language, the receiver language can
be potently enriched; but working more creatively with the source language
has its own advantages. Interpreting classical traditions and texts ‘mystically’,
one stands before the same challenge. For example, the Buddha presupposed
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the scaffolding of the cosmology and social structure of his day; it largely
determined his teaching on rebirth, for example, and gods and heavens and
hells. There is of course the complication of the reception, formalisation and
fixation of his message by his followers in his own time and shortly thereafter -
but that does not affect our present problem, so we can let it rest. The
challenge is: what do we, who live in very different circumstances today
(in which science rightfully plays a most influential role), do with his original
message today? The cosmology of his time simply does not apply to our
world, which has been shaped by science. So, what about rebirth and so on
and so on?

There is not one or any easy solution to this challenge. There are those who
wish to stay as close as possible to the original message of whatever religion,
at any cost. The line followed in these chapters is different. Here the question
would be: suppose the Buddha (to stay with him for the moment) did not live
2500 years ago, but today, would he have articulated his message in the way
written up in the Digha Nikaya? No, clearly he would not. The gem would have
been the same, but the bezel would have been quite different. So the challenge,
the experiment, remains: how might what any ancient message intended, be
translated and interpreted today.

tendentionality

Beyond the three methodological guidelines just mentioned, the interpretation
of such books and traditions followed here, will be tendentional. ‘Intention’ refers
to that which is subjectively, consciously intended or meant by people;
‘tendention’ here refers to what exceeds the conscious intention, to the trans-
intended drift or inclination of a theoretical structure or an argument. It refers
to the deepest lessons religions teach, perhaps implicitly and subconsciously.
‘Intention’ refers to the hermeneutical act of interpersonal communication;
‘tendention’ to allowing oneself to be drawn into the structure of an argument,
regardless of the person by whom it is put forward. This is not to deny that a
tendentional reading is more than mere reconstruction, and contains an
element of transformative interpretation. One takes part in a discussion
courteously and respectfully, yet realising that one’s friends are like fingers
pointing towards the mysterious moon out there. A tendentional reading
concerns itself with the moon.

The manner of decoding messages presented in these pages does not
assume some know-it-all, having-arrived attitude. This experiment is led by a
hunch, reinforced by study, that all people intuitively know where north is and
want to move north, and are in fact, heading northwards. This sometimes
occurs via strange deviations, oftentimes by dint of circumstance. Some have
penetrated further north than others have; some have indeed reached what is
reachable by human endeavour. Hence, such MM thinkers, books and traditions
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are guides. We are sitting at the feet of the great ones, not patting them on the
head. In what is to follow, some play a more seminal, some a more distant and
challenging, and others a more confirmatory role.

To remain with the ancients for another moment: Plotinus worked in
accordance with a tendentional principle. He built his system by synthesising
the wisdom of the ancients before him. In that operation he distinguished
between those venerable philosophers of old who discovered the truth and
those of them who approximated it most completely (Enneads II1.7.1).
Christianity in its entirety did the same, interpreting the Old Testament as
essentially oriented towards Jesus Christ.

The assumed tendentional drift is a hypothetical construct guiding this
journey. | will read these authors as having a certain tendency or inclination -
even if such a tendency might be quite hidden in the text itself, even if its
author(s) may not be conscious of it. | will read them in this manner even if the
tendency is up to a point an extrapolation from our dreams and aspirations of
today, and even if my reconstructed tendency may not coincide seamlessly
with those authors’ outspoken intentions or the accepted interpretations of
their commentators. It is a generous, inclusive reading of traditions, assuming
their essential tendencies to be generous and open-ended themselves. | am
prepared to ascribe it to them as their direction, the moon to which they are
pointing, irrespective of whether this clearly manifests on the surface. That
moon is Absoluteness. | read such traditions and individual authors as partial
rather than as false, if this is in any way possible. Truth cannot be interned
in any institution, any localised, national or cultural tradition, or any set of
propositions.

The fly might guess or extrapolate what the invisible underside of the table
looks like. Iron file dust is arranged in accordance with the magnetic field of a
magnet that may be hidden from sight. Likewise, all religions and religious and
mystical literature are here seen as arranged over some hidden magnetic field.
The point in interpreting figures from the past is to fathom what ultimately, as
if via a broken mirror, fascinated them in the first place. Was it not, ultimately,
the wonder of their being something at all - something arising from ‘what’?
Why, and how, and to ‘what’ does it return? Consequently, | accept that all
historical, exoteric religions and their books - whatever their external
circumstances and conditions might be - grow towards the ultimate light and
warmth that give shape, life and beauty to all things. That is the true, hidden,
inner meaning of such religions and their books.

Such religions and their sacred books have an open, potential meaning. That
potential meaning is ‘unlocked’ up to a point (as if showing a hidden but
available treasure), butitis also ‘imagined’ and ‘performed’ (as in understanding,
interpreting and above all performing - however inadequately - music imagined
by an unknown composer). The music is the same every time, and never the



Chapter 1

same; and it is not reducible to the sensible data, the bars on paper, the
instruments, or the performers.

All such explorers from the past proceeded from sophisticated cultural and
religious base camps above the more humble cultural and religious villages
further down. Otherwise, they would probably not have made it to ‘higher’.
In addition, more likely than not, they might have felt the emotional and
practical need to return to those base camps and villages, the various ‘-isms’,
‘“ities’ and ‘-doms’. Yet up here, those visitors are of a kind, a band of quite free
spirits as far as their cultural and religious points of departure are concerned,
sharing the same need to see far in all directions. This, | postulate. So | assume
their various and indeed sometimes very different contexts as a given, but that
is not where my primary interest lies. | shall attempt to reconstruct and interpret
the footprints in the historical order that they were made, but not primarily in
terms of religious belonging; | shall interpret the visitors to these heights as a
community of friends, sharing the same MM passion across cultural and
religious borders. This kind of dialogue, operating at the breadth of range
intended here, so necessary in our world of today, is a difficult and hazardous
undertaking. The community of those who might want to join in such an
adventure is only at the start of their venture.

There remains a huge ambivalence in such a tendentional understanding: to
what extent is such interpretation discovery of what such books intend
(perhaps unconsciously), or are they invention on the side of the interpreter?
The readers of such texts find themselves in a circularity of mutual stimulation
from which there is probably no escape, but which is virtuous rather than
vicious. A tendentional interpretation of the past in the sense intended here,
allows us to work conservatively and progressively at the same time. We
respect the past - that is, the many pasts - and we imagine a future as a creative
extension of those pasts. This includes, to be decided from step to step and
situation to situation, the possibility of rejection of elements from the past, and
revolutionary change - or of an adoption of something from an almost forgotten
past. ‘Tendentious’ with its derogatory association, implying an arbitrary,
aggressive, dogmatic imposition of an alien meaning upon such narratives to
suit our purpose, enforcing a hermeneutical closure on them, is not intended.
Nor is a presumptuous subsuming or inclusion of them into a new system,
restricting or reducing the other positions to the one favoured by ourselves,
intended. Likewise, we do not intend any deformation of any tradition from our
present point of view, as if we know better than they what they (unfortunately
unsuccessfully) tried to do.

This approach does not mean that we arrogantly and patronisingly
know better than they do. We merely follow the hints and clues given in those
traditions themselves, sometimes as if hidden deliberately, sometimes as if
lightly, playfully, concealed just under the surface. We wonder, suspect, guess,
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try out and play with such possibilities. Above all, we remind ourselves that
such attempts are inventions, discoveries of imaginable possibilities, not
scientifically provable facts.

We postulate here that the great hidden tendency under and in all religions
and MM’s, is the bipolar tendency towards Absoluteness and Cosmos.

the quest of the human species as one
differentiated whole

Understanding the past comprehensively would mean finding a way back
to the hidden archetypes and symbols embedded in the biological species
that we call ‘human’. | assume that mystical wisdom, one of the basic types of
human response to things, preceding the various religions and likely to surface
at any time, is buried in layers of the human constitution as old as our species
itself. Let us in principle allow ourselves to be drawn into a tradition as ancient
as the human spirit itself, going back to primordial forms of shamanism. The
arcanum (secret) is present in us, and is willing to give access to the quiet,
patient seeker. It is a kind of philosophia perennis, going back to very early
layers of the human constitution before humanity dispersed into the different
cultural and religious blocs as it spread across the geographical continents.
Because of the limitations of this investigation and its understanding of
‘mysticism’ as becoming clearly manifest with the arising of a certain sense of
singular selfhood, the contributions of various archaic and traditional religions
from Africa, Australasia, the Americas, Polynesia and so on, magnificent as
they are, do not feature in the historical picture of this compendium. Similarly,
owing to space constraints, the connections between the personal ecstatic
experience of the shaman in a preliterate society and that of the mystic in a
literate culture and religion with a philosophical tradition will regrettably
remain unexplored. This experiment remains an exercise in understanding
the multifaceted Eurasian MM tradition of the last two and half millennia.
Nevertheless, | am profoundly aware of the contributions such older traditions
made to the spiritual reorientation necessary today.

Hence, this study is by far not a history of transordinary experience. | have
chosen to focus on individual MM authors from some of the written traditions
of East Asia, India, the Near East, the Hellenic world and the West. Shining in
their absence are, for example, Confucianism and Baha’i. This exploration
treads a middle path, neither too broad nor too narrow: too broad would be an
attempted inclusion of the traditional shamanic wisdoms; too narrow would
be, for example, a linkage to the Abrahamic faiths only.

Based on that restriction of scope, problematic as it is, we may now enter into
conversation with MM teachers of humankind and the schools and traditions that
they founded, perhaps deliberately, perhaps unintentionally and accidentally.
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On the following pages we shall touch on the teachings of MM geniuses such as
the ones mentioned below. We shall consider:

¢ InIndia, the teachings of the Buddha, the critique of Nagarjuna, the panoramic
vision of Asanga and Vasubandhu in Yogacdra Buddhism, the Advaita-
Vedanta of Sankara, the poetry of Krishna devotee Mira Bai and visionary
thinkers in modern India, such as Vivekananda and Aurobindo.

¢ In East Asia, Taoism (Chuang-Tzu and the probably composite, legendary
figure of Lao-Tzu - where the historicity of the latter figure and others such
as Moses is of no great concern to the argument of this essay), and later
Buddhist syntheses such as those of T’ien-t’ai and Hua-yen (Fa-tsang), and
the Zen teachings of Dogen.

e In pre-Christian Hellenic Europe, Heraclitus, Parmenides, Pythagoras,
Empedocles, Plato, Aristotle and the Stoics.

¢ In Judaism (where not all were believers), the ancient myths of creation and
Jahweh, Philo, Jesus, the Kabbalah (such as Isaac Luria), Chassidism and
Baruch de Spinoza.

¢ In Christianity and the West (which was not a straight continuation of
Greece, and where not all were Christian), Jesus, Ammonius Saccas, Plotinus
and Proclus, Hildegard of Bingen and Hadewijch.

¢ Inlslam, the prophet Muhammad and mystics such as Rabe’a a al-Adawiya,
Mansur al-Hallaj, Suhrawardi, lbn Arabi, Rumi and Mulla Sadra.

e Strongly non-aligned ones such as Kabir (wandering traveller on the restless,
endless journey of this kind) - who might neither avoid nor settle in any
camp, but move appreciatively through and beyond each occurring on his
path. In doing so, the roamer, accepting some food and drink, would move on,
fascinated by the empty horizon, always shifting yet always defining the
landscape in its busy fullness. The haunting image of the lonely rhinoceros
drawn in the Khaggavisana Sutta of the Sutta Nipata comes to mind.

Minds such as the above constitute the family, the genealogical tree from which
this venture stems. | freely seek the teaching of all masters, constrained only by
time and ability. They lived on various cultural continents, sometimes mutually
isolated for centuries, and yet they shared a common ancestry and inhabited
the same world. Todo justice to any of them in a format such as thisisimpossible.
Ideal typical oversimplifications are the inevitable price to pay for a procedure
of thisnature.Suchmindsillustrate many possible combinations of ‘metaphysics’
and ‘mysticism’. Some could devote all their time to it, others only part of
their time, even though it might have been the hidden axis of theirlives. In line
with the ‘tendentional’ approach, one has to acknowledge that some of the
individuals mentioned above were more gifted than others and some have
made a greater contribution. Yet | am interested in the MM ideas rather than in
establishing a hierarchy of personal ‘greatness’; in theoretical tendencies rather
than in the historical and social ‘success’ of ‘great men’ (the story of religion
and even MM thought is a story of social discrimination against women) on the
hit parade of history. The preponderance of men in the list above reflects the
appalling androcentrism of religious history as such. A mystic is a mystic is a
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mystic - yes, but not quite. Gender discrimination looms largely. Indeed, ‘in the
usual portrayals of religion women are notable by their absence’ (Anderson &
Young 2004:ix). This unfortunate state of affairs is not by far rectified in this
book, simply because of the limitations of my expertise.

Figures such as the ones listed above form the apex of what we mightimagine
as a pyramid. Today the shelves of bookstores are stacked with popular books
on ‘spirituality’, ‘metaphysics’ and ‘mysticism’. Important things happen there:
it is the compost from which new plants grow. Then there is the level where the
classical traditions of nations, peoples, cultures, religions and languages are
maintained, protected and reinterpreted. Again, this is a magnificent necessary
layer. And then there is the level where great breakthroughs are made. The
bottom-up and top-down movements that take place among these three levels
need to be recognised, appreciated and encouraged.

A journey such as this has to be authentic. No hitchhiking is allowed here, no
matter how grand the vehicle. On this road one travels on one’s own two feet
touching, experiencing the ground from one step to the next, personally
validating each step. | wish to listen to such noble ones without subjecting any
of them to anyone else’s teaching, attending, as it were, a conversation among
those great equals. They are all ancestors of ours, forming a single, differentiated
community of those who meditate and reflect on ultimacy, on the nature of the
cosmos, life and humanity. Different as they are, they all incline towards
Absoluteness. | wish to do justice to each free spirit in her or his unique
singularity and | wish to see them all as arising, like unique yet similar flowers
and fruit, from the same root, on the same tree, even if from different cultural
and religious branches. Welive in a fragmented world; the various MM traditions
are like shards of a broken mirror, yet somehow all reflect the light of the same,
whole sun.

When attempting to find links among figures such as the above, one could
work inductively from a limited number of cases towards the construction of a
comprehensive, inclusive frame presented as compelling, because it is based on
‘the facts’. This attempt does not work backwards through time trying to
establish some general common core that underlies the diversity of religious
and worldview systems. An alternative way might be to work from within some
committed religious point of view. Ibn Arabi could say that to have lived one
religion fully is to have lived them all. He recognised the relative value of each
of the many religions in an open spaciousness - yet, speaking as a Muslim
himself and knowing that he was doing so, he thereby relativised his own
religion and his own belonging to it. What is offered here is not this second
option either, but instead one that relates the various religions to the Horizon
transcending, yet integrating all of them.
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Encounter with science

For millennia science in a primitive sense was part of religion. From about six
centuries BCE, science in the more mature sense gradually emerged and
evolved to become a massive tree, not only competing with religion for
resources and loyalty, but also growing to overshadow it in modern culture. In
its own right and on its own terms and increasingly free from religious tutelage,
science strove for radical and integral knowledge of the world solely based on
fact and reason. It has become the mightiest factor in determining humanity’s
behaviour in the world today.

In the secular West, science has taken over certain functions of religion and
many, perhaps the majority, deem it more suited to the needs of survival and
meaning. In the other sectors of humanity, including the traditional cultural
blocs such as the Middle East and Africa, traditional religion is offering stiff
resistance. Whether religion will in the long run be able to hold its own, remains
to be seen.

The problems of traditional religions have become clear to increasing
numbers of people in those countries where science exploded onto the scene.
Challenged by science, religion’s truth claims have, in the eyes of many, become
unfounded, restrictive, prescriptive and proscriptive. That applies particularly
to the largest monotheistic religions of the West (Judaism, Christianity and
Islam). Religious social institutions - again, particularly in that family of historical
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religions - have become tainted as authoritarian. Religion is looked upon as the
last resort for attitudes and sentiments that are broadly regarded as reactionary
and out of touch with contemporary reality. Sexism and the like are seen to
be associated with religion as an institutionalised force. However, science
is not exempt from comparable problems and temptations. At least since
Thomas Kuhn, the role that power and the protection of vested interests play
in the scientific enterprise have become known.

Mainstream science as conceived in popular culture increasingly developed
along mechanistic lines. It is not as though modern science merely stood back
from questions of ultimacy. In popular culture, it had a more ominous dimension:
a tendency to foreclose such questions; even, by default and sometimes by
design, at least implicitly to answer them in devastating ways. Life could
become a chance accident in a lifeless and essentially meaningless cosmic
desert. The net of mathematics spread over dead matter could coincidentally
produce the most fascinating facts, predict events with astounding accuracy,
and design the most efficient technologies leading to the most advanced
machines - but, finally, also serve the greedy needs of economically advanced
nations. Nature could become an exploitable object. Traditional religion
seemed powerless to halt this juggernaut.

This treatise does not engage directly with the sciences, so this chapter will
limit itself to:

(1) Outlining five overall strategies in addressing the relationship between MM
and science.

(2) Listing 20 questions of MM importance implied by contemporary science.

(3) Dealing with the manner in which a few prominent scientists of the last
two centuries themselves reflected on some of these questions.

B §3 Strategies in addressing the relationship
with science

Strategies for dealing with the relationship between science (natural
science, that is) and religion (and the radicalisation of religion in MM) at the
present time, include the five ideal types listed below. They are not an
exhaustive set of pigeonholes. Certainly, the mesh of the sieve could be made
finer, and obviously in real life there will be various expressions of each type,
deviations and mixes and combinations of them.

asymptotic parallelism

This position may be taken from the MM/religious side of the big divide between
the two discourses. | do not intend the conservatism of the good folk who have
not really been confronted by the challenge of science and who - even in
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pockets of present-day culture - simply continue to believe as if scientific
accounts of the world are of no concern. Epistemologically, it may be assumed
that an ancient mythological account of the world has been revealed
supernaturally and is literally true down to the last detail. Many people, still
living innocently in geographical and cultural isolation, follow this route.
However, where the innocence has been destroyed beyond a certain point, it
turns into pseudo-innocence, leading to cultural and religious obscurantism.

Beyond naive conservatism, at the level of informed reflection, an attempt
may be made to evade the challenge of science by the tactic of strong
separation of the two discourses. Any link between science and ultimate
meaning is severed. The believers withdraw into the untouchable stronghold
of faith, tradition or the experience of God. This kind of faith - perhaps
untroubled, perhaps panicking - opts to ignore science, and not to address the
genuine MM issues raised from within it.

The Reformed Christian theologian Karl Barth (1886-1968) followed an
asymptotic line of religious reflection: faith and its self-reflection (theology)
shall not seek a synthesis of any kind with science. That view has an ascetic
motive: protection of the purity of faith and its self-reflection; it also has a
prophetic motive: protest against the quasi-religious escalation of science.
Science, sticking to its job and staying clear of grandiose worldview
presumptions, has great dignity and value, this position holds. Notwithstanding,
any systematic hybrid of science and theology is anathema.

One cannot doubt the integrity and resolve of this kind of faith, in whatever
religious context (Christian or otherwise) it may occur. Yet this position cannot
be maintained. Science is not merely a collection of facts with low-level
empirical and theoretical relevance; it has meta-empirical implications at a
fundamental level. Science may not be ignored as if it is of no MM concern.

The divide may also be looked at from the other side: the split may be
effected from the side of science. Biologist Stephen J. Gould (1941-2002) took
the position that religion and science do not speak to the same things. It may
take the form of scepticism, effectively shutting science off from any search
for transcendence: nothing can be said about a metadimension, but if people
really insist on trying their luck, whatever they say or believe can only have the
status of private, subjective opinions. Here too, the strong separation is difficult
to uphold. This approach is easily sucked into the worldview of materialistic
atheism. To assume that science and MM operate at two completely different
levels or in two completely different provinces of meaning without any
connections and mutual implications between them, oversimplifies complex
issues.

In passing, asymptotic parallelism is also a strategy often employed to
determine the relationship between various religions. Then it is the functional
equivalent of what henotheism or monolatry were, for example, in the ancient
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world: the existence of many gods is affirmed or admitted or at least not
guestioned in myth or belief system, but ‘for us’, for all practical purposes,
there is only one God. Otherwise, there was the possibility of kathenotheism:
concern with one god at a time, without rejecting the others. Today the same
strategy is often followed: the value, even the truth of various religions
‘for their adherents’ is admitted, but ‘for me’ or ‘for us’ there is only religion
X: suum cuique. 1t may be tolerant, but it is not inclusive, and it does not offer
a theoretical solution to the conundrum of religious or MM truth.

positivism-materialism

This strategy, not inherent in science itself, often amounts to a comprehensive,
quasi-religious, quasi-metaphysical worldview. The ‘a’ in its self-professed
‘atheism’ seldom denotes mere withdrawal from the meta-empirical level.
It seldom amounts to a purely methodological agnosticism (‘weak’ positivism),
but easily drifts beyond that point, becoming a ‘strong’ position with heavy
overtones. The ‘weak’ position would declare: for scientific purposes, we
restrict ourselves to the empirical facts. The ‘strong’ position would deny all
meta-empirical meaning, or derive all meaning from materialist presuppositions.
In doing so, it readily exhibits its own meta-empirical, quasi-metaphysical
overtones.

The vacuum left by the disqualification of the traditional concept of a
personal Creator-God is often quickly filled by a subpersonal set of forces
understood in a mechanistic sense, often grown into a complete materialistic
worldview, explaining all. In ancient India, philosophical materialism was well
developed, and adopted in various ways in philosophies such as those of
Kakuda Katyayana and the Lokayata (6th century BCE) (Bhattacharayya
1983:188ff; Frauwallner 1973:215-266). Early forerunners of this position in the
Hellenic world include Democritus (c. 460-370 BCE), Epicurus (341-271 BCE)
and Lucretius (c. 99-55 BCE). Since the 17th century, materialism has slowly
but surely become the dominant model in modern culture.

This strategy is not to be equated with the caricature of it often presented
by religious people, as if materialism as such implies vulgar hedonism and
the like. As its history shows, its sophisticated supporters have always
thought it to be compatible with art, humanism, morality and all other
expressions of high culture. In contemporary discussions this strategy either
denies that the questions that will be raised in §4 can be answered in any
meaningful way at all, or answers them in ways that would keep the enquiring
mind within the limits of empirical science. This may be termed the route of
positivism (sticking to observable facts only), scientism (sticking to scientific
procedures and results only) or reductionism (ultimately reducing all reality
to matter).
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fundamentalism

Fundamentalism - a social force of considerable weight in contemporary
society - is not to be identified with conservatism, as little as asymptotic
parallelism is. Nor is it simply a blunt, uninformed rejection of science. It is the
strategy of selective acceptance of some scientific results, and their absorption
into traditional religion. It is the adoption of such items into the frame of a
traditional theological position, and the often ingenious adaptation of such
scientific notions within the religion’s confines, often narrowly and strictly
defined. Those elements that cannot be made to fit onto this Procrustean bed
by stretching or shrinking are then lobbed off and cast away. This operation
often relies on good information; it may have the measurements of the guest.
It is the religious bed that will not accommodate this visitor in its full, living
integrity.

The point of the fundamentalist exercise is the attempt to try and save as
much as possible of an outlook that is based on ancient, pre-scientific, mythical
documents. Fundamentalism is usually associated with an ahistorical, uncritical
scripturalism. The religious book speaks directly to scientific issues on the
level of science. Mainly forms of Judaism, Christianity and Islam are treading
the way of religious fundamentalism, although it is not confined to those
‘religions of the book’. A well-known example of such conflation or confusion
of science and religious faith and myth is the equation of the six days of the
Creation story according to the witness of faith in the book of Genesis, with the
periods of geological time. Another example is the direct, simplistic equation
of the scientific postulate of a Big Bang with the act of creation in Genesis. The
point is not to strip old mythical accounts of the world, or the various MM
traditions expressed through such myths, of their value. On the contrary, they
should be taken seriously, but they need to be interpreted.

The most basic assumption behind fundamentalism is the belief in a personal
divinity, anthropomorphically understood in an uncritical sense: God is human-
like, loving, jealous, acting and reacting, rewarding and punishing and intervening
in nature as it pleases him, sometimes in response to human pleas.

There are many shades of fundamentalism, from relatively progressive to
extremely reactionary. One such possibility is the deus ex machina (‘god out of
the machinery’) model. This is named after a procedure in Greek and Roman
drama: if the author did not know how to resolve a complex plot, he often
allowed a god to be lowered onto the stage by a crane to speak the last word.
Small wonder that this procedure was later criticised as showing a lack of skill
on the side of the dramatist. It remains a favoured procedure in certain religious
quarters when settling theoretical complexities. A supernatural divinity of the
traditionally theistic variety is lowered into the debate. Miracles are a stock
device in the fundamentalist arsenal.
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Scientism and fundamentalism can become strange bedfellows by the
simple device of dissociated thinking. The human mind can somehow manage
to contain theoretically incompatible ideas under one blanket. The two
discourses are then not synthesised theoretically, but simply stuck together or
left alongside each other without talking to each other. Fundamentalist
believers may even be scientists hoping to find a safe haven in eternal or
traditional religious certainties.

Such eating one’s cake on Sunday and having it on Monday is no solution.
The challenge posed by science is too radical for a pick and choose approach
to ancient religious scriptures. One cannot abandon the ‘how’ of biblical
creation while retaining the ‘who’. The inevitable implication of accepting the
‘how’ of science, is the radical problematising of the ‘who’ of traditional theism.
‘God’ can never be the same again. A complete MM overhaul is necessary.
Traditional theology as a master paradigm, adapted here and there, is no
longer a way to go, and this venture, sympathetic as it is of the Christian
tradition, dispraises that approach. The same applies to Buddhist or any other
form of fundamentalism.

liberal integrationism

In liberal integrationism, some traditional religious framework, however
attenuated, remains the frame of reference and interpretation. Its attitude to
science and culture in general is not as narrow and selectively exclusive, but
inclusive and accommodating. In its interpretation of its scripture it is not as
bound to the letter, but allows for more freedom - either reading texts
historically critical as nested in their time, or allowing for a variety of allegorical
and spiritual interpretations, or both. It regards at least some traditional beliefs
as dispensable in the light of modern science, or at least as reinterpretable. In
its continuity with its own tradition, it is not reactionary and backward looking,
but progressive and forward looking. It is more creative, bold and free than
fundamentalism is as far as its relationship to the mother or host religion is
concerned. Itis prepared to adapt that framework, even considerably. However,
both theoretically and emotionally, it continues to move in the ambit of such a
mother religion.

Presumably, there are limits as to how far liberal integrationism might go in
its grafting of science onto a religion - or (and this is more often the case) their
religion onto science. Not anything goes. To what extent must it comply with
the letter or spirit of the old, normative tradition? When is some opinion beyond
the pale? The shibboleth’s dividing fundamentalism and liberal integrationism
may vary. Must women be subordinate to men? Can water be changed into
wine? Do dead bodies return to life? To mention one example from the sphere
of Christianity: Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976) found it relevant to reinterpret
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the resurrection of the believer in existential terms; the traditional article of
faith in Christ’s bodily resurrection means that Christ has created the possibility
of a new existence.

In the monotheistic faiths of the Middle East and West, the most basic
ontological assumption of liberal integrationism is the belief in divinity. Its
assumption of or belief in a divinity may come in a number of varieties. Mostly,
but not always strongly, the view of divinity that is held, has a personalistic
flavour. Yet the personhood of divinity may be stripped of some features of
human personhood. The risk run in this strategy is that religious reflection may
be reduced to the ashes of a once-burning bush of faith enthusiasm. As
theology, it could become -/ogy without theos- as a living reality. In mimetic
desire to be scientifically respectable, the academic engagement with religion
could successfully inscribe itself in the established scientific field of force, but
at the cost of the critical and creative role of religion.

The same would apply to other religions, such as Buddhism. Here too, the
vigorous, strict, challenging classical teachings could be atrophied to the level
of non-nutritious savouries, merely pandering to the contemporary consumerist
palate. This approach too, is turned down in our contemplation. The original
teachings of Christianity and Buddhism (to stay with these two for the moment)
are to be studied and appreciated in their original embedding contexts. Their
explicit intentions are to be respected and not whittled away, and only then
the arduous step towards a creative tendentional extrapolation suitable to the
deepest needs of the present cultural crisis can be undertaken. That should
certainly not simply amount to a mere surrender to contemporary cultural and
social dictates to ensure money, institutional growth or survival. It would be
the ultimate betrayal.

naturalistic totalism

A fifth possible strategy in negotiating the relationship between MM and
science may be termed ‘naturalistic totalism’. That is the one sought here.

This approach would want to transcend the ontological break between
‘nature’ and ‘supernature’ and seek organic interrelationships of all levels and
forms of being - and may (or may choose not to) refer to that All as somehow
‘divine’. Seeking a way to express an alternative view, beyond theism and
atheism, yet imbued with mystical significance, | shall explore terms such as
trans-theistic, meta-theistic, or a-theistic. As far as the last term (‘a-theistic’) is
concerned, these reflections distinguish between ‘atheism’ and ‘a-theism’: the
former refers to a flat, mostly materialistic reactionary denial of ‘God’ and every
possible functional equivalent of such an idea; the latter is not a position of
denial, but extension of the mystery.
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This strategy would be open to science and would admire and delight in its
insights. Even if this inquiry does not venture into science itself as it explores a
path to a mysticism of nature, we dare not - in fact, we cannot even if we
wanted to - withdraw from the powerful sphere of science, for it determines
the cultural landscape on which all of humanity exists today. Over and above,
we do not want to. This strategy would also promote an alignment of science
and MM, while respecting the distinctiveness of the competencies of both
spheres (Clayton 2007:95). MM is awarded its own dignity, its own course and
is regarded as at best partly dovetailing with science. Undoubtedly, some
positive alignment between the two discourses is the challenge and invitation
of our day, but this strategy would opt for a meaningful conversation and
integration above a mixture spoiling both. Having to read the dated science
presented as part of an MM argument, can make for embarrassing reading. The
great Hegel is a case in point. So is Bergson. Such subjection occurs in
contemporary Christianity, where the reduction of religious reflection to the
status of a series of footnotes to modern science, is a problem. The same threat
is present in, for example, the appropriation of classical Eastern Buddhism to
the dictates of contemporary Western tastes (cf. McMahan 2008), reducing
Buddhism to the status of a toothless tiger, tamed, paraded and (mis)used for
palliative purposes. MM and science should at best be discussion partners,
neither absorbed into the other, each critical of the other. No doubt MM has a
lot of catching up to do as far as science is concerned. Equally, the great MM
insights of humanity over millennia and cultures have a lot to offer.

Interms of foundational Western antiquity, an MM for today would appreciate
not only Plato, but also Aristotle. As philosopher, Aristotle was as tough as
nails, and a label ‘MM’ would have hung skew around his neck. One of the most
influential metaphysicians, he was not exactly a mystic. Still, how would the
kind of attempt made here measure up to his uncompromising scrutiny? Of
course, it would be anachronistic and in a sense pointless to ask what the
report of the examiner Aristotle would have looked like. Yet, it is an interesting
experiment. Would he have faulted its procedure on the grounds of it being
insufficiently inductive (working from the bottom upwards)? After all, was he
not the founder of what would become the Western scientific methodology?
Indeed he was, but in his own scientific work he was not satisfied with the mere
gathering of information, upward generalisation and a level of theorising
directly linked to observation. Lover of empirical detail and master of induction
that he was, he also came up with a metaphysical theory, modified over many
years, but one that was certainly not unconnected to his science.

Naturalistic totalism would encourage serious effort positively and directly
to engage MM and science. Yet in the reflections presented here, it is not done;
this plate is full as it is, and it has no ambition to be branded amateur science.
Science is a background presence in these reflections; it does not become
constitutive content, but remains context, just as MM is thought of as being
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context, not content of science. This experiment emphatically does not erect an
MM that is an extension of science, does not develop its argument from within
science, and does not enter into dialogue with science in the context and on the
methodological (experimental, mathematical) terms of science as such.

B §4 Science and questions of ultimacy

The scientific picture of nature implies questions reaching outside the domain
of science itself. Such questions concern not only fact, number, empirical
chains of cause and effect and explanatory models and theories, but stir on
the edge of contemporary natural science. They include:

e ‘What’ ‘was’ ‘before’ the beginning? How absolute was the beginning?
According to contemporary science, time banged into being with the Big
Bang (yet, see Greene 2004:272). Whether true or not, that does not
disqualify the question concerning ‘what’ might lie ‘before’ the Bang. Might
the Bang be part of a larger picture? Is there a yonder?

¢ Will the universe utterly end?

¢ |If so, ‘what’ will ‘be’ ‘after’ the end? Again, the same difficulties arise as in the
case of the beginning.

¢ Is the universe spatially finite or infinite?

e Arethere more universes than one, existing simultaneously and sequentially?

¢ What is the relationship between ‘matter’ and ‘life’?

¢ |Is the world process driven, or led, by anything else, anything more, than
physicality?

¢ What are the forces driving evolution?

« What is the relationship between ‘life’ and ‘consciousness’?

* Are life and consciousness fortuitous outcomes in the process of material
nature?

¢ Does the world process proceed blindly along aimless contingencies, some
resulting in something new and some not, or is it pushed or drawn towards
an end, a predetermined destination? Is there some other dynamic?

* What is the relationship between determinism and freedom?

* What is the position of humanity in nature?

¢ What are the origin and role of suffering and evil in it all?

¢ How does the emergence of religion fit into the evolutionary process?

¢ Does the entire process have any meaning (any ‘why?’, ‘whereto?’), and if
so, what might that be?

e |s the deep structure of the world one of harmony and co-operation, or one
of struggle and conflict?

¢ What morality, if any, is implied by it all?

¢ Onthe basis of science, might, could, must a dimension of ‘divinity’ (in whatever
sense) be taken seriously into account?

¢« Will ‘good’ ultimately triumph over ‘evil’?

31



Encounter with science

Can science answer those questions? Can they be answered at all? Is something
approaching a dimension of ultimacy hovering just under the surface of the
present picture of science - some understanding of nature that would recapture
the kind of all-inclusive vision still possible in premodern times? The parts
and powers of nature according to a Kanada and an Empedocles had a
metaphysical depth and touched people at a mystical level. Early Buddhism
and its extensions into Hinayana and Mahayana as rafts of salvation were
intimately tied to the science and the cosmologies forming the cultural and
scientific matrix in which those schools developed (Kloetzli 2007 [1983]). At
the height of the European Middle Ages, Dante could express an almost
seamless integration of nature and such a transcending dimension. He could
conclude his mighty vision of God with a reference to divine ‘love which moves
the sun and the other stars’ (Paradiso XXXII1.145), and it had the backing of the
science of his day, going back centuries. Yet, already in the 14th century, nature
was receding into the background of religious interest as theology narrowed
its focus effectively to encompass only divinity and humanity. Modern science
did not arise as organically interrelated with the dominant religion of its time.
Science and theology became two very different discourses. As far as Western
society was concerned - and that was the context in which science in the
strict and strong sense of the word developed - the old synthesis of nature
and divinity was only really kept alive in the esoteric tradition, to resurface with
some force in Romanticism. Today no simple return to or repetition of outdated
cosmologies, whether ancient Indian or Semitic or European, is possible. What
is more, the ancient cosmologies were not merely external husks that could be
peeled off and discarded easily. To some extent, they structured the messages
of salvation themselves.

B §5 Voices of modern scientists

The 20th century witnessed at least two revolutions in physics, making
incursions deep into the territory of understanding the ‘ultimate’ nature of time,
space, matter, causality and other basic ideas: the special and general theories
of relativity, launched by Albert Einstein (1879-1955) and quantum theory, of
which Werner Heisenberg (1901-1976) was a pioneering figure. Both of them
thought deeply about the possible MM implications of their physics. Their
struggles to understand the deeper essence of nature evoke all the complexities
and perplexities underlying any investigation such as the one attempted here.

Albert Einstein

Einstein was a meditator - neither on the small human condition, nor on
Ultimacy as such, but on cosmos in both its micro- and macro-dimensions.
Those meditations of his on cosmos were backed by MM assumptions (Isaacson
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2008). At the beginning of his career, when his great breakthroughs occurred,
he was an empiricist and a positivist, building on the work of particularly, David
Hume (1711-1776) and Ernst Mach (1838-1916). He was not interested in any
reality that might lurk behind what could be observed experimentally and
expressed mathematically (Einstein 1933:346). He was also averse to religion,
which in his case meant Judaism, into which he had been born. In fact, Einstein
never associated himself with the Jewish religion, or, for that matter with any
institutionalised religion.

From the time that he developed his general theory of relativity onwards, a
significant change took place in his thinking. An MM author, whom he had studied
carefully as a young man at the same time as his avid reading of Hume and Mach,
came to play an increasingly important role as years went by. That author was,
like Einstein, Jewish by ethnic association, but, again like Einstein, not Jewish by
religion. It was Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677). The philosophically and mystically
mature Einstein approximated no one else as closely as he did Spinoza.

Over several decades in his confrontation with quantum mechanics, he
increasingly adopted a realist position. There is a physical reality apart from
our observations, he believed, and that can be known objectively; its secrets
can be unlocked by sufficiently broad theories. A real, even deterministic
causality determines the relationships between real, discrete things that
occupy real locality in space-time. That philosophical position of his had MM
undertones. As he saw it, qguantum mechanics, with its uncertainty principle,
wreaked havoc. It was also irreconcilable with his own idea of a God who did
not intervene in human and natural affairs, but who was nevertheless the
guarantor of an eternal order. An often-repeated phrase of Einstein over the
years was that God (or ‘the Old One’, as he liked to call him) ‘does not play
dice’; the natural order was completely deterministic as Spinoza had maintained.
Einstein adopted a deistic position: there is a God who somehow created the
universe, but he does not involve himself in the day to day running of that
universe, and least of all does he perform supernatural miracles. As Einstein
put it, not miracles overriding the normal laws of nature, but the very absence
of miracles proves the existence of God. The universe reflects an elegant,
harmonious, simple, divine design. In addition, to him there is hardly a distinction
between this idea as an article of faith on the one hand, and, on the other hand,
as an active guiding principle for the construction of scientific theories and a
criterion in evaluating such theories. On MM grounds and in line with Spinoza,
he did not believe in free will. Apart from his scientific misgivings, this played
a role in his view of quantum theory. His resistance against the implication of
uncertainty in quantum theory was enmeshed in his metaphysical faith in an
orderly universe and an orderly God.

Einstein did not concern himself with the origin and nature of life. He was
not interested in the nature and emergence of consciousness either. Yet, he
did assume that some superior consciousness was behind physical nature, and
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that physical nature operated according to the eternal laws laid down by that
consciousness. For all of his life, Einstein maintained an uneasy combination of
empirical observation and experiment on the one hand, and mathematics on
the other hand. Throughout his career, his strongest point was the execution of
brilliant thought experiments. These imaginative leaps he, with the assistance
of friends and colleagues, then articulated in elegant mathematical formulae.
To him mathematics contained the rules of an eternal order, an order of great
simplicity and harmony. Those were essential criteria in his evaluation of
scientific truth. It seems that Einstein did not believe that there was just a
happy but fortuitous coincidence between reality and mathematics; rather,
that mathematics was inscribed in the texture of reality itself.

Exactly how did Einstein arrive at his scientific theories? By empirical
uncovering of what is there - by speculative invention - by trans-rational
intuition, in the sense of somehow being graced to see and pluck a handful of
flowers from a mysterious branch - by a combination of these? Whatever the
case may be, they do not differ fundamentally from the ways in which
philosophers or metaphysical mystics of the kind in which we are interested
here, arrive at their ideas.

Einstein subjected scientific theories to four main criteria:

(1) demonstrability in terms of the axiom of the strict causal coherence of all
phenomena

(2) mathematical expressibility

(3) experimental confirmability or falsifiability

(4) overall elegance, simplicity and beauty.

The first (1) is still a point of debate among physicists (the quantum problem);
(2) and (3) are shared by physical theorists. Once again, there seem to be
points of contact with philosophical and MM insights, at least as far as (3) and
(4) go. Of course, MM systems never claimed experimental confirmability or
falsifiability with the same rigour and even in the same sense as physical
theories do. Yet they have always been expected to work with experience. Of
the great thinkers in this field, the Buddha (to mention one) presented his
teaching as ehipassika (‘come-and-see-able’): experientially testable. Also,
incidentally, he presented his teaching as a radical understanding of all-
pervasive causality.

Looking at Einstein, particularly in his debate with quantum physics as a
case study, we may conclude that the problems of theoretical physics, by
their inner momentum, overflow into MM problems. Einstein’s older
contemporary, A.N. Whitehead (1861-1947), isanother case ofanaccomplished
scientist (mathematician) to whom science was closely connected to MM.
The theoretical physics of the 20th century and since then, grappled at least
by implication with the perennial ultimate questions of humankind. There is
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sufficient reason to believe, as Popper (1968) suggested, that scientifically
unwarranted assumptions are involved in all scientific enquiry.

A basic problem debated by Einstein and quantum physicists concerned
the question whether, in or behind the scientific observation of empirical
phenomena there is the rock bottom of a ‘real’ or ‘objective’ reality, or whether
‘reality’ might exist in the scientific perception, the act of observation and
measurement. In the case of Einstein, the first position (increasingly espoused
by him) amounted to a meta-scientific, metaphysical realism; the second could
amount to a form of empiricism or positivism (held by the early Einstein
himself). In fact, throughout his career, Einstein remained strongly indebted to
Descartes’ type of thinking insofar as it rested on the assumption of a break
between the knowing subject and an objectively knowable reality.

Werner Heisenberg

Heisenberg was a particularly able philosopher among the early champions of
quantum theory. Judicious and balanced, he had a sympathetic understanding
of the metaphysical and even religious side of the dynamics of the science-
religion interplay. His approach, when extended, has no fewer MM implications
than that of Einstein. He drew the conclusion that our speech (in whatever
form) does not merely reflect reality, but constitutes reality (Heisenberg
1958:167-186). Heisenberg did not adhere to a reductionistic type of positivism.
He was not a realist in the strong sense of the word either. He approached a
kind of middle position. This entails that, for all practical purposes, there is an
‘objective’ reality; but that there are no grounds for a dogmatic, metaphysical
realism, which makes all sorts of claims concerning an objective Reality in the
big sense of the word. Humans construct reality in interplay with a field of
forces, of which the ultimate nature cannot be determined. In the perspective
of Heisenberg, the ultimate status of all such ‘knowledge’ would be one of
uncertainty, coupled with pragmatic testability and usefulness. There is no
absolute objective truth. Yet Heisenberg’s interpretation of quantum theory, at
least by implication, does seem to favour a worldview in which chance is an
important factor.

The point of this brief analysis was only to discover how scientific thinking
and MM thinking met in the minds of two particularly creative and influential
scientists forming our world. In the final analysis, it appears that both Einstein
and Heisenberg were aware that fundamental physics implies metaphysics,
perhaps even mysticism. That sets them apart from the present broad stream
of scientific opinion, which by default lands in the pitfall of a mechanistic
worldview. Notwithstanding, neither of them developed the MM dimension in
acomprehensive sense. ltremainedinthe background. A younger contemporary
of theirs, quantum physicist David Bohm (1917-1992), did actively investigate
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such links, and with great promise. We shall return to him in due time and
acknowledge his contribution. When relying only on the words of eminent
physicists themselves, could we correlate science with a mappa mundi of a
different kind? Could nature become Nature? It appears to be so.

The biological sciences over the last two centuries have brought about a
revolution in contemporary thinking equal to that of physics-chemistry. Putting
the phenomenon of biological evolution beyond reasonable doubt, these
sciences challenged the very foundations of a worldview that had been
dominant for millennia. The Big Bang was not the only absolutely dramatic,
inexplicable fact in the history of the universe. Another one of a similar order
was the emergence of life itself. Was this miraculous intervention from
elsewhere or luck in the chemistry of matter, or something else? These factors
cause a fair measure of discomfort in contemporary discussions on religion.

Then there is the projected scenario of a sixth mass extinction of life on
earth, at least partly resulting from human greed that exploits nature for its
own selfish enjoyment. What may be the metaphysical-mystical implications of
all of this? General scientific opinion admits that the human factor is having a
cataclysmic effect on life as we still enjoy it today at this late hour. Human
culpability has become a topic of global concern. The ecological disaster
signals a crash of what humans always unquestioningly accepted as permanent
and enduring, causing the human species to perch on the precipice of a biotic
disaster. Life might be snuffed out anyway, even if there were no human
culpability. In fact, life, earth and the universe itself will, as science predicts, in
one way or another, come to an end. What might be the meaning of the present
flash of life in the great darkness? Even if the vast majority of people,
hedonistically minded, would want nothing better than to enjoy what can be
enjoyed as long as it can still be enjoyed, the best among them will not allow
this species to do so without any reflection and soul-searching. For,
paradoxically, this species is doomed to choice - choice led by thought.

Let us now take a step back and turn to what a few biologists themselves have
to say about this. Obviously, it is impossible to deal with this comprehensively.

Charles Darwin

If any one individual had to be singled out as typical of this dramatic shift in
thinking, it would be Charles Darwin (1809-1882), who wrought his revolution
in the biological sciences half a century before Einstein. Darwin’s revolution
would prove to be comparable to the one that Einstein was to launch in physics.
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Darwin had no rabid antireligious fixation. A cautious, patiently thoughtful,
liberal man, he, in principle, did not banish an MM interest from an interest in
the evolution of life. He bracketed it out methodologically from biology. Yet,
certain interesting assumptions and implications emerge from his science
of life.

At the time when Darwin’s Origin of Species was published (1859), his
cultural milieu (Victorian Britain) was still largely dominated by a conservative
type of Christianity, running across denominational divisions. This broad
consensus included the belief in an all-powerful, all-knowing and all-good God,
who created the world at some point in the not too distant past (a few 1000
years). God was ontologically very different from his creation, and between
the various kinds of living beings that he created ran unbridgeable lines of
species demarcation. Humankind in particular, having been created in the
image of God, was of a very different order than the various species of animals.
Not only was it intelligent and free, but it also introduced evil in a previously
perfect creation by Adam’s historical deed of disobedience. Humankind was
also given dominion over the rest of nature. In spite of Adam’s disastrous act,
God continues his loving preservation of his creation and intervenes ad hoc in
its workings by means of miracles, often as a result of the prayers of humans.
In the person, life and death of Jesus Christ, God supplemented his self-
revelation in nature by a revelation in his only-begotten Son. Christ’s death in
principle removed all sin from humankind, and his resurrection had the
additional cosmic implications of a new life in a resurrected body for those
who trusted his love and teaching, on a new earth - and eternal punishment in
hell for unrepentant sinners.

At the time, liberal forms of Christianity were also a social presence of some
significance. It circumvented several of those beliefs, and had already shown
itself open to the idea of biological evolution. To many, traditional Christianity
had become like an old overcoat: threadbare and not really fit to keep out the
new cold winds of the modern world, but comfortable and still loved for
sentimental reasons, and worn particularly on certain ceremonial occasions.

The quasi-religious romantic reverence of nature impressed by its beauty
and assuming its inherent goodness, but stripped of traditional religious
imagery, was another stance taken at the time.

Then, at the other extreme, the rejection of religion in general and Christianity
in particular was already quite a powerful social and cultural force. In such
quarters, evolution would be honed as a weapon against religion of any kind.
From the start, Darwin’s theory was caught up in those crosswinds.

As his thinking developed over decades, he continually wavered between
various possible explanations of the indisputable facts of the historical
relatedness of all forms of life and the changeability of species. New species
emerge, and existing ones die out. But why? And how? What was the mechanism
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operative in this process? The organic model of evolution suggested by his
older contemporary, Alexander von Humboldt, initially impressed Darwin. To
Von Humboldt, nature was an organism with a diversity of interrelated parts;
nature itself - not a transcendent divinity - was creative, and that natural
process was not devoid of a certain moral quality.

Intermittently Darwin also entertained a deistic idea, somehow faintly
continuous with the Jewish-Christian-Muslim tradition: God did create the
world and the natural laws, but then retired and became quite idle (otiosus, to
use a classic term for this kind of god), allowing nature to work itself out
without interference from his side. As pointed out, Einstein entertained a similar
notion.

Once Darwin hit on the notions of natural selection and survival of the fittest,
it became the dominant set of ideas, eclipsing others. Evolution worked without
moral motivation or intelligent reason. Chance replaced design. New biological
possibilities arise fortuitously. If such random modifications by accident happen
to facilitate the survival of a species, they become part of that species through
successful mating and reproduction of offspring better adapted to the
environment. If not, they disappear. It is a blind, aimless, mechanistic tangle of
forces run by one unintended and unintending criterion: survival in the
competition for scarce resources.

This idea was picked up by some and hammered into the already fissuring
rock of religion, like a splitting wedge. It could be - and in due time was -
developed into the opposing ideologies of liberal social concern for the weak,
and ruthless competition, exploitation and elimination of the weak. It soon
became the main thrust of what would become known as Darwinism and neo-
Darwinism.

In his Origin of species, Darwin restricts his attention to natural processes
(on a par with gravitation, as he says) and deliberately refrains from speaking
about nature as an active or divine power (Darwin 1952a [1859]:40ff., 230ff.).
He grants that, speaking about the dynamics of evolution, recourse to
metaphorical language (appearing to personify an unplanned process) is
inevitable. Nevertheless, he regards it as negligible. Therefore, in using a phrase
such as ‘workmanship’, he is at pains to point out that he does not mean it
literally. The same applies to the ‘selection’ in ‘natural selection’. On the
contrary, evolution is not a conscious, teleological process at all. It is merely a
process of blind elimination of the weak, of which the ‘survival of the fittest’ is
the unplanned outcome. Natural selection is the weeding out - or rather, simply
the disappearance - of those individuals and species that cannot meet the
challenges of their environment successfully.

On the one hand, Darwin states that his theory need not shock the religious
feelings of anyone (1952a [1859]:239). He does not deny the existence of a
Creator, but has decided to restrict his interest to the realm of secondary causes.
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On the other hand, his theory tends towards a certain worldview - one to
which Darwin ascribes ‘grandeur’ (1952a [1859]:243). Indeed one cannot deny
him that achievement. His vision - yes, it is that - has a certain ambivalence. He
can speak in the Origin of species, almost deistically, of the powers or laws
‘having been originally breathed by the Creator’ into nature. These laws include
growth with reproduction, inheritance, the struggle for life, natural selection,
divergence of character, and the extinction of under-achieving forms of life
(1952a [1859]:243). The Creator does not interfere with that process initially
set in motion - a process proceeding by the accumulation of innumerable
slight variations; one governed purely by what facilitates the survival of the
individual possessor of any trait. Even sentiments of social solidarity and loyalty
are, in the final analysis, reducible to their survival value. Subtly he conflates an
idea of a Creator and an original creation with a metaphysic assumption of ‘the
war of nature’ as point of departure (1952a [1859]:243).

Nevertheless, Darwin clothes this implicit metaphysic of conflict as the basis
and rule of life with a utopian optimism. As far as the past and present are
concerned, the slow process of planless selection through competition has led
to the more complex organs and instincts, including morality (with aspects
such as love and sympathy) and religion in the human being. Forms of life
‘most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being evolved’ (1952a
[1859]:243). Moreover, it will, Darwin believes, ‘intend to progress towards
perfection’ (1952a [1859]:243).

In Darwin’s thinking, humanity - descended from some less highly organised
form of life - is one species, differentiated into several sub-species (Darwin
1952b [1871]:342ff., 590ff.). The difference between animals and humans is one
of degree, not of kind. In fact, as far their mental faculties are concerned, there
is no fundamental difference between humankind and the higher mammals
(Darwin 1952b [1871]:287ff.). His final statement concerning the human mammal
indubitably reveals, on top of a disinterested concern with scientific fact, a
certain passion and awe before a profound truth (Darwin 1952b [18711):

[Mlan with all his noble qualities, with sympathy which feels for the most debased,

with benevolence which extends not only to other men but to the humblest living

creature, with his god-like intellect which has penetrated into the movements and

constitution of the solar system - with all these exalted powers - Man still bears in
his bodily frame the indelible stamp of his lowly origin. (p. 597)

Was this delicate balancing act an attempt to reconcile his Christian inheritance
of theistic creationism with an implied new metaphysic and ethic, based on
struggle and conflict pure and simple?

Darwin could be read to point in two directions: towards some kind of MM
leading towards greater compassion and perfection, or towards a hard
philosophy (also in nuce a metaphysical position) of ruthless competition,
leading in no particular direction. He should not be censured for that
ambivalence. As it was he had enough on his plate, and achieved immensely.
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Yet, not only did he not lead into the promised land of a synthesis of his new
biological insights and MM; he did not clearly point out the direction in which
that land lay. Darwin’s ideas would later merge with those of Karl Marx, Sigmund
Freud and Friedrich Nietzsche to form a strong antireligious swell in science
and popular culture. And it could, and did, play a role in the motivation of social
movements such as late 19th century to early 20th century imperialism and
extreme capitalism, as well as Nazism. On the other hand, strands of his views
could also be interpreted to allow a morality of altruism.

Richard Dawkins

In the recent past, nobody advocated the modern evolutionary synthesis with
more verve than Richard Dawkins (b.1941). This he promoted in a number of
books, such as his The God delusion (2006). In this book, he draws out the
implications of Darwin’s idea of natural selection to uncompromising
conclusions, not brooking the idea of ‘God’.

To be fair, Dawkins makes it clear that he is attacking only the belief in
‘supernatural gods’ and its associate, namely conventional ‘supernatural
religion’ (2006:15). In other words, he is using what is known as a ‘substantive’
definition of religion (focusing on content), not a ‘functional’ definition (focusing
on function, on what it does). His collaborator, A.C. Grayling, does the same
(Grayling 2013). By ‘God’ Dawkins means the conventional notion of a very
anthropomorphic ‘God’: a petty, interventionist, jealous person; ‘religion’ is the
uncritical belief in such beings or such a person. Dawkins’ atheism is the
rejection of that theism and religion as delusional, and is not aimed at views
such as deism and pantheism. Confusion of such metaphorical uses of the word
‘god’ with the theism and religion of the scriptures and religious institutions of
Judaism, Christianity and Islam and of ordinary language, is ‘intellectual high
treason’ (Dawkins 2006:19). Dawkins himself does not explore such alternative
avenues to understanding.

Dawkins is a scientist, not a scholar of mysticism, religion or philosophy.
Nevertheless, his entering into the border zone between science and MM must
be welcomed as necessary. Yet, placed in a wider context, the overall impression
his book leaves is not unproblematic, and highlights the difficult questions
facing humanity today in its search for meaning. In the final analysis, the views
he puts forward in his book, by default seem to conform to the materialistically
positivistic type of thinking (see §3) - by default, because he fails to deal with
other possibilities, even if he says that he is not advocating a narrowly scientistic
way of thinking. There are even hints that he, after all, may be interested in the
margins of scienceandinnon-theistic systems of ultimate meaning (2006:155ff.).
His argument rests on a rather narrow historical basis, setting up the ideas of
‘God’ and ‘religion’ as easy targets that he then proceeds to shoot down with
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accuracy and relish. Overall, his work is a mix of biological science, inadequate
social, philosophical and historical analysis, and a measure of what resembles
resentment. That is not to say that theism of a certain simplistic variety is not
still a powerful reactionary social force today. Of course it is. Yet, intellectually
there are more important and more challenging aims to achieve. His book is
quite restricted in its vision, and does not demonstrate an interest in the
broader, and | dare say, more profound stream of alternative MM reflection, as
this manifests in a variety of traditions. On the other hand, he does not preclude
such an interest either.

Proceeding from his scientific basis and bias, Dawkins concludes that God
‘almost certainly does not exist’ (2006:111ff.). ‘God’ is understood to be a larger-
than-human person, although quite similar to a human person, but outside and
unaffected by the processes of nature. If someone wants to restrict the meaning
of the word ‘God’ to such a being, it is fine; and to then decry or deny its real
existence, would be correct. But that restriction fails to acknowledge that the
word ‘God’ is really only the tip of an iceberg drifting in a wide ocean in which
humans thrash about in their search for comprehensive, radical meaning. The
strength of Dawkins’ narrow (substantive) definition of religion is that he can
be very clear and firm. The price he pays for not using a broad (functional)
definition (e.g. religion is the search for comprehensive meaning), is that he
overlooks the generic character of ‘religion’. He also fails to dwell on the
comparable but sometimes very different forms the search for comprehensive
meaning takes across a very broad spectrum, and the comparable (sometimes
different, sometimes similar) structures it may assume in various parts of the
world and in various historical epochs. So by dint of his definition, he would not
be able to engage with non-theist systems such as Advaita - they are just ‘not
religion’. It may prevent him from spotting the semi- or quasi-religious role that
science may play. Some larger issues and significant connections across a
broad spectrum are missed and so the scope of necessary debate is narrowed.

We should not discard ‘religion(s)’ of the monotheistic type. Interpreted
tendentionally, they contain vast MM treasures. To mention an example: the
Christian teaching of the Trinity is not simply bad arithmetic (‘1=3’), but a
profound model of the mutual inherence of different principles, applicable on
a larger scale (see Ch. 17). The question about ‘God’ and his ‘existence’ cannot
be answered directly by science on the basis of empirical evidence. On such
logic, it would simply be of the same order as deciding whether the Abominable
Snowman really exists out there somewhere. Yet it is not quite that simple,
even if most religious believers probably believe exactly what Dawkins believes
they do. To his credit, Dawkins enters into debate with the traditional arguments
for the existence of God. However, the context of his argument remains quite
limited. In the larger historical frame of MM reflection, such theism had already
been disposed of in pre-Christian Greece, India and China, and in the millennia
since. Ideas of ultimacy change with the times, in a historical process for which
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the term ‘evolution’ might be suitable. Ours is a time for new designs, but then
the issue has to be taken up in a sufficiently broad framework.

Dawkins seems to stop where the going gets interesting. His argument can
be appreciated - as far as it goes; but is that far enough? Clearly, ideas of
ultimacy (of comprehensive and radical truth), expressed uncritically in
anthropomorphic theistic terms, are no longer adequate and must be
transcended. The meaning of physical nature and life cannot convincingly be
captured by such concepts any more. They must be left behind. Dawkins’ kind
of response is understandable and necessary, but it is not sufficient. In the
terms of §3: he settles for positivism-materialism, as if that were the only
alternative to anthropomorphic theism.

Compounding the problem, Dawkins seems to award a remarkable degree
of finality to science. Science is presented as the end of mystery, the sooner
the better. Of course, people differ in their personal inclinations. Some might
be attracted by mystery, others, repelled by it, might wish to overcome it as
quickly as possible. This is no problem, as tastes vary. When (any)one - that is,
science, religion (in any sense), or art - is put forward as the only legitimate
interest, problems arise. His book, as it stands, does not reveal a full and frank
acceptance of the fact that science, like any religion and other types of cultural
discourse, is a collective human achievement, embedded in all the social forces
and conditions (such as politics and finances) that mark all human discourse as
epoch bound, and not final and absolute at all. Of course, science made and is
making huge advances in our understanding of the world. We dare not fall
back behind such gains. In another sense, science of a certain type could
become another absolutistic, totalitarian grand narrative, with the same
illusions of grandeur as any religion. Evolutionary materialism’s claim that it has
arrived at the ultimate foundations of life, is premature. Dawkins does not erect
sufficient safeguards in this regard against the temptation for science to
assume quasi-religious, even messianic, overtones.

The debate should not be reduced to the format of a duel between positivistic
religion and positivistic science, both glaring at each other. Wider issues are at
stake. Dawkins is to be commended for his insistence on the civic rights of
religion and the right to free speech. It certainly is more than religion (of the
kind he chastises here) has customarily granted the theories of modern science
over the last century and a half.

A book such as the one by Dawkins (2006) is a thought experiment. On the
last page of his book, in the concluding paragraph, he comes up with this final
sentence, startlingly, unexpectedly so:

Could we, by training and practice, emancipate ourselves from Middle World [...] and

achieve some sort of intuitive - as well as just mathematical - understanding of the very

small, the very large, and the very fast? | genuinely don’t know the answer, but | am

thrilled to be alive at atime when humanity is pushing against the limits of understanding.
Even better, we may eventually discover that there are no limits. (p. 374)
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Suddenly a potentially sunlit glade opens up before the reader. Having disposed
of a simplistic idea of ‘God’, the real journey lies ahead, and what a fascinating
journey it may turn out to be. A sentence such as that would have been a good
one to start a book with, and to take the quest from there. | would like to
think that it points in the direction of the exploration of the wilderness of
Arche beyond outdated ideas of God and religion - that is, of a kind of non-
supernaturalistic, bio-phylic, cosmo-phylic MM, in touch with all of humanity’s
reflection on its own destiny, and aware of its own provisionality.

Intelligent Design

There is another approach to the issues of the origin, nature and meaning of
life, carrying the flag Intelligent Design. Since the 1980s, quite a diverse body
of thinking has arisen, dealing with questions such as the following: Was or is
there ‘intelligence’ at work in the origin and development of life? If so, what is
its ontological status - is it part of the process, or outside it? Assuming
evolution, is it haphazard, or does it have a planned direction (is it a random
process, or a purposeful, teleological one)? If some intelligence was or is
present in this process, could it be called ‘God’? If so, how does this God relate
to the God of traditional religions, particularly Judaism, Christianity and Islam?
Again, assuming some such intelligence and design, how did, or does, it
manifest itself - by distanced deistic design, continual ad hoc intervention, or
in some other way?

The debate surrounding these issues has become a religio-political battle
zone with wide ramifications (including, in the USA, the issue of whether
evolution should be taught in public schools and, if so, what version of
evolution). This context largely explains the polemical rhetoric of scientist
Richard Dawkins on the one hand and Christian apologist Alvin Plantinga on
the other. Theism and atheism are at each other’s throats, but neither is an
adequate MM explanatory strategy. There is a space beyond both, more
inclusive than either of them is.

Those carrying the banner of Intelligent Design seem to be following a
number of broad strategies. These include:

¢« On the far right, those who say nay to evolution, arguing that species were
‘designed’and created separatelyascompleted and essentially unchangeable
products of God’s handiwork a few 1000 years ago. The theory of evolution
is not only, religiously speaking, unbelief, but also false science. This false
science rests on misleading interpretations of the evidence - and perhaps,
it might even be suggested, on hoaxes. Intelligent Design is here simply
another word for old-style biblisistic creationism. Leaning towards the right
flank of Intelligent Design would also be the conservative position of
Reformed philosopher of religion, Alvin Plantinga (Pennock 2001).
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* A broad central position that holds that evolution as a biological theory
might somehow be accommodated in a theory of a personal divinity as
creator and sustainer of life. This position could take on a variety of
modalities, ranging from more ‘right’ (conservative) to more ‘left’ (liberal).
On the right flank of the central phalanx the position taken long ago by
Augustine (354-430 CE), the great church father, has been adopted for
Intelligent Design purposes: God planted certain potentialities in his original
creation, and these potentialities have been allowed some leeway to work
themselves out.

e On the far left of the Intelligent Design army, a phalanx that is not
personalistically theist and creationist, but that may be satisfied by referring
to Intelligence in the abstract as designing evolution - probably intervening
in the process - from the Outside.

The programme of Intelligent Design has a strong aftertaste of personalistic
theism, even when it is defined - without explicit reference to God - merely as
a ‘hypothesis that in order to explain life it is necessary to suppose the action
of an unevolved intelligence’ (Dembski & Ruse 2006:3). This amounts to a
restatement of Thomas Aquinas’ fifth argument (proof) for the existence of
God: natural beings do intelligent things - things they themselves clearly do
not have the intelligence to plan. That proves the existence of some intelligent
being outside of it all: God (understood as a supernatural Creator). Does it
really? Is it the best, or the only conceivable, explanation? The postulation of
some unexplained, inexplicable entity or being (by whatever name, including
‘intelligence’) outside of nature and the process of evolution, is part of the
problem rather than a solution. This kind of argument remains a deus ex
machina pseudo solution. Moreover, who designed the designer? Such
regressive arguments do not lead to a rock bottom of some indubitable Ground.
No, by infinite regress it leads nowhere. Inevitably, it collapses. Some other
way has to be found. The dilemma set up by Intelligent Design proponents,
namely either design from without or else materialistic chance and blind natural
selection on the inside, is an oversimplification. In addition, the blanket idea of
Intelligent Design is too narrow to cover all non-materialistic positions, and it
offers too easy a shelter for religious fundamentalism. To my mind, the concept
also smacks too much of the mindset associated with the brilliant architect,
spaceship designer or breeder in the modern West.

Having said all of the above, it appears that Intelligent Design contains
much to contemplate, and that it is a stimulating participant in the present
debate about the origin and meaning of life as studied by the biological
sciences.

If the origin and evolution of life is not adequately explained by any of the
models sketched in this chapter, then how may we proceed? The idea that
elements of knowledge, of desire, and of will are co-present in matter from the
very beginning, announces itself. Not as fortuitous by-products of a blind
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process of sheer matter, and not as something extraneous to matter, preceding
matter, attributes of a Grand Anthropomorphic Person or Designing Intelligence
either, but there with matter ab initio, part of the cosmic process as such. The
general direction of the approach followed here would place biological
evolution in a wider cosmosophical frame. The processes of evolution studied
by the sciences are seen as part of a larger process of devolution and involution:
of cosmos itself emerging from an open, inexhaustible field of forces, ultimately
deriving from Absoluteness (devolution) and returning to Absoluteness
(involution). This view does not imply the acceptance of a supernatural creator,
reduced to the format of an anthropomorphic, personal individual, ontologically
separate from nature.

In the scientific view of the world (Zelazo, Moscovitch & Thompson 2007), the
emergence of consciousness was a third phase in the emergence of things.
Important issues came to the fore, including the following: the relationship
between mind/consciousness and energy-matter; the relationship between
mind/consciousness and life in general; the relationship between human mind/
consciousness and animal mind/consciousness; and the relationship between
consciousnessandwhat mightlie ‘above’, outside’ of or ‘beyond’ consciousness -
that is, /f there ‘is’ anything. Then, if there is, what might that ‘X’ be?

In the modern epoch, thinking that is based on the natural sciences has
developed increasingly sophisticated models of consciousness as a product of
brain activity - that is, in the final analysis, of matter. It continues a venerable
materialist tradition, which has mostly taken two forms: a more severe
eliminative position (there are no mental phenomena) ora more accommodating
epiphenomenalistic position (there are mental phenomena, but they are
secondary, deriving strictly from material phenomena). Thomas Hobbes
(1588-1679) was the pioneer of modern monist materialism in the study of
human behaviour: there is only one substance, namely, matter. Initially he
taught that mental phenomena are epiphenomenal, but later in his long life he
shifted towards a more uncompromising eliminative stance. The Western
modern tradition in its various modulations in turn, rested on ancient models.
Recently the staggering developments in the construction of computers have
added huge impetus to this manner of thinking. It would be fair to say that it
has probably at present become the dominant mode, coming in many varieties,
far too numerous and various to interpret here.

It is not the only type of model. At the opposite extreme, for example, lie a
host of varieties of another grand strategy that may include idealism and
panspsychism (‘everything-is-psyche’-ism). In a weaker form, this kind of
position may merely argue that all explanations of reality need some reference
to consciousness; that we have access to reality only through consciousness.
Inastronger form, it may hold that all things, including matter, are manifestations
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of consciousness. Strong forms of idealism or panspsychism may argue that
the world is the product of some collective social mind; or of the individual,
personal mind; or of some cosmic mind; or of a mind outside of and behind
the cosmos. Furthermore, that this mind is assumed to be the sole reality, of
which all things are manifestations. Of the modern pioneers, George Berkeley
(1685-1753) held that both physical and mental phenomena are perceptions in
the mind of God. Idealism, insofar as it absolutises consciousness to be the sole
substance of all, does not determine the direction in which the reflections and
meditations of this pilgrimage is moving.

Various positions between materialism and idealism, trying to juxtapose
and perhaps even combine elements of both, have been adopted over the last
four centuries. Descartes is the father of a position in modern thought, holding
that there is an essential dualism of matter and mind. Mind (not-extended in
space) and matter (extended in space) are two separate substances, but they
nevertheless meet and link up mysteriously in the pineal gland in the brain,
and interact inexplicably in a two-way psychophysical process of causality.
Descartes bequeathed an unresolved dilemma of a rationalist idealism (the
human mind is a reservoir of ‘ideas’) versus a mechanistic materialism (Dunham,
Grant & Watson 2011:34-46). The latter would eventually win the day. Two
generations later Leibniz (1646-1716) accepted the two-substance dualistic
metaphysic of matter and mind, but rejected the idea of interactive causation
between the two. Instead, Leibniz postulated that the two separate substances
merely operate alongside each other in an unconnected parallelism, by means
of a mysterious pre-established harmony. A third in-between, harmonising
position, phenomenalism, might hold that neither matter nor mind is
ontologically reducible to the other. Nevertheless the things of reality, real as
they are, are somehow constituted by the mind; the knowing mind has no
access to ‘objective’ things in themselves (perhaps because there are no such
things in themselves), but only to ‘phenomena’ (things merely manifesting as
‘appearances’ to the senses).

The father of modern evolutionary theory, Charles Darwin, did not settle for
the modified dualism of Descartes. It seems fair to conclude that Darwin
increasingly saw himself as a materialist and determinist: mental actions are
functions of the brain, fully caused and explicable on materialist grounds; free
will is an illusion. It meant that in effect Alexander von Humboldt’s notion of the
cosmos as an organism (which had fascinated the young Darwin) was gradually
replaced by the materialistic, positivistic model of August Comte. For the
mature Darwin, human moral behaviour, emotional expression, reason and
religion were outgrowths of animal instinct, which was itself an outgrowth of
purely material conditions. Consciousness is somehow emergent from the
brain, and the brain evolved as an adaptive measure. This must not be
understood to mean that Darwin denied or denigrated morality, aesthetics and
religion. Nature itself developed morality, aesthetics, and sublime emotions
such as awe and loyalty. In short, he turned to biological and physical nature as
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the only necessary and sufficient explanation for even the most complex
problems raised by consciousness, culture and society.

What did physicists have to say about this problem? In the 1960s, quantum
physicist Erwin Schrédinger kept physics (specifically quantum physics) very
separate from consciousness (specifically its hallmark, free-will); indeed, he
said, ‘quantum physics has nothing to do with the free-will problem’ (Schrédinger
1961:67). Thisamounts to theasymptotic parallelism discussedin §3. Circumspect
as usual, fellow quantum physicist Werner Heisenberg (in 1958) cautiously
granted that psychological phenomena could, up to a point, be explained by
recourse to physical, chemical and biological processes - but not ‘ultimately’
so. As a matter of fact, he intimated that quantum theory challenged such a
reductionistic assumption, which he found to have been a 19th century one:
‘There can scarcely be any doubt but that the concepts of physics, chemistry
and evolution together will not be sufficient to describe the facts [of human
consciousness, or “psychology”] (Heisenberg 1958:106). He neither separated
matter and consciousness bluntly, nor wanted to fall victim to materialistic
reductionism. He hinted that the experience available at present is not sufficient
to decide firmly against the reductionistic strategy and in favour of a
complementarity model, firstly as far as physics, chemistry and biology are
concerned, and secondly as far as physics, chemistry, biology and ‘psychology’
are concerned (1958:102-106). He left the question open as to exactly how such
complementarity might be envisaged. In general, quantum physics probably
does not necessarily endorse the materialistic vision of everything.

Daniel Dennett

In his materialist argument, Dennett (b.1942) proceeds from the hypothesis that
‘mind’ is a recent by-product of matter; the burden of proof rests squarely on
those who would want to argue differently (1996). From matter to life, to
consciousness, to human consciousness, there is no qualitative or quantum leap
and there are no discrete staircase-like steps. There is only, over billions of years,
slow incremental evolutionary development upwards, as if moving up a slowly
sloping ramp showing no hiatuses: mind is matter organising itself in degrees of
complexity. According to his line of thinking, a conscious robot is in principle
possible; and all conscious beings are the sums of large numbers of minuscule
automata (robots) operating in larger systems of the same kind - there is no
‘extra’ substance, no quasi-separate mind stuff, involved. Let such a model of
consciousness, basing itself on physics and chemistry and related sciences, be
explored to the full to see how far it leads. Therefore, on the next few pages, we
shall trace Dennett’s version of a science-based argument. Then | shall ask to
what extent his argument may also involve a constructive element, introducing
a basic worldview bias. That would be fine, as long as it is done openly - the
agora is public. That is indeed the way in which Dennett works, inviting the
reader into his workshop as he undertakes proving the validity of his model.
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Materialistic evolutionary thought treats consciousness as a relative novelty,
continuous with the physical and biotic processes described earlier.
Consciousness is merely a manifestation, or (attributing slightly more self-
sufficiency to it) perhaps a by-product of matter-life, occurring in various
modes and degrees among various species of living beings, but not in all of
them. It somehow emerged from increasing biological complexity (as life had
emerged from increasing complexity of matter) at a certain stage of evolution,
being sculpted by natural selection as a mechanism to adapt to environmental
challenges.

In his version of this strategy, Dennett views bacteria, amoebae and ants as
‘mindless’, equally so as rocks, discarded slivers of fingernails, carbon atoms
and water molecules. Four to five billion years ago, there was no consciousness
at all; early forms of life were merely macromolecular robots, and we,
contemporary conscious humans, are made of tiny robots. Even so, there are
‘reasons’ for the ‘purposive actions’ of macromolecules, but they are unaware
of them. There was ‘information’ in early life, carried by fluids. There was even
a rudimentary ‘intentional’ stance in such forms of life: a sense of ‘aboutness’,
of responding to stimuli, much like chess-playing computers. Nevertheless, this
intentional stance was not reflective; it is ‘as if ’ they were somehow rational
agents without, in fact, being so. They had no ‘reflective appreciation’ of the
‘reasons’ for what they were doing. They did not ‘think’, but there were reasons
for what they were doing.

Such forms of life - including of course the brain - are artefacts that get their
reason following intentionality from the larger system of which they are part -
that is, from the ‘intentions’ of ‘Mother Nature’ (the process of evolution by
natural selection) (1996:53-54). Plants take up an interesting position in Dennett’s
hierarchy of emerging mind: they have no minds, but, their taking things into
account and reacting, indicate that they do possess a certain intentionality, on
the border between mere sensitivity and sentience. Yet they are, in his
terminology, only ‘Darwinian creatures’: they still occupy the bottom of the
edifice; they are solely determined by what they inherit via natural selection.

Dennett makes the point that, below a certain level, forms of life do not have
minds; they do not think reflectively. There is no argument about that, but how
does he account for the behaviour of even the simplest forms of life, without
them being aware of any reasons? Are phrases such as ‘Mother Nature’ merely
innocuous anthropomorphisms, or do they perhaps suggest a rationality
present in - perhaps inherent in the larger system of nature?

Two main emphases seem to hold sway in contemporary discussions of the
relationship between human and animal consciousness. The first focuses on
what is taken to be an essential continuity between the consciousnesses
(minds) of humans and other forms of life, particularly primates. This approach
would not only want to define itself as fully in line with the natural sciences,
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but might argue that - ultimately - human consciousness is fully explicable
in terms of physico-chemical-biotic processes. The second emphasis, while
not necessarily denying continuities between human and other forms of
consciousness, would tend to focus almost exclusively on human consciousness,
viewing it as unique. Today, not many would subscribe to Descartes’ dualism
of matter (res extensa: ‘extended substance’) and consciousness (res cogitans:
‘thinking substance’), with the implication that animals, for all their complex
behaviour, are (like plants) exclusively defined in terms of res extensa. Devoid
of consciousness (i.e. rational thought) they are, according to him, mere
machines and mere matter. As far as animals are concerned, he was a complete
eliminative reductionist. Somehow he entertained the notion of the embodied
nature of (by definition, human) consciousness; but he could not accommodate
the notion that animal life may contain consciousness.

Descartes attempted to resolve his dualism of matter and mind by taking
recourse to a deistic idea of God: God has created both matter and mind, exists
outside of both, but has made some connection of both possible. That idea of
God has today largely been abandoned, leaving a huge vacuum. It seems
doubtful that the relationship between matter and mind - even understanding
either of them in its own right - can be resolved without some inclusive
framework of understanding. Materialism is not merely the equivalent of
science. It is a foundational worldview option in which a great deal of intellectual
and emotional energy and commitment are invested. It approximates a
metaphysical stance.

Dennett presents his materialistic starting point - ‘the orthodox choice
today in the English-speaking world’, as he states (Dennett 1987:5) - up front
as a tactical choice, at least to some extent determined by ‘taste’. Presenting
his philosophy as ‘allied with, and indeed continuous with, the physical
sciences’(1987:5), it is nevertheless not, in the final analysis, proven ‘science’.
He attempts to connect and extrapolate various undecided dotted lines.
A phrase such as ‘the materialist’s best hope’ (1996:73) for the claim that the
material network itself is the master of consciousness, is quite revealing. What
are the implications of such a throw-away phrase? Probably it points to the
role of extrascientific preconceptions and biases. Dennett’s materialism-
atheism is a worldview choice. Such positions are not settled solely by scientific
proof. A materialistic model is not necessarily the most convincing one to
connect science with wider assumptions concerning the ultimate nature of
things. Materialism does not offer the best overall explanatory framework for
consciousness.

From Chapter 3 onwards, | shall explore the possibility that matter, life and
consciousness are fundamental, coherent and mutually inherent aspects,
ultimately co-emerging from a dimension of inaccessible, non-substantial
emptiness, becoming the world.
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Arche

A picture of (Meta-)Nature in and behind empirical nature is essential to an
integral understanding of things, yet this need has largely been forgotten. In
one way or another and more or less clearly, such intimations are being carried
in the religious, mystical and esoteric traditions that have come down to us
through the centuries.

l §6 Synoptic map

This chapter will outline the structure of Arche (see §11 below), unfolding in
following chapters. Reading it can be postponed until later, but beginning with
the synoptic overview may have its advantages, like seeing a landscape from
the air, before starting to explore it on the ground.

In the explanation of Arche below and in the rest of the book, key concepts
operating at a certain level (such as ‘Absoluteness’, ‘All’, ‘Eternity’, ‘Infinitude’
and ‘Cosmos’) will regularly start in upper case to indicate and emphasize their
significance in this model. They operate at the level of a word such as ‘God’. To
highlight the linkage of such concepts with certain other concepts used in
existing religions, the first letter of such concepts (such as ‘Trinity’, Father’ and
‘Son’ in Christianity) when used in contexts that | interpret as equivalent to the
key concepts in the model presented here, will also regularly be capitalized.
For the same reason key concepts from religions other than Christianity and
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Arche

from other MM systems, operative at the same level as those in the model
presented here (such as the ‘Names’ of Allah in Islam, ‘Mercy’ in Kabbalah’,
‘Emptiness’ in Buddhism, ‘Ideas’ in Plato and ‘the One’ in Plotinus) will obviously
be treated in the same manner.

The All is like three concentric zones emerging from, circling around and
returning to the core, empty Absoluteness, while remaining permeated by
Absoluteness. It is like a holy fruit: Absoluteness is the seed, Cosmos the outer
skin, Eternity and Infinitude the layers of flesh in between. Absoluteness is the
centre of the world, a centre that is everywhere, in every instance of time or
place. In this analogy the inner zone, the least dense and circling outwards, is
Eternity. The outer zone, the most dense, is Cosmos, perceived by the senses
and studied by science. Between Eternity and Cosmos: Infinitude.

The three zones radiating from the empty centre are not separate, but they
are interconnected in an eternal circulation from centre to periphery and back
and out again, for the empty centre is both creative Origin and receiving End.
All individual things in the Cosmos, from sub-atomic particles to stellar galaxies,
are part of that eternal circulation, swung outwards in the movement of
concretisation and drawn back inwards in the movement of disintegration. The
emergence from, the existence in and the return to the empty centre by All,
occur in every moment of time. History as a movement through time is part of
that process.

The All can also be described as the process starting from an inaccessible,
uncrossable Horizon on the outer edge of human experience, taking on denser
shape inwards through Eternity and Infinitude and becoming concrete in
Cosmos. Eternity manifests in nine principles; Infinitude, in four aspects; and
Cosmos with its myriads of individual things essentially expresses four basic
features.

The challenge is to find or achieve an optimal, balanced integration of all of
these dimensions, and not to emphasise any one or more at the expense of the
others and the entirety.

On the next page the reader will find a diagram outlining the basic categorial
scheme underlying the book as a whole. This diagram provides a framework
for profiling various MM models emerging in different cultures over time. It also
serves as a context for identifying the relative strengths and weaknesses of
significant figures from the distant and more recent past.
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Diagram: Arche

l. Unground
A Absolute Horizon
B End
C Origin
Il. Eternity
A Pre-/meta-consciousness

1 Witting (knowing)

2 Wanting (desiring)

3 Willing (intending)
B Pre-/meta-being

1 Becoming

2 Canning (can-ing)

3 Conditioning (condition-ing)
C Pre-/meta-existence

1 Singularising

2 Pluralising

3 Totalising

I1l. Infinitude or Spirit
A Infinite energy-matter
B Infinite life
C Infinite love
D Infinite thought

IV. Cosmos
A Energy-matter
B Life
C Soul
D Mind

B §7 Unground

Unground is the First. As far as we can go, we are aware of a Horizon. The
word ‘Horizon’ as used in this introduction does not have the connotation
present in the original Greek horos, namely a bounding circle, a definite
boundary, a clear landmark, separating two different regions. Here the term
means a certain non-reachable, non-fixable point where all things peter out
and disappear from view. Yet that encircling Horizon provides coherence and
hence meaning to all things. The fact that this and other terms in this context
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are capitalised, is an expression of the awe in which this particular human
person, the author, stands before this absolute depth; it is not a name of
Something or Someone, of some eternal nunc stans. The problem is that such
nouns run the risk of becoming reified, substantialised, personalised; it is a
problem of language. Therefore, when the term ‘Unground’ is used for the
mystery of the becoming and ending of things, it intends the absolute limit of
human thought and experience. This word is borrowed from 16th-17th century
German cobbler and mystic, Jacob Boehme, and it intends not an ultimate
‘Ground’ of things, but the utter transcendence of any notion of firm Ground.

Nothing can be said or known about Unground analogously. To be able to
say, ‘my love is like the melody that’s sweetly play’d in tune’, | already have to
know both my love and the melody, at least up to a point. Cosmos cannot not
be known, at least at a common sense, conventional level; it is in one’s face all
the time. Infinitude can be known, experienced, apprehended to a degree by
some who have the inclination and perhaps training, and a talent developed
over time, like travellers with good eyes in a desert who are able to see some
distance ahead of them: things can still be made out, but only just. That is what
mystics do. Eternity cannot be seen (experienced, known) definitively.

Things emerge on Absolute Horizon. That process of emergence is referred
to as Origin. By ‘Origin’ and ‘emergence’, | do not mean the ‘historical’ beginning
of things, as may be taught by science or some religious revelations; this
argument does not concern itself with how the world actually started. In that
sense too, it is aligned to ancient Buddhism, which admittedly largely restricted
itself to what may be termed phenomenological psychology. We postulate an
argument compatible with contemporary science. It is a phenomenological
argument, attempting to understand how the world in its essential structures
emerges, for the contemplative eye, from the mystery of Absolute Horizon.
And all things are also seen to return to that Horizon. This disappearance into
Unground is termed End. The chapters that follow will attach equal importance
to the two movements of Origin and End on the edge of Absolute Horizon.
Together, the threesome: Horizon (Absoluteness), Origin and End form a triad
of Unground.

Whatever is, happens in, is part of, an eternal continuum of emerging from
and collapsing into Unground - but it is not mere return; the end is not the
same as the beginning.

H §8 Eternity

Eternity is the Second. By ‘Eternity’ (etymologically related to the Latin aevum,
Greek aeon, literally meaning ‘age’) | do not intend the common meaning of
temporal extension without end. ‘Eternity’ here has the connotation of
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timelessness, implying absolute non-determinedness, non-definiteness (non-
distinctness). Eternity also emphasises radical openness, undetermined
potentiality. Adding to the usefulness of ‘Eternity’ is that (particularly in
Gnosticism) aeon also contains more specific reference to phases in the
emanation from the absolute Abyss. Without subscribing to Gnosticism in any
of its forms, let us admit eternal effluences from Horizon, which are also
enduring influences into, and in, Cosmos. This notion comes naturally, once the
idea of Cosmos emerging from Emptiness (to use the Buddhist term) is
accepted. Nine such primordial elements of emergence - referred to as
‘Principles’ - will be distinguished.

In Chapter 1, ‘evolution’, as a model used in science to describe the gradual
development from simpler to more complex forms of life, has received some
attention. That magnificent achievement may be absorbed into a larger MM
frame, which would involve abrading the rough monistic, materialistic edges
sometimes attached to it as if they were necessary implications of science.
Thus, instead of defining evolution as a blind process of pure chance, we could
see it as part of a larger process that we might simply call ‘appearance’ or
‘emergence’.

‘Appearance’ signifies the way, not out of matter, but from Horizon on
the edge of the phenomenal world. Cosmos and all its forms and species
of beings and individual beings flash forth. ‘Disappearance’ refers to the
reverse process. It contains an element of sequence, but also of the essential
nature of things. Cosmos came, and Cosmos will go. There is therefore a
double and simultaneous movement: from Unground to Cosmos
(‘appearance’) - that is, from Eternal and Infinite Potential to the concrete;
and from Cosmos back to Unground (‘disappearance’). Appearing and
disappearing will not be presented as occurring alternatively, separately,
one after the other. They are two aspects of the same structure. While some
things appear, some disappear. Within individual things and species, both
tendencies occur at the same time. The process of physical and biological
evolution demonstrated by the sciences is thus driven by a more basic
energy in a larger circuit.

Cosmos does not appear ‘outside of’ Absoluteness. Rather, the process of
interrelated Eternal Principles and Infinite Aspects becoming Cosmos that will
be discussed later can be imagined as a process of thickening, concentration,
relative densification emerging from Absolute Horizon. Cosmos is the result of
a process taking place on that Horizon; it is permeated by Absoluteness, and
bound to dissolve into what it has always been. An implication of this train of
thought is the possibility of more than one cosmos appearing and disappearing
both concurrently and consecutively.
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Three triads of Eternal Principles (see Diagram) are not imagined to be
substances (things, persons, spirits, and so on), but functions underlying all
that takes place in the universe. Yet it is understandable that such functions
may be expressed in mythological forms (e.g. as semi-divine beings, such as
Sophia, Logos and so on), as has happened in history.

Internally, each of these triads is thought to consist of three interdependent,
complementary, mutually constitutive dimensions, adding up to a relative unit
with its own internal structure and dynamics.

The first of these triads may be termed the triad of Pre-/meta-consciousness.
It consists in what we, at this early and still inarticulate stage, may refer to as the
functions of Witting (Knowing) (Ch. 8), Wanting (Ch. 9) and Willing (Ch. 10).

The second triad consists of the dimensions of Becoming (Ch. 11), Canning
(can-ing) (Ch. 12) and Conditioning (condition-ing) (Ch. 13). This is the domain
of Pre-/meta-being, which is distinct from Pre-consciousness yet linked to it
and interdependent with it.

The third triad (Pre-/meta-existence) consists of the dimensions of
Singularising (Ch. 14), Pluralising (Ch. 15) and Totalising (Ch. 16). This is again
distinct from Pre-/meta-consciousness and Pre-/meta-being, yet linked to
both and linking them. Here the aspect of individuation (of ‘standing-out’,
ex-stare) makes its entry.

Together, these three triads form a coherent whole. The ‘Pre-’ does not refer
to any Substance ‘before’ Consciousness, Being or Existence. It refers to the
non-existing dimension of Eternity ‘prior’ to the emerging dimensions of
Consciousness, Being and Existence.

In the three triads of Eternity, contradictions are not assumed between the
first two Principles, to be reconciled in a higher conjunction in the third. For
example, in the triad of Pre-consciousness, Witting and Wanting are not
assumed to be such contradictory opposites that are reconciled in Willing. The
logic of our analysis of the dynamics of Eternity does assume that there are
differences and counteracting movements among the constituting Principles.
It also assumes movement forward from the first through the second to the
third, carrying forward the whole triad as such. The triad has not become a
closed unit. It is begging to be carried forward into a next triad, in a circular
movement in which none has absolute priority over the other.

Being timeless, there is no temporal order or sequence among the threesome
of Pre-consciousness, Pre-being and Pre-existence. Eternity with its nine primal
categories ‘is’ ‘outside’ space-time, interlocked as if in a chain reaction, flashing
forth from impenetrable depths, and eventually cooling, as it were, in the
concrete things of space and time making up Cosmos. They are eternally co-
emergent, in an eternal spiral dynamic, emerging from and disappearing back
into Unground.
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This movement, variously conceived, has over centuries been variously
termed - such as origin and end, appearance and disappearance, love
and strife (Empedocles), emanation and return (Plotinus), integration and
disintegration, ascent and descent, procession and recession, evolution and
involution, explosion and implosion, explication and implication (David Bohm).
The return is not merely the retracing of the procession in the opposite
direction, as Neoplatonism assumed (Proclus 1963 [1932]:propositions 35-37).
Novelty is added. Moreover, emphatically contra Neoplatonism, appearance
(emergence) is not devaluation. Nor do | intend ‘return’ to refer to the manner
in which the universe will end as anticipated by science; by ‘return’ | do not
mean physical contraction or something similar in a physical sense, but the
assumption that eventually Cosmos, like all its constituents, subsides into
Absoluteness.

B §9 Infinitude

Infinitude is the Third (refer to Diagram). By ‘Infinitude’ | again do not mean
mere ‘endlessness’ (‘infinity’), but a dimension in which the emerging Principles
assume a stronger ontological character, yet are still formless, unlimited,
undefined, undetermined, unrestricted. Unground, on the way to becoming
Cosmos, becomes Eternity, becomes Infinitude. Four Aspects are projected to
arise from Unground. In traditional terms, they may be called /Infinite Thought,
Infinite Love, Infinite Life, and Infinite Matter. Finely tuned individuals may sense
them beyond the manifold multiplicity of the things of the physical senses. The
human species has brought forth exceptionally gifted people in this respect:
visionaries and prophets. Today there is a growing awareness of this possibility
- even necessity - in contemporary culture. This sense does not militate against
the drift and the findings of contemporary science. In addition, the sense of
unity with the dimension of Infinitude, providing depth and perspective to
people’s lives, cuts across religious traditions.

| take the word ‘Spirit’ as an equivalent of ‘Infinitude’, to apply to these four
in their togetherness. Here it is not ‘@’ Spirit or ‘the’ Spirit; both the definite
article ‘the’ and the indefinite article ‘a’ are too definite, specific, individualising.
Through lack of a better word, ‘Spirit’ suits the purpose | have in mind: neither
as Supreme Being nor personal ‘soul’ nor Substance in the singular or plural,
but simply primal, undifferentiated energy, with indeed some of the associations
of the Latin root (spirare): ‘to breathe’. ‘Breathing’ with its inhaling and exhaling
also suggests an element of great importance: the rhythm of coming and
going. From Absolute Horizon an inspiring breath emerges and into Absolute
Horizon, it expires. That ‘breath’ inspires Cosmos, and eventually Cosmos
expires. It is similar to the Indian concept of prana and the Chinese concept of
ch’i. It must be stated emphatically that ‘Spirit’ as used here, also has no
connection with notions of immateriality. The contrary is more applicable.
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B §10 Cosmos

In addition to the dimensions of Unground, Eternity and Infinitude, there is
Cosmos. ‘Cosmos’ is the terrible, beautiful world of nature, from stars in the
process of being born to stars dying, and all things at all levels of reality. It is
‘Nature’ as an entirety, in which we live and of which we are part.

This, our Cosmos, our universe, is the Fourth: an impermanent and
insubstantial thing, with a beginning and an end and the possibility of others
existing before, after and alongside it. Its space and time emerge from Infinitude
as its continuation. Time and space are ‘included’ in timeless, spaceless
Infinitude - even if ‘included’ is inevitably an inadequate spatial metaphor to
suggest something transcending space and time. It is almost unavoidable to
present Infinitude (and Eternity and Absoluteness) as ‘before’ and ‘outside’
Cosmos, even if that is not what is intended. Cosmos with its space-time is a
moment in the movement of Unground.

Cosmos will be taken to be an integral whole of four: Energy-Matter, Life,
Soul and Mind. Energy-Matter and Life together form Body; Soul and Mind
together form Consciousness; Body and Consciousness together form Cosmos.
Altogether Cosmos will also be called ‘Spirit’ - but now (taking it a step further
than was the case with Infinitude) in the definite sense of ‘a’ Spirit; the word
‘Spirit’ will therefore here be used in the domain of the finite, not Infinitude. The
meaning of each of these terms will be explored as the train of thought moves
along.

Cosmos is the outcome, manifestation, of the Arche of Unground-Eternity-
Infinitude. The ancient Stoics distinguished the whole (ho/on), that is, cosmos,
from the all (pan); the latter is the infinite void surrounding, and including, the
whole. Listening to them (Brunschwig 2003:206ff; Gosztonyi 1976:116-120), let
us speak of the existing Cosmos as ‘Whole’ (Holon) - for this, we may also use
the terms ‘Nature’, ‘“Totality’ or ‘Spirit’. Let us reserve the term ‘All’ (Pan) for
Unground, Eternity and Infinitude - and including Cosmos (Spirit/Whole/
Totality/Nature). For the first (the cosmic ‘whole’), the medieval Christian MM
Eriugena used the word totum, for the latter (all existing things plus a
transcendent dimension), the word universitas. (He was not entirely consistent
in his use of terminology.)

Cosmos disappears, not into ‘Something’, let alone something ‘Else’; not
into Nothing. Its disappearance is simply: End, Absolute Horizon, from which it
also emerges. Absoluteness is neither ‘more’ nor ‘less’ on the same scale,
neither ‘identical’ nor ‘different’ from Cosmos. Time-bound Cosmos is part of a
timeless Whole. Timeless Eternity is implied in time, and time is implied in
timeless Eternity.

At the level of Cosmos - that is, of concrete empirical nature - a temporal
and spatial spiral process takes place. This Whole came into being, and it
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will disappear. This process is patterned on and expresses the eternal Principles
of Eternity and the eternal spiral process taking place in Infinitude. The achronic
process in the heart of Unground-Eternity-Infinitude takes diachronic shape in
the process of the coming into being and disappearance from the realm of
being of the things concatenated through the different levels of being.

Cosmos as it develops and unfolds from moment to moment, is an ever-
changing singularity. It is this specific Whole (cf. Smuts 1927:100ff.), here, now
and thus. The term ‘Event’ wants to capture this aspect.

As existing singularity, Cosmos is also, at the same time, an internally
differentiated entity - not merely a mechanical sum of parts, but a ‘society’, an
‘organism’. That is, by virtue of its interdependent parts, it exists in a manner
comparable with and analogous to human societies and the living things of our
everyday experience. We shall treat Cosmos as consisting of innumerable small
singularities, each of which is a society, a whole, a concretum. Put differently,
the cosmic Whole is made up of many beings. Each is both an individual
singularity and a society containing individual singularities, linked up and down
through many ontological levels (Wilber 1996), from the simplest elements of
nature at the bottom of the ladder of being, to higher than common human
beings, up to the totalistic All (Pan).

Everything (every singularity concretum), from the minutest to the largest
(Cosmos), expresses the underlying blueprint of all. It is shot through with
Unground-Eternity-Infinitude. It is not a matter of a union of two distinct
natures, hypostases (of ‘God’ and ‘nature’, to borrow classic Christian
terminology), but of a non-monistic, non-dualistic Archephany (‘manifestation
of Arche’).

Everything that is, manifests ‘concretely’ (in the sense of empirically ‘real’)
in a foursome: the functions of Acting/Being; Sensing/Living; Feeling/Loving;
and Knowing/Understanding (speaking structurally: Energy/ Physicality/
Matter; Life; Soul; Mind). By ‘concrete’ and ‘real’, the type of brute hardness
associated with sticks and stones is not understood. ‘Con-crete’ is taken in its
etymological sense of ‘grown together’: the things of experience, even sticks
and stones, contain various dimensions (the ones just mentioned above), all
mutually implicit. Cosmos is ‘real’, not an illusion: its reality is not denied, but is
understood as ‘concrete’ and as ‘relative’, that is, not separate from, but a
manifestation of Absoluteness.

At the level of concrete empirical nature, this perspective would see every
empirical singularity (wholeness), from the smallest to the All, somehow
partaking in Acting-Living-Feeling-Knowing. The conventional definition of life
is here, analogously, extrapolated to the Cosmos as a whole. Cosmos is a living
‘organism’. There is an analogy (an analogia entis, here not taken in the usual
Christian theologial sense) between the great cosmic context and the small
context of plant, animal, and so on. In the order of our human knowledge, the
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small context comes first. It is our starting point. In the larger ontological order
it is the other way round. Cosmos is ‘alive’; ‘feeling’ and ‘intelligent’; it is ‘divine’.
This idea was postulated in principle by Plato in Greek thinking and picked up
in later times by others, such as Giordano Bruno (1962). In our framework,
evolving biological life participates in that cosmogonic process, which in turn
participates in the ‘theo’-gonic process of emerging Arche.

At the level of Nature (Cosmos), in the process of cosmic evolution, the
functions of knowing, feeling, living and material being emerge simultaneously.
This is an extrapolation of the MM of ancient Theravada Abhidhamma
(Nyanaponika 1998 [1949]) to Cosmos as an entirety. However, these four are
not equally manifest at all times in all cosmic events, such as in the various
species of life emerging over time. To use the microcosmic analogy again
(as the Stoics did a long time ago): my body as a whole is alive, but my
fingernails are ‘less’ so than my heart. In this historical process of evolution,
‘life’ seems to have made its manifest appearance only gradually and in a long
process of refinement. Likewise, only later, ‘knowing’, ‘thought’, seems to have
become manifest in the process of life. Going back in time through the process
of cosmic becoming, we humans tend to make strong distinctions between
humans, other primates, other mammals, less complex forms of life going back
to mindless prokaryotes, even lesser inorganic beings, and so on, right back to
the blind chemical forces raging in the bellies of stars. The implication of such
perspective is that mind (consciousness) arose out of not-mind, just as life is
assumed to have arisen out of not-life. Ultimately such reductionism runs into
serious difficulties: blind matter, assumed to have spewed out with a big blind
bang, mindlessly produced living, feeling and knowing. From the perspective
of these reflections such an assumption is inadequate. To think that we could
save ourselves by a blind leap of faith into supranaturalistic divine intervention
in this blind process of nature, at its beginning and along the way, is equally
unconvincing.

These reflections explore an assumption opposite to both reductionism and
supranaturalism. It assumes that living (‘life’), feeling (‘soul’) and knowing
('mind’) emerged concomitant with energy-matter, from the depths of a
mysterious Origin; and that it is heading towards End into which it will eventually
submerge. The entire process is permeated with responsive feeling and
adaptive, creative intelligence, manifesting themselves in the finch’s weaving
of its nest and the crocodile’s nurturing of its young and a myriad other miracles,
as much as in the human’s self-conscious design of all sorts of things. The
human being’s existence and achievements are at the surface of a depth of
feeling and knowing inherently spread throughout the realm of being, working
themselves out in various ways through the various species and individuals in
those species - whether the individuals are aware of that or not. Shot through
with intelligence from its very Origin, evolving Cosmos designs itself in
accordance with certain Principles emerging from Unground itself.
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The standard popular scientistic view assumes a reductionistic view of
reality, according to which everything that is, is collapsed ‘downwards’
consciousness, in the sense of ‘mind’ (thinking), is regarded as at best a side-
product, an epiphenomenon, of primitive ways of reacting to the environment
(‘life’), which is in turn regarded as a side-product of ‘matter’. Life and mind
only emerged later from chemical processes, utterly devoid of all consciousness
in any sense (Seager 2007:11ff.). Here a different line of argument is proposed.

B §11 Arche

We have now arrived at the first, overarching, all-determining category, termed
Arche. Here it stands for the basic, multi-faceted primordial pattern, expressed
in all things. This is perhaps the most suitable word for what is intended in this
argument, partly because it is quite neutral and avoids the heavy burden
carried by a traditional word such as ‘God’ in all its permutations.

‘Arche’ is here used in its original Greek sense: ‘beginning’, ‘origin’, ‘first
principle’. Plotinus elevated it to a term of supreme importance in the MM
context. Much as Plotinus is admired in these chapters, the word is not used in
the sense that he made normative for Neoplatonism. The meaning of the word
‘archaeology’ resonates in the manner in which it functions with us here:
digging into foundational layers of reality; also, meanings resonating in
‘archetype’. a prototype, pattern, original model, all-present stamp. What
| have in mind is the original blueprint, the exemplar, underlying all of reality,
and manifesting in that reality. Nature is like an ever-developing and ever-
changing language, with Arche as its implicit grammar. It does not refer to
some Substance, of which all things are modifications, which is what arche
meant in ancient Greek philosophy. What we are aiming at here might have
been termed Archetype as well, since it is understood to be the original model
‘in” or ‘behind’ reality.

The paradoxical qualification anarchic (borrowed from Christian patristics)
expresses another idea implied in our usage of ‘Arche’ here: that ultimately
the arche of things is not grounded and fixed, but groundless and boundless
(‘absolute’), and without ruler, so to speak. Everything that is, exists as
expression or manifestation of Unground-Eternity-Infinitude-Cosmos. Every
such concretum - whether it is as large as a universe or as small as a snail - can
roughly be understood and explained with reference to that anarchic Arche.

What | am aiming at here, is that the brief song of the single bird - as much
as every human individual person and every human society, whether large or
small, every work of art, and so on - is to be understood as in relationship to
every other thing. It is to be understood in relation to the Cosmic Totality, to
Infinitude and Eternity; and as appearing from and disappearing into Absolute
Horizon. From that vast network and that ultimate Emptiness, the concrete

63



Arche

thing - again, single or collective, small or large - derives both ultimate relativity
and penultimate dignity.

What has been sounded as anarchic Arche here, is neither a generic name
for a kind of being nor a personal name for a Substance or an individual Personal
Being. It may belong to the same category of words as the Tao, Original Nature,
Buddha-Nature, Emptiness, or Godhead, all in their most radical sense.
Premature and unwarranted closure is the problem with the word ‘God’, for
example, when it is reified and reduced in the form of an anthropomorphic
personification. The same possibility lurks in words such as ‘Spirit’ and ‘Buddha-
Nature’. So | prefer to avoid them, or at least use them sparingly, pruned of
uncritical anthropomorphic overtones where they might occur. Such a stripping
to the barest essentials does not exclude that the mystery might be expressed
in mythological, anthropomorphic language and imagery. It might serve such a
purpose well. Art, literature and traditional religions are full of such treasures.
Nevertheless, it needs to be appreciated for what it is: allegory, symbolism.
It cannot be literal, referential truth. It is only a word for a movement intimated
and postulated to underlie both macrocosm (the universe) and microcosm
(individual existence). The empirically ‘real’ world as a whole from top to
bottom, beginning to end, and inside to outside, is assumed to consist in
energy-matter, life, soul and mind, all four inseparably interwoven, and to be a
manifestation of Arche, which is suffused with Infinitude, Eternity and Unground.

This conceptual space admits the echoes of many teachings, such as
Neoplatonic notions, elements of Gnosticism, Jewish, Christian and Muslim
mysticism, the Yogacara Buddhist teaching of the triple body of the Buddha,
the Hindu Trimurti, and Advaita Vedantic distinctions. These will emerge more
clearly in following chapters. At this early stage of our journey, a few brief
glances sideways will serve to illustrate the point.

For example, the idea of Unground is not irreconcilable with the idea of God-
above-God, as found in the Christian thinker Meister Eckhart (c. 1260-1327),
allowing space for Eckhart’s phrase as tendentionally sound. The ideas of
Eternity and Infinitude may be presented as, in broad terms, functional parallels
to the idea of the Trinity in Christianity (see Ch. 17).

Arche also allows for an alliance with the Buddhist teaching of the trikaya
(the ‘three bodies’ of Buddha-hood). Here the idea of Unground, centring in
Absoluteness, is the equivalent of the notion of dharma-kaya (‘essence’ body);
the ultimate, essential Buddha as radical Truth is nothing less than the notion
of radical Emptiness. The ideas of Eternity-Infinitude seek to operate at the
level of the Sambhoga-kaya, lying between, and linking, the heart of emptiness
with the world of the senses out there, enabling the external world to be.
Moreover, the idea of the concrete cosmic Whole links up with the notion of
the Nirmana-kaya: the historical, empirical Buddha - surrounded by and part
of - the empirical world of sensory experience.
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At a mythological level the popular Hindu notion of the Trimurti (Brahma
the creator; Vishnu the preserver, asleep between creations; and Shiva the
destroyer, making space for new creation in the cycle of birth and death)
express the basic understanding of the cosmic cycle.

Taking into account the divergence and postulated strange convergence of
traditions such as the above, | sense the opening up of a space referred to here
as Absolute Horizon - transcending all of those traditions. From that Absolute
Emptying at the heart of all things, at the heart of Arche itself, such religions
may receive a relative endorsement. Nevertheless, that Absoluteness will also
undercut the pretence to being absolute in any sense that any one of these
religions may harbour in itself. Absoluteness is the absolute Origin - and the
absolute End.

Somehow struggle, conflict and suffering - in short, evil - need to be located
on this map. In chapters ahead, we shall be aware of the dark shadows in the
valleys of the landscape surrounded by Horizon. Darkness and cold, evil and
suffering, negative as we humans see them, are also part of empirical nature.
The model explored here widens the early Buddhist view of human suffering to
Cosmic life as a whole, as revealed in the theory of evolution. In early Buddhism,
human existence grows from three roots (mdala): greed (lobha), hatred
(dosa) and delusion (moha) concerning its own non-permanence (anicca), and
non-substantiality (anattd). The result is suffering (dukkha). Extended to
Cosmos: all Cosmic forms of life (like all things) are impermanent and non-
substantial, they come about and disappear. Yet every living being, from
bacterium to human, is driven by the desire to maximise itself, involving self-
centredness, competition and conflict. This leads to suffering. This is here taken
as equivalent of ‘evil’. Something is deeply wrong and for some inexplicable
reason deeply embedded in the nature of things. There is also sympathy and
co-operation among humans and in the rest of nature, but in empirical nature
the rule of selfish power reigns. Notwithstanding, it is not a closed circle, but
imagined as containing the possibility of moving towards peace. In this process
the bodhisattvic dream that every person shall be a Buddha (the Lotus Sutra,
see Watson 1993) and every being happy, and the Messianic dream that all
things shall be saved, play a key role. Such bodhisattvic beings are the locus
where an alternative manner of existence is realised. They actualise the want in
all of existence: peace.

B §12 The human being

The human being is part of the process of originating and ending of Cosmos;
and yet it also has a certain unique position in Cosmos, as witnessing eye and
mouth. To ‘know yourself’, as the ancient adage urges, is to know yourself as
part of that large process. The connecting of microcosmos and macrocosm is
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not an uncritical mixing of the anthropological and cosmological dimensions,
committing the fallacy of ambiguity or equivocation, using the same words
misleadingly for totally disconnected realms of being. The connection is based
on the assumption that reality is of one piece, and that microcosm and
macrocosm share the same basic structure, like seed and fruit. The ontological
splits between human, cosmic and divine are tragic implications of forms of
traditional theistic religion.

As microcosm-spirit, participating in and reflecting Cosmos-Spirit, the
human species carries the seed of ennoblement in itself. The responsibility of
the human being, the meaning of its seemingly exceptional intelligence and its
freedom, is to break through the encasement of ego (individually and
collectively) standing over against a world, and to mature into /ipse, realising its
being part and expression of Arche. Yet, somehow, the human being is also, as
far as we can see, a prime instance of evil in the world. The upshot of the
argument of these reflections is that the self-centred human being (ego) is
capable of maturing into an Arche-centred ipse: thinking, feeling-willing, acting
with wisdom and compassion. This occurs towards the self; towards the
individual other human; towards human groups from small and intimate to
large and seemingly impersonal to humankind as a whole; towards animals;
towards plants and sub-vegetative life; towards the Cosmic Whole. It implies a
morality of human and ecological solidarity and responsibility, cutting off
domination and exploitation at the root.

The process of maturation occurs at the levels of individual existence as well
as species development. In contemporary thinking inspired by science, the
human being is cosmically insignificant. Yet, more than one mystical tradition
sensed that the human being has cosmic significance. In a sense we cannot
avoid being anthropocentric; thinking ants would inevitably look at the world
from an ant-centric point of view - and why not? So anthropocentrism is not to
be suppressed or avoided (which would be impossible anyway); it is to be filled
with humility, love and responsibility. It is not only the single individual human
being who may develop to higher forms of insight, feeling-willing and action.
Among humans as a biological species, exceptional individuals are the vanguard
of an upliftment of the species as a whole towards a clearer realisation of Arche.
The development of the individual contains the evolution, biological as well as
mental, as well as spiritual, of the human species. More than that, such individuals
are the growth points of Cosmos as it spirals in its eternal cycle of emergence
and return, like a tree growing upwards through cycles of winters and summers,
periods of drought and abundance. Even as they enter the realm of death, such
creative individuals drop seeds, which sprout, grow and draw the entire species
forward. An analysis of the history of humankind reveals the annual growth rings
of spiritual drought and the rings of spiritual abundance.

So where are we now in the large movement? Is humanity, life, on the way
up or down? Our vantage point is too small and peripheral, our perspective
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too narrow, our vision too myopic to make any grand pronouncements. Yet,
even in the scenario of the end of life on Earth (partly as result of human folly
and greed), may we assume in an act of intuitive faith rather than promulgated
belief, the following: that Cosmos is spiralling forwards in a process that
incorporates disintegration, and that some individual human beings are agents
of that process? Such kinds of postulates would be, well, kinds of postulates,
ultimately dropping away into the annihilating darkness of Absoluteness. This
kind of speech has a performative possibility that materialistic reductionism
does not have. That is to say, this scenario provides a basis and a motivation
for values and attitudes of solidarity with all things and service to all things that
reductionism cannot. It has a utopian quality: it is not a descriptive, realistic
(scientifically-proven) speech, but transformative speech, inspiring people to
follow certain courses of action. It has a creative quality: it brings about what
it is talking about. Ultimately, the ideas of the cynic and the ones put forward
here may be equally unprovable in purely rational terms, but the two sets of
ideas work out very differently in the actual living of life.

M §13 The status of our understanding

The human mind cannot know totally and finally; but it can create, in an imaginal
sense, more or less fitting models for orientation and principles guiding human
existence and action in the world, such as that which has been sketched above,
and that will unfold step by step. It is not ‘the truth’ promulgated based on
either supernatural revelation or science.

That is what MM’s have always done, and it has always been part of religions.
The visionaries of our species in all religions saw as widely and deeply as human
short-sightedness permits, and said what they saw. They or their followers
often extrapolated beyond the limits of human abilities and awarded eternal
value to their limited insights. Any description of any landscape has to begin
somewhere and end somewhere, but the landscape itself is inexhaustibly
varied and it allows for many intersecting perspectives, many criss-cross
journeys and many accounts of such journeys. One function of the model put
forward here is to provide a ‘map’ on which such journeys, as found in various
cultures, can be plotted, and it is in itself such a journey, fully conscious of its
own relativity.

Human reason and speech are structured by the limitations and organisation
of the human mind and human sensory experience. We cannot lift ourselves
out of these by our own bootstraps. Intuitively, humans may reach higher. The
moment they start reasoning and speaking, they get tied up in knots. Rather
than cutting out mystical intuition altogether, it seems better to accept the
inevitability of the shortcomings of the human mind and tongue. Analogies
breaking down are better than nothing. It may be true that we should not
attempt to say what cannot be said; and yet we dare not not attempt to say

67



Arche

what cannot be said. That is, given with being inquisitive, puzzled, awestruck
human beings. We can only see from here, from the ‘bottom-up’, as far as we
can. Yet in the exposition of what we see, it is possible to adopt, as it were, a
bird’s eye view, to reconstruct the scene from the ‘top-down’. The risk in such
an undertaking is that the false impression could arise that we may come to
believe to be somehow endowed with a God’s eye view. That has been the
problem with most religions and theologies. Nagarjunas making people aware
of this error, were rare. What we see and say, are seen and said from nothing
but a paltry human perspective, from the human side of things. To emphasise
the human centeredness of our understanding (different from ant or imagined
‘universal’ mind) | shall from time to time use the word ‘homoversal’, but not
‘universal’; humankind is a speck in the universe.

Notions such as those put forward here have a heuristic value - that is, as
being context-providing, significant in MM terms, useful to make sense of
nature, that is, of empirical cosmos and history, and at best critically alignable
with, not reducible to, the natural and human sciences.

Apart from science, there is another connection, namely with art. Ultimately
art, like science and MM, is directed at and expresses a sense of Horizon, and
good art opens deeper levels of experience than surface sense experiences
and enjoyments; it is directed at not only entertainment, but at truth. Like art,
MM models are compositions, constructions, poetry (also in the etymological
sense of poiesis: ‘a making’). A certain aesthetic quality could be counted as a
criterion for good MM. Like good art, good models of this kind are neither
purely arbitrary, nor simply reflections of reality as it is. Like good art, they are
somehow in touch with the deep structures of the collective human spirit, and
in touch with the deep structures of Spirit/Cosmos. There is some profound
resonance between the human being and Spirit/Cosmos. MM speech at its best
can be expressive of that relationship. It can be ‘original’ in the sense of tapping
into the origin of things.

Such understanding is also akin to religious faith, understood as a basic
trust and an understanding of the essence of things, the ultimate test of which
is the difference it makes to how people live and die. Nobody taught this and
existed this as exemplarily as Jesus. Growing up ‘fatherless in Galilee’ (Van
Aarde 2001) and living in the margin of the institutionalised religious Jewish
tradition in which he grew up and outside the Greek-Roman intellectual
academic establishments of his time, he did not come up with metaphysical or
theological schemes. Instead, he saw deeper, cut through all presumptions to
the bone of religion and through the bone to the marrow of life, adapting the
religion of his tradition to suit the needs of ordinary, humble people. Whatever
learned scholars did before him inside and outside his inherited religion,
and would attempt to formulate in grand designs after him, he reduced to the
non-presumptuous analogy of a caring Father. Could Jesus have used another
term, such as ‘Mother’, to express his central idea? In his historical context,
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probably not. Would it be conceivable in a wider context, ultimately in the
widest context imaginable? Yes. Indeed, at the edge of Horizon all conceptual
constructs dissolve, but meaningful speech such as his can emerge, the truth
value of which is not reducible to proof or disproof on scientific grounds.

In the case of Jesus, from an early stage onwards, starting in the writings of
the New Testament and continued in church theology, his person and teachings
were embroidered in various ways to add to his status and meaning. In trying
to cancel the nihilation of his life and death, they often missed the point. Their
constructions were often impressive and probably even inevitable (I shall
return to examples), but mostly unaware of their own constructedness and
relativity. Jesus did not engage theoretically in MM, that is why no separate
section is devoted to him here. He emptied all intellectual and social power
constructs, and for that reason he is of the highest relevance to MM. Even the
minimalist theology of a loving Father that he used, came to End on the Cross,
and with that he turned into the Origin of self-giving love. That is the essence
of religion and mysticism, including the metaphysical variety. If the latter
variety has any meaning, it would be to serve authentic, loving existence.

Continuous with faith in the broad sense, the reflections in chapters to come
nevertheless present themselves as argument. On succeeding pages, we shall
meet the ‘imaginings’ of many MM minds and their efforts to give such
‘imaginings’ intellectual form. It would be a serious mistake to treat such
imaginings as obfuscating blather, feeble science or arbitrary fabrication. Not
for a moment forgetting its own constructivist nature, this attempt stands clear
of the reduction of all valid theoretical discourse to scientifically provable
discourse. It is also removed from the repetition of traditional religious doctrine
and reputed supernatural revelation, immunising it from critical discussion.

The procedure followed, largely conforms to the parameters for acceptable
reasoning set by early Buddhism (Nanananda 1976). In addition to the application
of analytical, differentiating thought (vitakka) and its concomitant, the finer
investigation and deliberation (vicara), at least two other concepts are
distinguished. The first and positive one is paiAa, meaning wisdom or insight,
transcending the domain of reason. The second and negative one is papafica, the
unguarded proliferation of conceptual constructs, transgressing the limits of
applicability of reason. This latter tendency of the human mind carries
unwholesome implications in its wake, such as setting the thinking subject (")
over against objects; the attachment to that ‘I’ and its thought constructs; conceit,
and inevitable entanglements in disputes and conflicts. This Buddhist perspective
gives great scope to reason (vitakka and vicara); is fully aware of its limitations
and dangers (papafica); and allows for the possibility of transrational insight and
understanding (paifia), which is quite different from reason running wild.

At most, even the keenest eye can only hazard guesses at shimmering
outlines on the edge of vision on Horizon: perhaps trees, perhaps camels?
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There are no axiomatic certainties indubitably established in processes of
deductive reasoning. By close inspection, revelations turn out to be penultimate
human constructions. Inductive reasoning is valid up to point. Analogies fizzle
out. Then follows Absolute Horizon, absolute non-sightedness, as if in total
darkness. Silence.

The argument of this inquiry is neither inductive nor deductive in a strong
sense, neither fully empirical nor completely a priori. It does not seek some
first, indubitable principle from which all can be deduced. What is presented
here is rather like a landscape dimly emerging as a thick fog partly lifts, and the
onlooker tells of a picture that he sees with a mixture of scrutiny, memory,
imagination, projection and chatting to fellow spectators. To borrow the term
of C.S. Peirce (1839-1914) (Olson 2002:85-101), the procedure followed here is
a kind of abductive reasoning: the model developing here would present itself
as meaningful, useful, sufficient for the purpose in mind, compatible with
science, and in line with the deep drift of humankind’s MM longing.

Contemporary scientistic ideology is deficient in that its explanatory ceiling
is too low, refusing to admit the possibility of science-transcendent dimensions.
Theology is encumbered by problematic oversupply. This occurs through its
mostly inflated postulation of the reality and the definitely accepted features
of an Other Reality. It bases this postulation on an assumed other side of the
edge of human experience and thought as essential condition from which the
world is deduced. My inquiry remains on this side of the Horizon. Aware of its
own expiry on the edge of things, it tentatively seeks provisional words to give
some coherent conceptual expression to its intimations; does not present its
position as final, dogmatic or exclusively true in any sense, but explores
coherence and convergence at every step.

What would be meaningful criteria to gauge the quality of MM perspectives
on the world, as developed over the last two and a half millennia? The following
are put forward, as adding up to an integration of truth, kindness and beauty:

* asense of wonder, issuing in ultimate not-knowing and non-knowing

* a realisation of the value of the imaginal dimension of meaning-providing
macro-perspectives

» combining and balancing the foregoing with critical intellectual rigour and a
respect for logic

* integrating, totalising range and ability

e linking up meaningfully with the contemporary experience of the world,
including science - but not with science alone or in particular

e a historical understanding of a wide range of predecessors and
contemporaries from various, even widely diverging, religious contexts -
but not from any religion alone or in particular

* an aesthetic quality

* the difference it makes to the quality of human existence in the world.
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B §14 Non-reference

We hover before absolute silence. It is a sense of sound dimmed completely,
not of a ceiling above our experience with something above it. The words
‘Something’ and ‘Nothing’, ‘Being’ and ‘Not-Being’, do not apply.

So we are not following the realism of, for example, the late classical
philosopher and theologian Boethius (c. 480-525) who would play such an
important role in the medieval debates. According to him, every noun, including
‘nothing’ (nihil), is a predicate, and therefore must signify a ‘something’
(aliquid). More subtly, in his Sophist, Plato explored a distinction between
‘being’ (on) and ‘not-being’ as the direct negation of ‘being’ (yet still parasitising
on ‘being’), and ‘non-being’ (me on) as negation of both. As will become clear,
Eastern Taoism and Buddhism pursued this disappearing path even further
than Plato and his followers in Western MM,

Be careful with nouns and adjectives. Not only the words and thoughts
(soundless words) are imploding, but also binary logic, of positive and
negative, present and absent. Only ‘something’, however attenuated or
superlative or hidden ‘it’ may be, can be ‘absent’. So, the negative is, in the
end, just as inadequate as the positive. Everything, every word, every thought
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simply peters out. Yet, it is not the same as mere denial, cynicism (in the
modern sense of that word), indifference or nihilism. The road on which we
are travelling, is awe, taken to the very end of our human capacity, where
unsound reigns.

The turn of phrase, ‘the Absolute’, sometimes occurring in this sort of
context, is deliberately avoided. With its definite article ‘the’ and its capitalised
noun, it is too definite, as if it were referring to some Absent but Real Substance.
In the end our abilities to understand, think and speak referentially fray and
unravel into signlessness. The terms used here, ‘Absoluteness’ and ‘Horizon’,
do not ‘refer’ to something aside from, in addition to, ‘ordinary’ life. There is
just the flow of ‘ordinary’ life, appearing and disappearing, and its Horizon.
‘Absoluteness’ has no substantialist association. It is intended as an equivalent
of the Buddhist ‘emptiness’ (suAfiata), which is just another way of noting the
ontological non-substantiality of things.

Another term to consider could be ‘transcendence’ (Smart 1996:196-205).
Its etymology is promising. It comes from the Latin ‘trans’ (‘beyond’) and
‘scandere’ (to ‘rise’). Perhaps it is handy for our purposes, but it parasitises on
an opposite, which would be something like ‘staying on this side’. That is
precisely what its twin concept ‘immanent’ (‘remaining inside’) means.
Transcendence might imply that another side, for example a transcendent
Subject, is supposed as semi-known. This inquiry does not presuppose that.
Eventually merely a shimmering Horizon is sensed which cannot be transcended,
to which the notion of ‘beyond’ with any implication of either ‘is’ or ‘is not’ no
longer applies. No Kantian Ding an sich, no One, no Brahman, no substantial
God, no Nothing, no mythological Person or Seed or Egg can be proven or
postulated on sufficient grounds. Anyway, any such notion would be a human
construction. Such conceptual constructions, fabrications, are tolerable up to a
point, but should not be pushed too far. Simply come to the end of the road
and admit it. Not a boundary with an Other beyond; not oneness with a
transcendent referent; just disappearance. Neither sensory experience nor
science, neither speculative reason nor mystical intuition can ‘transcend’ it. Go
as far as you can, then you and your ideas fizzle out. Notions such as
‘transcendence’ and ‘immanence’ break down: both ‘moving outside’ and
‘staying inside’ become meaningless.

Absoluteness should not be thought of spatially as ‘above’, ‘beneath’ or
‘in the centre’; it should not be thought of temporally as ‘first’ or ‘last’; or
numerically, as ‘one’ or ‘the one’; gender (‘He’, ‘She’, ‘It’) does not
apply. Inappropriate as the following words may be, Absoluteness fis’
‘before’ time, ‘outside’ space. ‘It’ ‘is’ unknown, unknowable. There ‘is’
‘nothing’ to know. Such non-referential concepts may, at their best, be like
the tools of the mountaineer, helping one to get to a site of insight, where

the only appropriate response is utter silence - yet a silence that people
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may want to talk about to express and share their sense of wonder. Those
who have been ‘there’, are not necessarily disadvantaged in terms of
normal, everyday intelligence. Some were highly gifted in science, literature,
visual arts and practical affairs. Yet, they seem to have moved into a different
kind of understanding altogether. Nicholas of Cusa coined the term docta
ignorantia (‘learned ignorance’) for the paradoxical knowing of what cannot
be known; the category ‘know’ as we know it in everyday life becomes
inapplicable.

There seem to be degrees of (non-)understanding Absoluteness. Some see
further, hear the Unsound clearer, than others. There seem to be longer and
shorter sojourns in the awareness of ‘Absolute Horizon’. To this momentary or
extended transcending of ordinary consciousness, the term ‘ecstasy’ may apply.
Here it does not mean frenzy or overwhelming feelings of any kind, just silence
in the margin of things. In following §&s | shall visit some explorers who spoke
about the process of their sliding into non-knowing. Here we are interested in
the outcome of that slipping into some dark abyss. That seems to be the passing
into a dimension where feeling and thinking lose all content and reference. It is
not the vacuity of death, but can occur in highly rational people in the midst of
life. Going on what such mystics tell us, it may perhaps be called a non-self-
conscious awareness without an object, an ‘absolute’ awareness; not
unconsciousness or infra-consciousness, but superconsciousness, consciousness
overreaching, demolishing, itself.

In the sense that every single thing in the world and the world as a whole is
voided, all such things may be taken to be diffused with incommensurable
Absoluteness. In that sense, all things and all words, mental pictures and
everyday experiences used by us to connote that mystery, are empty. Absolute
Horizon transcends all historical religions and science. So does the notion of
Absolute Horizon have any relevance? Yes. Does it not amount to an escape
away from, a denial of the brute and beautiful realities of life? No. Even if it
signifies a Horizon, where everything dis-appears, reality and life are unthinkable
without it. Absolute Horizon is non-dualistically distinct from Cosmos: neither
identical, nor different. About the Fullness of Cosmos much can be said - it can
never be exhausted; about the Emptiness of Absoluteness nothing can be said.
Nevertheless, there is a mutual interdependence of speaking and non-speaking,
seeing and non-seeing, understanding and non-understanding (Collins
1998:159ff., 196ff.; Sells 1994; Sobti 1985; Welbon 1968).

Clear, open sky above, inviting us to drift, float, fly into eternity may
symbolically represent the disappearance of sets of ideas that were previously
clogging our minds. The dizzying physical features of an abyss dropping away
in front of and beneath us from a great height, triggering our primordial fear of
falling, is another evocation of this impenetrable dimension. The haunting
Abyss holds an abiding fascination for the human mind.
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B §15 (Not-)naming the unnameable, (not-)
speaking the unspeakable

nibbana, impermanence and non-substantiality in
Early Buddhism

The Buddha was the first historically known pioneer of those who became fully
aware, in a reflexive (theoretical) sense, of Absoluteness. In his terminology
according to the early Pali suttas, it was hinted at as nibbdna (‘cooling’,
‘extinction’; English nirvana). That was, in his teaching, the highest achievement.
It stands to reason that the Buddha, when pushed - by those who wanted to
understand better or by the drift of his own thoughts themselves - to explain
what that state entailed, could have made a distinction between the situation
of the sage (arahant) while alive, and the situation of such a person after death.
That is about as far as he went.

Concerning the state after death of the saint (arahant), the Buddha -
according to the Péli suttas and the Abhidhamma - called it khandha-parinibbana
(the ‘full extinction of the groups of existence’) and an-upadisesa-nibbana
(‘nibbéna-without-[psycho-physical] basis’). After death, the saintly sage as
psycho-physical individual no longer continues to ‘be’. This was intended as a
middle way between ‘eternalism’, that is, eternal continuation of existence on
the one hand, and ‘annihilation’ in the sense of materialistic reduction (just
being reduced to lifeless matter) on the other hand. As for the attainment of
nibb&na by the perfect sage while still alive, it was referred to as kilesa-(pari-)
nibbdna (the ‘[full] extinction of defilements’) and sa-upadisesa-nibbana
(nibb&na-with-[psycho-physical] basis). In this case, the saint is fully alive, but
morally and epistemologically, has become fully purified. The ‘feeling-willing’
and the type of ‘knowing’ of ordinary, suffering people, have been transcended.
The Buddha was reported to have remained in this state for 45 years after his
enlightenment.

So, what does the living, fully enlightened sage ‘know’? Such a person knows
that, deep down, everything - including himself or herself - is not only anicca
(impermanent), but also anattd (non-self, insubstantial). That does not amount
to a denial of the empirical reality of self and the world. It refers to its ultimate
status. Our ‘Absoluteness’ is intended as an equivalent of anatta: in the final
analysis, any presumed core of the world has dissolved. Into what? The privative
prefix ‘an-’ (‘a-’) does not give any content, as little as does the privative ‘nir-’
(‘out’) in nibbana (nirvana). The living sage knows that, in the final analysis, the
core of the fruitis empty; there ‘is’ nothing to be known, even though, empirically
speaking, such a one still ‘is’ and is alive. With exhaling the last breath, the sage
as such ‘ceases’ to ‘be’. At this point reflection on the status of the arahant
after death seems to suggest that such a person finally ‘enters’ into ultimacy,
Absoluteness. At that level, the notions of idealistic eternalism as well as
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materialistic annihilationism have been transcended, according to early
Buddhist teaching. The question of the status of the deceased saint blends
with the question concerning the ultimate nature of the experienced cosmos.
The corpse or the ashes of the deceased arahant are still there, but essentially
such a person has entered the domain of ultimacy, beyond eternal life; beyond
eternal death.

The notion of ‘conditionality’ (paccayatd) was put forward as the positive
equivalent of the negative notion of non-substantiality. The individual thing is
seen as part of a larger conditionalistic context. It points towards the concept
of organic ‘Wholeness’: the single thing is stripped of any presumed individual
ultimacy by being co-ordinated in ever-expanding wholes of successive and
simultaneous connections, finding its culmination in an all-encompassing
nexus, so radical and comprehensive that there is no place for hard individual
knots (‘substances’).

There the Theravada arahant sits quietly. In the perspective of ‘being’, such
a one, however quiet, is very much present empirically. At a deeper level, the
arahant is a manifestation of mysterious non-substantiality. The arahant is a
saint, having disposed of the defilements of greed and hatred, tied up with the
false notion of attd (‘self’, ‘substance’). In the perspective of ‘knowing’, such a
person is the true sage, realising the true status of his own (non-)‘being’. When
such a person dies, the last remnant of a membrane separating him or her as
an entity, imagined to be separate from Wholeness and Absoluteness, finally
drops away. The interpreters of the Buddhist message knew how difficult it
was to say something - anything was too much. To say enough (evoking a
sense of mystery but not killing it with words) is impossible. In early Buddhist
terms, to fall into either ‘eternalism’ or ‘materialistic nihilism’ would be too
much; to maintain the ignorant silence of the worldling would be too little. As
far as the ultimate metaphysical questions of his day were concerned (there
were 14 of them), the Buddha did not present any view. The ultimate nature of
reality cannot be conceived of in rational terms. He remained silent.

the emptiness of emptiness in Mahayana Buddhism

In Mahayana, nirvana is not dissociated from empirical reality. Somehow, it is in
the midst of ordinary life (samséara). More than that, it is ordinary reality: nirvana
is samsdra in a certain perspective. Absoluteness is not found elsewhere; it is
in, coincides paradoxically with, the relative, that is, with all the interconnected
things making up reality. Nirvana coincides with, is, the ‘suchness’ (tathatg) of
reality. It is that same reality as ‘empty’ of substantial own-being - it is sdnyata
(‘emptiness’). Of all Mahayana MM thinkers, none emphasised the qualitative
transcendence of Absoluteness and, at the same time, the non-difference of
Absoluteness from ordinary reality more strongly than Nagarjuna (founder of
Madhyamika) in the period between 2nd century and 3rd century CE. Yet it
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was in Far-Eastern (Chinese, Japanese, Korean) Buddhism that the non-
difference between the absolute of nirvana and the relative was emphasised
most strongly. This non-difference was extended to include blades of grass,
frogs plopping into ponds, and bamboos.

Nagarjuna makes it clear that ‘emptiness’ (i.e. ‘Absoluteness’) itself is empty -
that is to say, it is a mere word, a construction, and does not refer to, describe or
designate anything. It has no ontological content. There is no such thing (or
Thing, or Person). Nirvana (our ‘Absoluteness’) is not some (semi-)separate
Super-reality; it is the radical implosion, the utter annihilation of any such
fabricated idea, even emptiness. As he said in his Mdlamadhyamakakarika (XI111.8):

The wise men [ie., the enlightened ones] have said that sinyatd or the nature of

thusness is the relinquishing of all false views. Yet it is said that those who adhere to
the idea or concept of stnyata are incorrigible.

The implication of this trend of thinking is that everything is ultimately suffused
with, non-different from, Absoluteness. The only difference between people
is that some realise (i.e. know) it, and some do not. Those who realise it are
the enlightened ones. They are the ones who realise Absoluteness (i.e. somehow
express it) in the midst of life. Thus, we find that, in Mahayana Buddhism, the
idea of Absoluteness was pushed to the outermost limits, at the same time
paradoxically identified with the mundane world lived in and experienced
by all.

From a psychological point of view, it is understandable that the nirvana-
sanyata complex of ideas could place a ‘negative’ (‘pessimistic’) as well as a
‘positive’ (‘optimistic’) emphasis on Absoluteness. The first would tend towards
seeing it as a form of annihilation; the second, towards the affirmation of some
form of happiness. It would have been very hard to avoid either of these two
approaches, and indeed both accents occurred in Buddhism. The Unground as
Absolute, following Buddhism, intends transcending both. It transcends the
notion of being, as well as that of not-being, of happiness as well as of
unhappiness, of positive knowing as well as of negative not-knowing. It could
instead, at most be (non-)referred to as non-being, non-feeling (non-happiness/
non-unhappiness), non-knowing. ‘End’ refers to the end at the edge of things;
‘Origin’, to the beginning at the edge of things. All we can approach (not have),
is the Horizon of disappearance of being, feeling and knowing and the Horizon
of the emergence of being, feeling and knowing. ‘Beyond’ these events, we
cannot be, feel or know (say). The categories ‘is’, ‘feel’ and ‘know’ do not apply;
they lose all reference.

The Madhyamika of Nagarjuna is Absolutism at its most consistent. No
system, Indian or non-Indian, has surpassed or equalled its radicality. Yet in
Indian MM there were those who presupposed Nagarjuna, even as they tried to
build systems of thought on the (non-)basis laid by Nagarjuna, following as
he was in the footsteps of the Buddha. Most prominent among such Indian
systems of reflection were the Buddhist Yogacara school (mainly Asanga and
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Vasubandhu in the 5th century) and the Hindu Advaita-Vedanta school (mainly
Gaudapada and Sankara in the period between 8th century and 9th century).
The question is whether (and, if so, to what extent) they might have
compromised the absolute Absoluteness of Nagarjuna in such attempts.

As far as Yogacara is concerned, even as their scholars turned to speculative
thinking, they did not abandon the notion of Emptiness (Absoluteness), as
pioneered by the Buddha and Nagarjuna. Yet they managed to see it as the womb
of all things. We will return to this. In the case of Advaita-Vedanta it may be
somewhat different. Sankara’s position may be termed a version of critical realism:
critical as it is, it seems to remain a form of attenuated realism. The Absolute,
Brahman, stripped of all limiting qualifications, nevertheless remains Being (Sat),
albeit Pure - that of which all things are manifestations. In our present context, the
problem here is not how the world of things may have emerged from the Absolute,
but what the nature of that Absolute is, and what the relationship between
Absoluteness (the ultimate) and the empirical world/nature (the phenomenal) is.
In Advaita-Vedanta the Absolute did not transcend the notions of being, knowing
and feeling-willing (Sat-Chit-Ananda) altogether. However transcendent the
Absolute might be, it still is primordial being-knowing-feeling - in the categorial
system of our model: aspects of Infinitude (see Part Three).

The 5th century (CE) Mahdydna classic The awakening of faith in
Mahayana (Chinese: Ta-ch’eng ch’i-hsin lun; Sanskrit: Mahayanasraddhotpada)
(Asvaghosha 1967), providing a summary of the essentials of Mahdyana, uses
the term pu-sheng (an-utpanna) for what we are envisaging here. It suggests a
dimension beyond all determination. It is used both as an adjective (‘Unborn’,
‘Unproduced’) and as a noun (‘No-birth’, ‘No-production’), not intended as the
diametrical opposite of birth or production, but as transcending that order
altogether. It is the equivalent of Nagarjuna’s Sdnyata. Sankara’s East-Asian
Buddhist (Hua-yen) contemporary, Fa-tsang, sought a different route than
Sankara to relate Absoluteness and the world (nature), without compromising
the radical incommensurability of Absoluteness. This he did by mutually,
dialectically including empty ultimacy (Absoluteness) and the phenomenal
(nature, the empirical world). Even as Absoluteness absolutely transcends the
phenomenal, it coincides with it and the many things in it. In no sense is it
another, a deeper or higher Reality. Not only is it not a ‘separate’ reality, it
simply ‘is’ not, in no sense whatsoever. We will return to Fa-tsang.

Nishitani Keiji
This same paradoxical view, proceeding from the Buddhist view of absolute
emptiness (sunyatd) but now transgressing the boundaries between
‘Eastern’ and ‘Western’ thought, was expressed by Nishitani Keiji (1900-
1990), one of the foremost figures in the Kyoto school of philosophy. As this
school demonstrated, ‘East’ and ‘West’ are rapidly ceasing to be separate
categories.

77



Absolute Horizon

Everything is poised on the brink of an abyss of nihility, says Nishitani. Yet
this absolute nothingness is not a ‘something’ behind the everything (Heisig
2001). The human person is only a mask (a persona) of absolute nothingness.
Not only is there is no ‘true’ or ‘real’ thing (God, or Ideas, e.g.) behind it; the
absolute nothingness itself is no such thing-in-itself. Nor is the human person a
mere illusionary appearance. In its being a manifestation of absolute emptiness,
it is very ‘real’. This is the paradox of nothingness-sive-being (sive: ‘or’, not as
alternative, but as synonym). Like Fa-tsang and Dogen in this tradition, Nishitani
contracts the phenomenal and the ultimate emptiness to the point of virtual
identification, without totally collapsing them (Nishitani 1982):

Nothingness is not a ‘thing’ that is nothingness. Or again, to speak of nothingness as

standing ‘behind’ person does not imply a duality between nothingness and person.

In describing this nothingness as ‘something’ wholly other, we do not mean that

there is actually some ‘thing’ that is wholly other. Rather, true nothingness means
that there is no thing that is nothingness, and this is absolute nothingness. (p. 70)

In a phrase reminiscent of Augustine, he calls sdnyata absolutely transcendent, but
not situated ‘on the far side of where we find ourselves’, but ‘on our near side,
more so than we are with respect to ourselves’ (Nishitani1982:91). The difference
is that to Augustine, God is an ontologically other Being, apart from us and the
world. Even in the meontology of Heidegger, Nishitani finds a remnant of
substantialist ontology (Nishitani 1982:96). We shall return to Heidegger. There
remains indeed a difference between Christian-Western meontology or
negative theology on the one hand, and Buddhist emptiness on the other. As
far as Nishitani is concerned, in Western thought the closest analogue to the
radical emptiness of Buddhism may be found in the mysticism of Meister
Eckhart.

Chuang-Tzu

In China, Chuang-Tzu (4th century BCE), a founding figure in what would
eventually be called ‘Taocism’, was no less radical in his non-thinking of
Absoluteness, no less subversive of objectifying conceptual thinking and
theoretical positions about ‘being’ and the rest, than the Buddhist thinkers
mentioned above. Whereas the style of the Buddha’s non-thinking was one of
quiet, serious serenity and that of Nagarjuna one of rigorous, ruthless dialectic,
Chuang-Tzu exposed the absurdity of every pretence to certainty with light-
hearted playfulness, expressed in witty stories (Graham 1981; Watson 1968; Wu
1982). To him, Absoluteness (non-being, wu) or emptiness (hsd) is neither
being nor nothingness (the mere opposition or denial of being). It can neither
be known nor named, and it is beyond good and evil. It is neither in opposition
to the world, nor something ontologically other than the world. In the final
analysis, non-being cannot be talked about. It can only be alluded to evocatively.
Of the non-being of nature (tien hsi), the non-speaking and the non-doing
(wu wei) of the sage are metaphorical expressions.
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Meister Eckhart

| turn to the third great philosophical tradition deriving from antiquity: the
Greek-Mediterranean heritage, since 2000 years ago to some extent
overlapping with the religions of Judaism and Christianity, as well as Islam
(when it arrived on the scene).

In the Western tradition, nobody circled Absolutism with greater fascination
than the Dominican scholar-mystic, Meister Eckhart (c. 1260-1327). Eckhart
radicalised, ‘Absolutised’, the Neoplatonic negative theology with its lingering
substantialist view of God. There is little doubt that Eckhart derived his
knowledge of Neoplatonism mainly from Proclus’ Elements of theology via an
abridged Arabic version of it (we shall return to Proclus). In the Christian
adoption of that tradition, ‘God’, stripped of attributes and unknowable,
nevertheless remained a substantial ‘X’, however much attenuated. The
parasitism of non-speaking, non-knowing, on speaking, knowing of some sort,
based in firm belief in God, was not eradicated. Eckhart seemed to have wanted
to keep the dynamic unrest, the creative annihilation of Absoluteness, alive.

With him, the word ‘godhead’ (Gottheit) denoted a step beyond the Trinity
of Father, Son and Holy Spirit. To interpret ‘godhead’ in his case as an add-on
to the Trinitarian dynamic of God would not seem to do justice to his intention.
From our perspective, he may be interpreted as implying that even a
foundational concept, such as the Trinity is for Christianity, is somehow
cancelled by a deeper annihilating vortex spiralling into Absoluteness. The
conceptual construct of the Trinity, speculatively fertile and necessary as it
may be, is nevertheless not ‘absolute’ in the sense of being indubitable and
self-evident. It is ‘Absolute’ in the sense of imploding into and yet manifesting
Absoluteness. The Three, conceived of as Persons, collapse into meta-personal
Absoluteness. Ultimately not only all forms of creaturely being-knowing-feeling
are annihilated, but even the most sublime, most profound forms of divine
being-knowing-feeling - even divine justice, even divine love. ‘God’ collapses
into and arises from Absoluteness. The ‘godhead’ Eckhart sensed, is absolute
negation, and yet, at the same time, affirmation of what ‘is’. In Buddhist terms:
form is emptiness; emptiness is form.

The same, we sense, also applies to the Cosmos (Eckhart would speak of
‘creation’). So when he says that God is born in the human soul, | understand
him tendentionally to say that the human being, like everything else, manifests
Absoluteness. Godhead/Absoluteness is not Something or Someone else than,
different from, the ordinary world, from us (the ‘human soul’). In that sense,
using Christian parlance, God (meaning ‘godhead’, i.e. Absoluteness) was not
incarnated once only 2000 years ago, but is continuously being incarnated - in
the vocabulary we used so far, concretised as being-knowing-feeling-willing in
Cosmos and all its individual forms. In that sense, ‘I' am, non-dualistically,
eternal, divine, absolute.
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Eckhart’s thought spells the end of God as anthropomorphic Subject over
against the human subject, of envisaged, conceptualised God. Praying to God
to free him from God, Eckhart’s Abgeschiedenheit (detachment) refers to the
mystic’s true insight into the non-substantiality of all things, including God; his
Gelassenheit (abandonment) refers to the mystic’s serene abandonment to
Absoluteness.

Eckhart stretched the possibilities of historical, orthodox Western
Christianity to the limits and beyond. Not surprisingly, the Church condemned
him for that. Yet in doing so, he followed and spun out the golden thread, the
absolutist tendency, latent in the Western religious tradition.

F.W.J. Schelling

Compared to the limpid calm of a Buddha, the sovereign incisiveness of a
Nagarjuna, the confident speculation of an Asanga, the light playfulness of
a Chuang-Tzu and the condensed economy of expression of a Dogen,
the attempts of another explorer, Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von Schelling
(1775-1854), make painful reading. Yet, in that difficult style, the inclination of a
visionary lover of wisdom and truth to ‘see’ and ‘speak of’ Absoluteness and to
reconcile that with the teachings of Christianity and his Neoplatonic inheritance
as well as with a real appreciation of nature, is palpable.

Throughout his long and active intellectual life, his philosophy of nature
(Naturphilosophie) retained certain essential features, which never added up
to a perfectly balanced system. Schelling started all over a number of times,
tried out various approaches with varying success, and was not ever quite
satisfied with any of them. Nevertheless, overall - and placing strong emphasis
on his later thought - he could be read to suggest the following 10 perspectives:

1. The universe is an organism of parts making up an organic whole, so much
so that every atom contains the whole, and is an infinite world in itself.
Life is eternal and omnipresent, and every particle of matter shares in that.
3. The universe is the self-revelation, self-manifestation, self-contemplation,
of God.
4. As one organic unity, nature nevertheless encompasses a great range of
manifestations running from objective to subjective.
5. Nature is essentially in a process of development, and there is no fixed
‘being’.
6. Nature is the creation of the absolute Spirit as Will.
7. In the universe as a supreme work of art, truth and beauty are one.
8. Nature has not been brought into being once and for all, but is an eternal
process of becoming.
9. The world of appearances has no reality in itself.
10. The point of the world-process is the return of the finite to the Absolute.

N
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The above express the commonality of Schelling’s thinking with the
Romanticism of the time, and its sense of interconnectedness, wholeness and
ego-transcendence. They also mark interesting parallels with Buddhist thinking.
With his emphasis on life and feeling, the difference between his thinking and
the rational inclination of Hegel (see Ch. 16) is obvious. Hegel’s World Spirit is
rationally transparent; Schelling’s is not.

Schelling’s thought must be rated highly. However, his historical influence
was limited, no doubt hampered by the abstruseness of his writing and the fact
that in an age of high positivism his philosophy seemed to be an unpalatable
mixture of science and obscurantist mysticism. My immediate interest is how
he fared as far as Absoluteness is concerned. Admittedly, Schelling uses the
concept, ‘(the) Absolute’, regularly - but what does he understand by it? In his
earlier thinking, it appears to be a general equivalent for God, the ultimate
Spirit. Round about 1806 (his 31st year) we see him enter into an almost
desperate drive to push the idea of the ‘Absolute’ into deeper waters than
he had reached thus far (Brown 1977; Esposito 1977; Schelling 2002:1-78). The
total threat of evil and chaos, radical darkness and death, and conflict in
the heart of God became a new concern, absent in his previous work. This new
start by Schelling attempted to rediscover the spiritual dimension that was lost
in European philosophy since the Enlightenment. Apart from Boehme, other
aspects of this tradition, rediscovered by Schelling, included Neoplatonic
negative theology, mysticismin general, the Trinity as metaphysical speculation,
the Jewish and Christian Kabbalah, and Nicholas of Cusa.

His uncompleted and thrice rewritten book Die Weltalter (‘fages of the
world’) offers a singular insight into the struggle of a passionate sophiaphile
trying the impossible. This book was planned as his magnum opus and it would
occupy his mind for at least 20 years. In the end, he abandoned the attempt.
His grand design remained a twisted torso, alluring in its suggestiveness and
majestic in its failure. Eventually, the ideas of Die Weltalter would be taken
forward in his thinking on mythology and revelation that would occupy the last
four decades of his life.

The ‘ages’ of the world (das Vergangene [‘Past’], das Gegenwdértige
[‘Present’] and das Zukiinftige [‘Future’]) refer to the three ‘periods’ of the
process of divine self-manifestation. The past is God’s eternal (non-)being; the
Present is the world as God’s Creation; and the Future is the return of all things
to God. Only the first part (the Past) reached some measure of closure, but
even that part was rewritten several times. Of those, three attempts (1811, 1813,
and 1815) were published after Schelling’s death, and without his consent.
| shall here briefly confine myself to the third and longest version (Schelling
1958 [19271:577-720). At least until the second half of the 20th century,
posterity did not look kindly on the Schelling of Die Weltalter and what followed
upon it, branding Schelling agnostic, a theosophist and an irrational mystic.
The time for his rehabilitation as a pioneer of a way of thinking transcending
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both scientific positivism and religious traditionalism, may have arrived (Zizek
1997). This essay would support that.

What Schelling overall had in mind for Die Weltalter, was nothing less than
telling the history of the unfolding of the Absolute in time. His view breaks out
of the ancient mould of timelessness. What was static participation in Plotinus,
becomes dynamic evolution in Schelling. Something happens; God develops.

The world emerges from and will return to God as the Absolute. In his book,
Schelling reiterates the classic idea that the divine cosmic process is a spiral,
moving through what he termed Zusammenziehung (contraction) and
Ausdehnung (expansion). In the case of God, contraction means that God
contracts himself to the point of utter non-being. As absolute will and freedom,
God also expands, and in that movement God creates the world. Here traces of
Kabbalah are evident. The ‘Past’ was for Schelling not temporal, but referred to
a meta-temporal Archetype of temporal reality, unfolding historically in the
world. Reminiscent of Eckhart, he too speaks of ‘Godhead’ above God -
transcending the God of traditional theology.

In Die Weltalter the emphasis lies on the dramatic, basic bipolarities of
contraction and expansion within God. His agonising God, struggling within
himself, remains trapped in pain. Here Boehme is subltly hovering in Schelling’s
thinking. Could he have broken down those dualities further, allowing them to
recede into utter Emptiness and Silence?

It is noteworthy that Schelling did not see the world as an emanation or
extension of God, but as his Creation. He was particularly sensitive to the
possible accusation of pantheism (a charge indeed levelled against him by F.H.
Jacobi). In his (let us say ‘panentheistic’) view, creatures are distinct from God,
yet also embraced in him. Looking at him in the larger historical context
sketched in this §, it seems that Schelling agonised a great deal, constrained by
the historical possibilities and limitations available to him in Western theology
and Neoplatonism. He did not achieve an easy, happy peace, as others whom
we have observed did, and he did not resolve the stresses and strains in his
tradition.
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B §16 All things end

To most reflecting persons the real entry into the windings of mystical
experience is the experience of the End of things. This may come as a single
shocking discovery or as a chronic sense of impermanence and mortality,
eliciting an existential terror of annihilation and nothingness. At the level of
human existence, it is mostly the experience of dying and death and the
sense of loss and bereavement triggered by it, which confronts one with the
inescapability of End.

Nothing lasts forever. Looking forward, we know that - whenever, but with
certainty - humanity and all present species of life on earth as well as earth and
sun and the billions of stars and galaxies presently blazing, will end. All the
dykes of human culture, civilisation and religion, erected and maintained to
protect our neat lives, meet the same fate. Awestruck as we may be before the
achievements of the human spirit in art and science, cities and architecture,
technology and philosophy, we know that some time they all become curiosities,
perhaps remembered and understood and missed, perhaps not. At times, such
as the periods of the Egyptian, Roman, Chinese and other empires, it may seem
as if an eternal order reigns. Yet, eventually all such achievements are reduced
to rubble. History, telling of things great and vile but all gone, is the story of
End. All glories of culture and civilisation fade away.
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End

The great ordering systems of religion fare no better. In their heyday, they
seem to their adherents to be the enduring earthly reflections of an eternal
order of heaven. But eventually, in tandem with changing economic, political
and wider social and cultural circumstances, all worldviews change, lose their
aura of inviolability, decline, and become relics of a distant past. Widen the
frame of space and time sufficiently, and they become like ephemeral specks
of dust in an immeasurable expanse. Mental pictures of God (including names,
characteristics and deeds attributed to ‘him’) are subject to the same fate.
They briefly play their role of transcending and integrating human experience
to certain groups, all transient, but then, given sufficient time, they lose their
appeal. Today we are witnessing the collapse of mythological and religious
edifices that have endured for centuries and millennia.

Rigorous thinking has the same obliterating effect. Continuing the critiques of
many since the beginnings of philosophy in China, the Middle East and
Mediterranean Europe, the modern epoch has produced various approaches -
Kant, Feuerbach, Marx, Nietzsche, Freud, Foucault and others - demonstrating
the human quality, the constructedness, the relativity of all such grand edifices,
coming to naught - and perhaps amounting to naught? Using the tools of logical,
linguistic, historical, sociological and psychological analysis, a radically critical
perspective on religious ideas reveals them to be human constructs. Attempting
to provide substantive answers to the ultimate questions plaguing humankind,
reason ties itself up in knots. In the end, there is nothing to think, nothing to say.
Enter the process of uncompromising criticism, and you are on the way towards
the edge of religion. No religious institution, no religion, can claim final truth.

The impermanence of things in the order of time is not only empirical fact;
it suggests the non-substantiality of all things small and large, short-lived and
spanning billions of years - of the universe, of Cosmos. What | refer to here as
‘End’ certainly has a temporal aspect: things end in time, then they are no
more. But it also reminds us that everything in its singularity (no matter how
small or large and impressive) and all things in their totality, even while they
still exist as part of reality, hang over Absolute Abyss which strips them of
every claim to final truth. Their disintegration lurks just under the surface. There
is a small step from the categories of temporal changeability and brevity to
metaphysical non-substantiality. Impermanence becomes Absoluteness.
Sadness of soul about the incompleteness, the premature termination of things,
becomes metaphysical anxiety about the hollowness of things.

Things are shot through with Absoluteness. The moment that is discovered,
whether in one mind-blowing experience or in a process of decades, things
end. End is the de-absolutising of even very important things such as cultures,
civilisations, languages, nations, peoples, religions and concepts of God
spanning millennia. End is the Absolutising of things: they collapse into radically
empty Absoluteness.

The realisation of End implies a certain attitude and ethos.
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A first implication is the law of letting go. We are stripped of our most
precious possessions: those that embellish our existence and add to our value
in the marketplace of human society, as well as those that are essential,
constituting our very core identity. This discovery pushes the notion of non-
idolatry to the limit. Paradoxically, to love ‘God’ with all your heart, soul and
mind - that is, to be passionately involved with Arche, including Absoluteness -
is to let go of ‘God’ - that is, of every concept of enduring substance of
every conceivable colouring, whether personal or impersonal. Absoluteness
consumes every humanly created absolute, projected into eternity.

End creates space for the law of forgiveness and grace. Evil is not absolute.
Eventually even that is washed away in Absoluteness. No doctrine of a planning
and organising God can be kept erect in the presence of innocent victims of
violence or starving children. Let go of theodicy. Evil can never be justified.
What else can we do but wait for it to pass away into the Abyss - as it will,
eventually? Allowing that to happen may be what forgiving grace is about. Evil
will End, as all things do, and a new beginning will come. What more realistic
solace can we expect, and offer others, in extreme situations of suffering and
injustice?

There is a further implication: the law of appreciation and respect, of
kindness and doing justice. Wealth, health and all the other good things of life
End; that realisation does not demand an ascetic avoidance of life, but a
grateful appreciation of its contingent beauty and a commitment to its
protection. Working, struggling and even fighting on a practical level from the
dimension of Horizon adds quality and effectiveness to human struggles. In
End all things, even the smallest, most evanescent, glow with beauty and
dignity - not because they are eternal, but precisely because they fade so
quickly and, in their puny slightness are permeated by so much depth. Each
tells the story of Arche. This implies loyalty and loving care, extended to the
people we share our lives with and those who we do not know; to the weak and
powerless, the sick and the elderly, the poor and the destitute; to products of
culture, won and protected against great odds with much struggle and heroism;
to nature as a whole, and to all its creatures. It implies living affirmatively,
loyally - knowing full well that the objects of such loyalty eventually all pass
away. Plant a seed, whether in personal or social life, tend it - whilst fully
realising the truth of End.

The law of End teaches us to slow down. Pause. Observe ends - not only of
epochs, centuries, lifetimes and years, but also of a single breath. Each ends.
And each ending reminds us that we are constantly on the threshold of
Absoluteness. Do not enforce or hasten End. Have patience. Let things, as far
as possible, take their natural course. Do not kill: take no life; burn no book;
persecute no heretic.

End - whether it is experienced as the temporal termination of things, or as
their metaphysical breakdown, or both - evokes a range of human responses.

85



End

A distinction into two broad types will do, with a stronger remainder of the real
lingering on in the first group, and a stronger measure of stripping in the
second.

M §17 Poignant End, tragic End

A first group includes attitudes such as grief, sadness, resignation and rebellion,
even defiant joy. Each may be heroic. Opposite as some of them may be, they
share one feature: serious pathos, intense emotion.

tragedy

Such poignhancy can become tragic. This, even to the extent that the perception
of a situation by an actor or observers in terms of one or more of the aspects
touched on below, might be termed a ‘tragic’ perception. We understand
tragedy here as a way of experiencing and interpreting End.

Tragedy is the confrontation with End as total and final disruption and
collapse, tension and rift, with the threat of chaos, nothingness and
meaninglessness (Reid 2002). It is triggered when an individual or a group of
human beings sense themselves to be confronted by a radical negation of
some order, hitherto accepted as unshakeable, the way things are, perhaps
divinely ordained. It may be a threat to the order of nature, hitherto assumed
everlasting. It may be the disruption of a social order of millennia, centuries or
even decades, such as the fall of an empire or a political regime. It could be the
rupture of orders of social relationships such as friendship, marriage, family,
religious or cultural communities by events such as conflict, separation and
death; also the breakdown of a religious order, a system of doctrine, a
mythology, an ideology - of a system providing ultimate meaning. It may be
the collapse of a person’s identity, threatening the own sense of sanity, the
own niche in a stable world and social acceptance; or even a person’s own
death. Pre-tragic poignancy stops short of the threat of nothingness and
meaninglessness: End is sad, but part of the order of things.

Dislocating the human person (whether actor, victim or onlooker) and the
human world (social and ecological), is such a total and radical onslaught on
people’s sense of normal reality, that it has religious (worldview, metaphysical)
implications. The order of nature, cosmos, gods, God, is shaken to the core, and
it disintegrates. The heavens collapse.

It is not merely a desperately difficult situation, but more specifically,
involves clash and conflict of some sort (such as physical, social, cosmic or
divine). It may be a no-win moral dilemma, an irresolvable either-or of two
duties, tearing the human person or human community apart, making
meaningful thought, emotion and action impossible, unbearable as such
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impotence may be. The first-level moral dilemma becomes the meta-dilemmma
of morality assuch,threatenedbyanabsoluteabyss of nihilistic meaninglessness.
In his wider metaphysical scheme, Hegel’'s model of tragedy emphasises the
conflict of two goods, the one-sided adherence by an individual to a partial
position, as the essence of tragedy (Hegel 1951:558-566, 1954:527-533; Roche
2005:51-67). Ambiguous as Nietzsche’s thinking (Nietzsche 1964:27ff.) on
the birth of tragedy is, he essentially understands tragedy as the creative
outcome of the conflict of two antagonistic principles, personified in the two
Greek gods Apollo and Dionysus: the clarity of ordered surface life (represented
by Apollo) versus the hidden, threatening depth of chaos (Dionysius).

An individual or human society involved in such a situation is not a mere
victim of the situation, an innocent bystander, but also an actor, who, to some
extent at least, brings it about. A rock from outer space obliterating all life on
Earth would be catastrophic, but not tragic in the sense intended here, as an
ecological catastrophe, induced by human greed and folly, and even by well-
intended but mindless technological applications of science, would be. In full-
blown tragedy, human freedom, responsibility and accountability loom large.
The choices that one had, have become blocked, due to one’s own actions. Yet
the ash of human freedom is still glowing, even if the situation has turned into
doom. Tragedy is constituted by human action, freely done and perhaps even
partly intended, yet carrying devastating, unforeseen yet partly foreseeable,
consequences. The tragic figure is partly responsible for his own fate. He carries
guilt, has to live with regret. The real-life tragic hero Giordano Bruno largely
brought his death over himself. In his theory of tragedy, Aristotle (384-322
BCE) highlights the element of human fallibility (hamartia) (Eden 2005:41-50;
Halliwell 1987:37ff.). Universalising Aristotle’s ideas, he may be understood to
have implied that failure is enmeshed in even the finest human efforts, exposing
the extreme and inescapable vulnerability of human existence.

Human responses to the full realisation of the implications of a tragic event,
an end, multiplied by realising one’s own contribution in bringing it about, occur
on a wide range, including extreme feelings of loss, grief and suffering. People
are overcome by alienation, doubt and despair, madness and resignation.

Some denouement of the situation, some sublimation of one’s suffering,
some saving grace, may be possible - coming out in responses such as raging
protest, heroic fortitude, metaphysical justification, supernaturally revealed
religious belief, or awaiting a miraculous supernatural delivery. Aristotle’s view
that a good tragedy arouses pity and fear and, by deepened understanding of
the workings of the human mind, effects purification (katharsis) in the onlooker
(Halliwell 1987), could be taken to point in this direction. Hegel finds the hidden
redeeming element, inherent in tragedy, in the reconciliation of tragic opposites
in the greater process. Nietzsche seeks exit from tragedy by gaily, heroically
affirming life in spite of tragedy and because of tragedy. Jaspers sees liberation
from tragedy in the tragic contemplation itself - release is found in the very
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failure (Jaspers 1947:930, 944ff.). The religions teach their various triumphs
over death and tragedy.

The visual arts, music, literature, philosophy and religious mythology reveal
innumerable instances of poignant, even tragic End and dealings with that.
Spotlighting a few random examples will suggest some of the possibilities. Let
me start with two brief references. In the novel, The Stranger, of Albert Camus
(1913-1960), the (anti-)hero Meursault faces execution by guillotine. Declining
the services of a chaplain, and beyond rage and emptied of hope, he simply
opens himself happily to the tender indifference of the world. The 20th-century
protest of Dylan Thomas (1914-1953): not to go gently into the night, but to
rage against the dying of light was an individual, futile railing against End in the
form of death, and the poet knew it. Religious thought came up with elaborate
constructions somehow to come to terms with End.

Qohelet (Ecclesiastes)

Sometime during the 3rd century BCE an unknown Hebrew author, known only
as Qohelet (‘preacher’, or ‘speaker’), experienced the Hebrew faith in eternal
Yahweh (who had made an everlasting covenant with his people Israel) as
stretched to breaking point (Fox 1999; Loader 1979; Rudman 2002). The name
Yahweh does not even occur in the musings of this disillusioned man, written up
in his collection of sayings (Ecclesiastes). Moreover, this profound mind does not
present himself as part of any meaningful social nexus, of divinely-chosen Israel,
but speaks as a solitary individual. He may have continued pessimistic strands in
the Egyptian and Babylonian cultures, and he may have been influenced by
elements in Greek-Hellenistic culture. More significantly, his reflections arose
spontaneously from within the post-exilic Hebrew situation in the wider context
of the time. A dream, a divinely guaranteed reality had been shattered. He was
obsessed by End, particularly in the form of death - not only with its physical
and social aspects, but also with its meaning. The upshot of his reflections was
that death cast a long shadow of meaninglessness over life. Life has its fleeting
joys, which may be enjoyed, but taken as a whole, it is hebel (transitory, vain,
empty, futile, absurd). He sensed an irresolvable conflict between what justice
demands and what life actually offers: toil and wealth, the pleasures of life, being
just and wise, are torn by irreconcilable, offensive incongruities. The link between
worth and reward had been smashed. Contrary to what the believer might
expect, life did not reveal any sense. It was the End of meaning. He approximated
tragedy. In his view, the human person was not necessarily responsible for this
fate, but merely the disillusioned onlooker. There was no way out, no resolution,
philosophical or religious, of the meaninglessness of life.

Yet this unknown Hebrew sage did not move over the edge into Absoluteness.
It was not the emptiness of Jewish Kabbalah yet. He cut his losses. His faith
in life may have been shaken, but his belief in God was not. Nevertheless,
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God had changed. He had now become a vague, general Being. Religious belief
had been stretched to the very limit of its capacity, but it did not implode
completely. A religious and political-ideological construction had burnt out, but
the embers were still faintly glowing. In the end, he turned back, and did not view
the world consistently as empty. His last, summative word was, ‘[flear God and
obey his commands; there is no more to man than this. For God brings everything
we do to judgement, and every secret, whether good or bad’ (Ec 12:13-14).

After the breakdown of the utopia of justice on earth, only the fear of God,
obedience to his law and the expectation of his judgement remain. In the end,
the preacher advises us to accept the evanescent little that life has to offer and
to silence our religious protest, in submission to a distant, inscrutable God.
That was enough to allow its inclusion in the Hebrew-Christian Bible.

Ibn Arabi

Like its sister religions, traditional Islam assumes continued life after death
(akhirah), based on an unqguestioned belief in eternal Allah. Death is the
uninterrupted transition from transitory, insecure life to a higher, boundless form
of life, enjoyed in the afterlife. The world will End, but that too is subject to the will
of eternal Allah. Yet, in esoteric Islam (Sufism) extraordinary depth and beauty of
expressions of End and Absoluteness occur - and in none more so than in the
acknowledged grand master (al-shaykh al-akbar) of Sufism: the Arabic-Andalusian
scholar-mystic, Ibn Arabi (1165-1240 CE) (Chittick 1994, 2007 [2005]; Corbin
1997[1969]; lbn Al’Arabi 1980; Izutsu 1983; Nasr 1964:83-121; Sells 1994:63-115]).

The theosophic gnosis of this colossus was at odds with the literalistic,
legalistic exoteric Islam of his time, and he had to resort to indirect allusions.
Notwithstanding, his being part of exoteric Islam was not an embarrassment to
him. He accepted outer Islam as representing a necessary layer and precondition
of faith. Apart from lbn Arabi himself and contrary to some views, it must be
recognised that tasawwuf (mystical Islam, Sufism) was not an extraneous
addition from elsewhere to Islam but that it arose as a development from within
the original religion itself. In its own way, it was a tendentional (see Ch. 1)
interpretation of the inner possibilities of Islam as a formal religion. Sufism
was influenced by Neoplatonism and perhaps even Hinduism, but its mystical
inclination was an extension of what was present in the life of the prophet and
in the Qur’an itself. Sufism is an unfolding of an implication of the shahadah, the
Islamic profession of faith in Allah. Islam, including Sufism, is the encounter
with and submission to creative, pure, ineffable Presence. The question is
whether Sufism would tolerate a tendentional interpretation towards the
radical Absoluteness hinted at in Taoism and Buddhism.

Ibn Arabi’s creative interpretations of Islam in the literal sense of the word
hinted at a profound level of meaning, moving towards the edge of End.
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His very use of language, constantly shifting without arriving, like a continually
turning kaleidoscope, precludes and undermines fixed meaning. His aim was
not to present rational explanation in the philosophic (fal-safa) sense of the
word, but gnosis, contemplative, intuitive intellection.

Central to Ibn Arabi’s thinking is his notion of the ‘Real’ (al-hagq) - in his
usage not unrelated to Allah (the personal name of the deity), but moving at
the most abstract level attainable. To Ibn Arabi, the word ‘God’ or ‘Allah’ refers
not to Absoluteness in its state ‘prior’ to being determined, but to its being
determined. He uses the word al-hagqg to hint at the Absolute. The event of
mystical union with the Real implies the ecstatic passing away (fana) of the
ego-self in love. The lover ‘Ends’, perishes, loses consciousness of self. God is
all; that is to say, the duality between divine and human has been transcended.
In order to reflect the divine Real, the mirroring human has to be cleaned,
erased, has to become invisible. The End of ego is achieved through fasting,
vigils, poverty and other exercises.

With the End of the separate human subject, only al-hagqg remains. It is not
the Real in itself. It is the reflected picture: the Real as reflected in a mirror. Yet
Ibn Arabi delights in ambiguities and paradoxes. Has the mirror disappeared, or
is it merely invisible? The point of the analogy seems to be that the existence of
the existing human being is essentially correlated with divinity, and vice versa:
the Real remains eternal, albeit essentially in relation to, reflected by, the mirror.
It seems that Ibn Arabi envisages a togetherness, a for-and-in-each-otherness,
of divinity-and-humanity. Proclaiming the Oneness of Being, he nevertheless
moves towards disintegration of entities, whether cosmic, human or divine. The
fusion of human and divine (ecstatic in both cases) annihilates human self-
centredness, and it undermines theological certainties. Unless the God of belief
is transcended, the outcome is idolatry. Within the historical parameters of
‘monotheistic’ faith, it seems to approach, as close as can come, Absoluteness.
No wonder that at times he was accused of being a crypto-Hindu or Buddhist.
Indeed, such Indian influences were probable. Yet - in the end, close to absolute
End - dhat al-haqq, the incommunicable Reality beyond all names and distinction,
including that of creator and created, remains intact. The human disappears, but
the necessary existence of hidden Reality, never attainable, stays. The human
individual perishes, but the deity - abstracted from names and features - takes
over. That, it seems, was not Ended. The similarity between the intuition of this
great Muslim mystic and Advaita-Vedanta with its notion of Nirguna Brahman
(Brahman without attributes) is obvious.

Does lbn Arabi’s reference to ‘the Real’ retain an element of Being, essentially
unscathed, perhaps as an inalienable part of the monotheistic faiths, even at
their most radical? It seems so. True, as the source of all things, the Real is no
thing over against any other thing. Referring to ‘necessary Being’ at the highest
level, the term wé&jib al-wujdd denotes the non-delimited Essence of God or the
Real that cannot not exist.
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Matthias Griinewald

Western mainstream Christianity turns on the death of Christ. The cry of the
dying Christ for his forsaking God (Mk 15:35), brought about by the freely
committed sin of humankind, spells tragic End. The authors of the New Testament
and the founding fathers of the church conflated that tragic death with eternal
life. Christ arose from death, removing the sting of death and guaranteeing to all
who believe in him, a resurrection from death and life everlasting. Christ the
victor, eternal Son of eternal God, does not succumb to absolute End, but
conquers it gloriously. End is beaten down by the majestic tour de force of
victorious Christ. It was against-End, End confronted, conquered and denied.

Continuing the fascination of medieval Christianity with death, no Christian
artist pictured the agony of Jesus Christ on the Cross in such gruesome detail
as the German Renaissance artist, Matthias Grinewald (c. 1480-1528) in his
Isenheim Altarpiece (c. 1512). The colours of the decomposing body and the
taut lines and crooked angles of the tortured Saviour hanging from nails, leave
nothing to the imagination. This is death at its ugliest. It is End at the outermost
limits of agony, made even worse by the fact that the one who suffers such
unspeakable pain, is the Son of God. Yet even this terror, precisely this terror,
was understood by the painter to offer solace to suffering humanity. It was
indeed intended to comfort the sick and dying in the hospital where these
panels were placed. Someone suffered even more, and that was the Son of
God who bore not only their physical agonies, but also their sins, thus saving
them from the tortures of hell. One can expect that even as this painting
consoled those who lay in fear of death on the threshold of the afterlife,
awaiting the judgement of God, it also strengthened their culturally and
religiously induced fascination with death as torture and punishment. This was
the most terrible End imaginable - and, since it was part of the eternal plan of
a righteous, merciful God, it was inescapable. Tragically, they had brought it
over themselves and over the Son of God. Under that Cross on which their
Saviour was nailed, they lay waiting for their End - guilty but, miraculously,
forgiven; fearful but hopeful that their eternal post-death existence would take
the form of a blessed afterlife. This was tortured but saving, expectant End.

St John of the Cross

The Spanish poet-mystic St John of the Cross (1542-1591) provides a unique
window on the ways in which prophetic religion and mystical religion may be
conjoined. His memorable contribution to the mysticism of End was his concept
of the ‘dark night’ (noche obscura) of the soul. As he explained, this dark night
manifests itself in three ways: first, there is the night of sensual denial and
deprivation; secondly, there is the night of cognitive deprivation, of not-
understanding, that is of faith; thirdly, there is God as dark night. Having
passed through these three stages of night, the soul reaches union with God
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(Saint John of the Cross 1983 [1935]:17ff.). His dark night is a symbol of
nothingness (nada) in a variety of forms: the realisation of creaturely
insignificance; the dissolving of the ego-self; nakedness of spirit; stripping of
the greed for power, pleasure and possession; social leaving and rejection; the
discovery that all things social and natural are nothing compared to God
(Kurian 2000). In his own suffering (first, being imprisoned and tortured by
some Carmelite friars and then being rejected by his own brethren) he
discovered the depths of abandonment. In the process of ascending to God,
the soul experiences all sorts of internal suffering such as temptations and
fear as it revolts against the very idea of ‘nothingness’. Yet this darkness of
nothingness applies to the human side of things only. God is not subject to
End. God is absolute fullness. The point of human self-emptying is to receive
the fullness of God. Here John echoes the thinking of his fellow Spanish mystic,
Ibn Arabi. In his prison cell, John intimately experienced the comfort of God,
and composed songs of loving ecstasy. The joy of the fullness of God far
exceeded the necessary suffering. We must free ourselves from all attachments,
he taught, except the attachment to God. In the dark of night, the fire of love
in John’s heart led him on (Nims 1959):

[T]o where there waited one
| knew - how well | knew! -

in a place where no one was in view. (p. 19)

In darkness, beyond feelings, images and concepts ... we meet God. John gives
classic expression to adoration as the key motif in Christian mysticism
(De Villiers 2008:124-139). This approximates ‘negative theology’, profound
mysticism of love, presented in unsurpassed lyrical poetry - searching for God,
hidden yet real and finding him joyfully. Ensconced in ecclesiastical tradition,
sacramental liturgy and scholastic theology, it is not absolute End. In the
oscillation between positive belief and negative non-belief in Western religion,
the pendulum in John’s case did not swing out to the extreme limits of
the latter. The question is: could John have drawn the conclusion that the
obliteration of the cognitive faculties of the human person implies the
obliteration, the End, of traditional God in a more fundamental sense
than he thought?

Reflecting on this question, we must bear in mind that during the late
medieval to early modern period of the flowering of mysticism in the West, the
common tradition of Judaism-Christianity-lslam in the West (particularly in
Spain) was in a tragic process of breaking down. Nevertheless, there were
certain themes common to all three shapes of religious institutionalisation,
notably the belief in one personal God, that were untouchable. The great
mystics in each tradition (Kabbalah, Christian mysticism and Sufism) were
largely bound to the institutional and theological constraints of each religion,
sometimes enforced with a strong hand. Apart from that, almost without
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exception, in their own hearts and minds, they remained deeply indebted and
committed to the religion-specific particulars of their own religion. That was
certainly the case with John, as had also been true of Ibn Arabi.

Johannes Brahms

No artist gave more profound expression to the sting of death and the joy of
victory over death than Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) in his choral symphony
Ein Deutsches Requiem (1865). It is the song of a man who was preoccupied
with death during the period of its composition. It is also the song of a man
who has moved dramatically away from the heavily positive Lutheran-
Protestant religion of his youth, to a humanistic faith. His music also marked
End of another kind: the End of orthodox faith.

His masterpiece, weaving together texts from Luther’s Bible translation and
setting them to music, is still fed by a deep piety towards the Christian Bible.
However, his faith is no longer Christian in any orthodox sense. His Requiem is
a sustained avowal of finitude. There is consolation. His music conveys a
profound sense of agony, and, dramatically opposed to and connected with
that, of exuberant joy and dignified serenity. He does not find the consolation
in the promise of a life everlasting after death, not in the expectation of a
resurrection from death, guaranteed by Christ. Death is overcome here and
now, precisely in the finitude of things. The end of death is sublimated, purified,
transcended, in the beauty of the music itself, and then this (un)believer still
believed in God, the Eternal, but it was a post-Christian belief. Shorn of
exclusively Christian content, his music was intended as a human requiem,
addressed to all humankind, regardless of religious partisanship. To him, the
ultimate Horizon of the radical transience of things, as experienced in death,
was universal. In End, Brahms found consolation in a universal, eternal God.
There he made a last stand, and did not enter into Absoluteness, into which
even the faith in eternal God must eventually enter.

It would be wrong to force Brahms into the dilemma of either believing
‘really’ and ‘truly’ (i.e. literally) exactly what the original documents and the
tradition believed and said, or of being dishonest by using those texts, but
twisting them cynically to suit his own idiosyncratic tastes (Minear 1987:81ff.).
In accordance with Brahms’ undisputed integrity as a person and as a musician,
he did, one must accept, assent to the validity of those texts. Otherwise, he
would not have quoted them as he did. In good faith, he interpreted them in
accordance with his own mystical needs, which he also attributed to his
audiences. That is what they, to his understanding, really, essentially, meant.
Up to a point, Brahms followed through on a ‘tendentional’ reading of sacred
books, in this case, of the Bible. In his hands, the Bible clearly seems to say
something else than what its original authors had in mind, also than what its
later orthodox Christian interpreters had in mind. The wrath of God at the last
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day (the dies irae), as feared in traditional Latin-Christian music of death and
eternal judgement, is wholly absent from his Requiem. Nevertheless, his
interpretation was somehow continuous with the original explicit intention of
the Christian Bible, even as he brought out what he perceived to be the original
implicit message of those documents, not coinciding perfectly with the explicit
intention.

The technique used by Brahms was simple. He (re-)interpreted the biblical
messages on death by his selection of texts and omissions from such texts.
Portions that seemed to place an exclusively Christian emphasis on things
were omitted from the libretto. In the sixth movement, for example, Brahms
guotes from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians (15:54, 55) ‘then the saying of
Scripture will come true: “Death is swallowed up; victory is won!” “O Death,
where is your victory? O Death, where is your sting?”.’

The preceding and following thoughts of Paul in this section, connecting
death with sin, the law of God and victory through Jesus Christ, are omitted.
In Brahms’ vision, death is not eliminated from the human condition as Christian
orthodoxy decreed, and the resurrection of Christ plays no role. To him, death
is transcended in the midst of life. | am not defending Brahms’ particular
interpretation of Paul or of Christian faith here. One may ask for instance,
whether he could not have (re-)interpreted the motif of the resurrection of
Christ in terms of a universal mystical inclination of all of humankind. That is
the route suggested by the logic of Arche, as developed on these pages. His
overall strategy is understandable. His musical transcendence of death is an
affirmation of life, guaranteed by eternal God, and it is not the prerogative of
one (the Christian) religious institution. To him, the particularistic emphases of
traditional Christian orthodoxy spread out into a generic human faith in eternal
God, but the faith in eternal God does not peter out into empty Absoluteness
beyond all institutionalised religion. The pull of Absoluteness lures further than
Brahms was able to go at the End of his orthodoxy.

Thomas Altizer

At the halfway mark of the 20th century, going further than Brahms could go a
century earlier, and following through on impulses provided by William Blake,
Hegel, Nietzsche, Heidegger and others, Christian theologian Thomas Altizer
(b.1927) moved closer to absolute End. He again deals with the theme of the
‘death of God’, and presents God as ‘the Nothing’ (Altizer 1967, 2003). Yet this
is not an easy ‘Nothing’ but a tortured agony. Drawing on typically Christian
theological concerns and mythology, this picture of the self-extinction of God,
finally expressed in the crucifixion of Christ, remains in the ambit of the sentiments
painted by Matthias Grinewald. The spectator of the divine drama according to
Altizer is witness to divine self-annihilation, agonisingly tragic and saving at the
same time. This variant of a classic theme is Christian to the core.
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B §18 Transcended End

A second group of responses to End as temporal termination and metaphysical
breakdown involves attitudes such as easy abandonment and ultimate peace.
These responses move beyond tragedy, closer to the end of End, where End
itself as a theme of experience and reflection finally disappears on Absolute
Horizon, and where End is not a final, serious concern, but a return to
Absoluteness.

Edging closer to, deeper into the absolute abyss, this human response is not
pessimistic resignation. Neither is it rebellion, nor paradoxical affirmation of
death. Eternal existence is not sought, not for body or soul - as little as
nothingness is feared. It is without struggle and conflict; there are no grief and
suffering; no metaphysical or religious compensation and no defiant laughter.
When such persons die, every day a little and one day completely, they enter
their destiny - which was also, and will turn out to be, the origin of all things -
with happiness. They observe and live through the fall of political, economic,
social and religious orders with equanimity. They calmly let go of religious and
other absolutisms. End is radical and total, the touching of Horizon, and easy.
This non-serious acceptance is not pre-tragic, but post-tragic; not pre-nihilistic,
but post-nihilistic; neither pre-theistic nor pre-atheistic, but post-both.

Chuang-Tzu

A benchmark for the incredible lightness of leaving remains the Taoist
philosophy of Chuang-Tzu, who simply dropped all struggles as far as being
and non-being are concerned. Chuang-Tzu is not a primitive, who is pre-
reflectively at home in the cycles of nature. Karl Jaspers categorises early
Chinese religion as pre-tragic (1947:920). That does not apply to philosophical
Taoism, as exemplified in our friend from the period between 3rd century and
4th century BCE. His appears to be a reflexive post-tragic position. In fact,
when Jaspers sees the transcendence of tragedy in not providing the final
answer to tragedy, but in leaving the question open (1947:959), he is
approximating what Chuang-Tzu suggested. Chuang-Tzu’s ‘answer’ is no-
answer, letting go completely, and so entering Absoluteness. End is met in a
fasting of the mind, in quietude (ching) and emptiness (hsd) (Wu 1982:61ff.).
Freed of all fear, presumptuousness and ambition, the sage has left behind all
concern with ugliness as well as the beauty of the senses, ignorance as well as
the joys of knowledge and understanding, happiness as well as the mourner’s
sadness, low immorality as well as the rightfulness and decency of high morality.
Such a person has been reduced to the state of receptiveness and utter
simplicity (pu), to the actionlessness of water. The just leaving, the non-doing
(wu wei), of the microcosm (the human person), is a symbolic expression of
the non-being (t’ien hsid) of the macrocosm. End is utter quietness and
peacefulness. Free, this sage has died to the self, and meets the loss of health,
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reputation, riches and his own physical death together with the End of all
things, with complete equanimity. There is no hankering to find or keep
anything. It is letting go, letting be, putting down, forgetting, sinking into
Absoluteness with peaceful lucidity. For Chuang-Tzu the acceptance of End is
not tantamount to acceptance of annihilation. Nor does he trivialise his death
by the acceptance of his individual survival after death. He accepts death
because ‘at bottom | [...] have neither beginning nor end’ (Graham 1981:23).

the Buddha

The point of departure of the young Siddattha Gotama’s journey into End was
his discovery of decay and death. When he was a dying old man of 80, his final
message to his disciples, summarising his essential teaching, was: ‘Decay is
inherent in all component things!” (Mah&parinibbéna Sutta, 6.7)

To that, he coupled the exhortation to his followers to work out their
salvation with diligence. That meant taking leave of things, which in turn was
associated with purification from the intoxications of ignorance, delusion, and
attachment to self and other things - all Ending. Seeing that the Master’s death
was near, Ananda wept. The Master did not console him with promises of
eternal life hereafter, or with the reassurance of Eternal Being. His only
consolation (if it can be called that) consisted in reminding him once again
serenely of End as essential part of the nature of things (Rhys Davids 1977:158f.).
Accepting End, non-permanence, desiring neither being nor annihilation, is
wisdom and salvation. Yet this was not resigned nihilism. Less playful than
Chuang-Tzu, the Buddha was equally unperturbed by End, taught happy
enlightenment, and at least hinted at an affirmation of life and compassionate
involvement in the world. That element would be developed in Mahayana
Buddhism.

In traditional early Buddhism, the final stages on the meditative journey of
Ending into Absoluteness have been mapped out, ending in nibbadna. In the
experience of the ‘infinity of space’ all consciousness of form, all consciousness
depending on sensory stimulation, all consciousness of diversity and multiplicity,
end. Details and differentiations disappear, end. Then the visitor to these heights
transcends the dimension of the ‘infinity of space’ and enters the experience of
the ‘infinity of consciousness’. There is just consciousness: consciousness of
consciousness. In that consciousness, there is no split between the subject who
has the consciousness, and the o(O)bject of consciousness. Is it possible to
conceive of reality itself as, at a very basic level, attenuated to the level of
consciousness? Indeed, some metaphysical systems have defined reality as just
that. This stage also connects with sublime systems of mysticism, which revolve
around the idea of human consciousness merging with Eternal, Divine
Consciousness. It is compatible with a kind of pantheism. Even that level is
transcended, ended. For even here, ‘consciousness’ is still an idea. One is
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conscious of consciousness. It may still remain a super-Substance. The seeker of
Absoluteness then moves out of and beyond the ‘infinity of consciousness’, and
enters and remains in the dimension of ‘nothingness’. Consciousness is stripped
away. Even nothingness, ethereal as it is, is still a superfine Object of our thought,
imagination, ideation or experience. There is a step beyond that. So there is a
more advanced position, that of ‘neither-consciousness-nor-non-consciousness’.
The world, things and consciousness are getting even thinner. Consciousness is
on the verge of disappearing, but it is still there. Then the End of consciousness
is near. The next contour on this map of the mountain of the ever-increasing
attenuation of mind and world is the ‘cessation (nirodha) of consciousness and
feeling’. Now, utter cessation - the threshold of utter End - is reached.

After that, the pioneer of this route (the Buddha) declared, he attained
nibbéna: the highest insight and liberation, beyond the dimension of Brahma,
the mythological god of creation who does this, that and the other thing, who
gets angry and is appeased, and so on. Nibbdna (is) beyond Space,
Consciousness and Nothingness. The early texts speak of this as coinciding
with the insight into insubstantiality (anatta), or emptiness (suAfata), which is
ultimate wisdom. In our present context, let us call it the Horizon of radical
Absoluteness. Near this apex of (non-)experience, the routes of meditative
absorption and radical insight meet.

Why would anyone embark on this journey at all - this journey which seems
to lead nowhere, to have no relevance at all, to take one away from the world,
from life and all its enjoyments and responsibilities? Because one is drawn
towards this depth deeper than death, sensing that it is the ultimate truth, from
which one may return to life with singular clarity of mind, simple happiness of
heart and purity of life.

With sublime simplicity and calm, Zen masters compressed transience in
their reticent little poems. Their return to the Great End of things in their own
deaths is rarely sorrowful and never morbid, but mostly lightly matter of fact,
just hinting at some great depth - nowhere else to be found than in the midst
of the world as it is. End is nothing extraordinary, just the transient, empty
suchness of things. As Japanese Zen master Tokken (1244-1319) expressed this
attitude when he took leave on his deathbed (Stryk & Ikemono 1981[19731):

Seventy-six years,
Unborn, undying:
Clouds break up,

Moon sails on. (p. 76)
That is all there is to it. End is a continual experience of the human species. It is
good to pursue the road of radical End to its utmost. However, End is not

absolute, total, final, closed. It evaporates on Horizon, and is balanced by an
opposite: Origin.
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B §19 Potentiality, novelty

Everything that is, is an event (an ‘emerging’). Why and how Absoluteness
issues forth into the many things of the world, is the supreme miracle and
mystery.

That event cannot be explained by recourse to something else. It happens
because it happens, because that seems to be so in the ultimate nature of
Unground. Such ‘mystical’ acceptance may be articulated in fumbling thought,
word and argument. Then it would become ‘metaphysical’. No ‘explanation’
reducing this miracle to any Outside factor would have value. All we can do, up
to a point, is to contemplate the wonder and the dynamics of the movement
from absolute emptiness.

The first roots, the rudimentary intuitions underlying worldviews, start to
stir here. Such rudimentary intuitions have both a highly personal, individual
timbre, and at the same time, they are embedded in the collective psyche of
humankind. Differences in nuance develop, take shape and end up as heavily
divergent systems, comprehensive mythological and metaphysical narratives,
in which the faint hints of undifferentiated distinctions become hardened into
stark dualities, even dualisms. Flitting, hardly expressible intuitions become
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programmatic manifestos, as if referring to substantial ‘things’, ‘beings’ or
‘entities’. According to such variant systems, all things may, for example,
ultimately be reducible to one principle (monism), two principles (dualism) or
a larger number of principles (pluralism); to matter (materialism) or spirit or
some equivalent of it (idealism). Cosmos as a whole may be evil, or there may
be no such thing as evil at all. God (supposing that such a notion is entertained)
may be a being separate from the cosmos (theism), or may coincide with the
cosmos (pantheism), or may include and contain the cosmos (panentheism).
Cosmos may be the creation of God and separate from God (creationism) or
may flow from God (emanationism); and so on. To its champions the faint
intuition becomes the moment of clear truth, which in turn almost inevitably
fans out in detail to become the grand edifice. Along their paths, the developing
systems can deviate from their original points of departure. It is important to
trace their development and challenge their extended logic and broad
applications. It is even more important to uncover their first principles. What |
want to do here, is move back behind such substantialising talk, to the roots of
such elaborate systems.

Where would such dim intimations of faith that some people have, come
from? A historical tradition; a combination of historical traditions? Ancient,
pre-cultural, archetypal memories, rooted in nature itself ? Ancient dreams,
with similar roots? Pure speculation; illumination from within; inspiration or
revelation? In various cases such pictures would undoubtedly be various
mixtures of these. In the last resort, we may postulate, they come from
humankind’s being part of Arche, however muchthey may also beinterpretations
of interpretations of existing traditions.

Absoluteness has a ‘womb’-like character. As Origin it is open Potentiality;
it also has the aspect of Novelty, Creativity (cf. Whitehead 1978 [1929]). It is
not only promise, but becomes actuality in the appearance of Cosmos. An
element of freedom (speaking anthropomorphically) is adumbrated on the
Horizon as Origin. What becomes in Cosmos is foreshadowed on the Horizon
of Absoluteness, in its aspect of Origin as Potentiality; it is the realisation of
Absoluteness in its aspect of Creativity/Novelty. Origin contains, in embryonic
essence and principle, the workings of Cosmos. From the perspective of the
reality of Cosmos, the creative potestas (‘power’) of Absoluteness as Origin is
an implication of its overriding potentia (‘potentiality’), its absolute possibility.

evil and perfection?

The following is implied in the drift of our tentative reflection: perfection
appears as a possible ‘future’ possibility, rather than as a ‘presently’ given. In
the depth of Unground, in Origin, evil and perfection are possibilities, working
themselves out in the arena of Cosmos. Struggle is somehow part of the texture
of the theogonic, cosmogonic, anthropogonic processes. Cosmic emergence
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(including biological evolution), with its flaws, is necessary in the process of
the self-perfection of Arche. All Ends radically; Absoluteness is Origin; Origin is
Potentiality and Novelty; evil is somehow part of Unground and Cosmos, yet
intended to be transcended in the spiral of things towards perfection.

Such a movement spiralling forwards is neither a return to an original
perfection, nor a straight line of steady improvement and progress, but
proceeds through failures towards perfection in which all beings may be happy.
This is not scientific fact, but mystical fiction, dream, utopia, nevertheless
providing meaning and inspiring action. In their human perspective on ‘evil’,
observers may emphasise the not-yet-realised possibility of perfection - that
is, the presence of ‘evil’ in the world; or they may emphasise the being-realised,
at least in principle, of perfection, anticipating the utopian overcoming of evil -
that amounts to the diminishing, denial, of ‘evil’ in any ultimate sense. The first
of these two perspectives focuses on ongoing struggle, on faith in a gradual
attainment of perfection; the second, the great anticipation, believes that
everything that leaps forth out of the darkness of Absoluteness, exemplifies, is
already, in principle, perfection. By realising, in the sense of coming to know
this hidden truth, it is realised in the sense of being made manifest. In Cosmic
life, the Potentiality is actualised, made to happen, as far as possible.

The highly developed human person, a bodhisattvic, messianic person,
humanity at its best, is at a creative edge of this movement. In the past,
humanity had an immense role in promoting evil, and may do so in future,
making it a prime locus of evil in Cosmos. Of that possibility, a story such as the
fall in Paradise is a mythical reminder, and something like the Holocaust, a
historical example. Today humanity is again poised on the brink of committing
an evil without precedent to all life on earth. Yet, in the past humanity has
produced, and it may in future produce, radiating beacons of light.

aurora

What has been said above introduces some first intimations, both in the order
of insight (epistemology) and the order of the Archetypal movement of things
(ontology). We have started to discern, and started to whisper about shadows
beginning to move against the wall of our cave in the faint light: beginning, end
and transformation; nature and humanity; knower, known and knowledge;
whole, part and that which transcends both; matter, life and mind; goodness,
beauty and evil; life, death and rebirth; identity, change and transformation;
necessity, potentiality and freedom, and so on.

The drift of the inklings mentioned above concerning the faint shadows
at the dawn of Origin, suggests an attitude of affirmation, gratitude and
joy towards what is - not only mind, but equally so matter, body and all its
functions. Every existing thing is a miraculous event, continuously emerging
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from the Depth. There is no room for a pessimistic despising of life or any of
its parts or functions, no running away from it with its imperfections. Human
beings are neither cosmic outsiders nor subordinate or superior, but a significant
part of and partner in Cosmos, with a great responsibility, realising that their
actions, performed in freedom, bear fruit and go to seed - in their own lives, in
the Whole of Cosmos and the All of Arche.

In Chapter 3 it was said that ‘real’, empirical life, cosmic life as we know it, is
not separate from, but part of Arche, suffused with the dynamics of Unground,
Eternity and Infinitude. Everything, including human beings, is constantly
standing in the great aurora, before an open Horizon, at the cutting edge of the
emergence-subsidence of the world, replete with possibilities. Sometimes, in
certain situations, real life limits the possibilities of human actions; in some
situations humans have more time and more space to transform more radically,
and create anew more freely. In principle, in every moment of real time and
every location in real space, human beings, with all things in an emerging-
subsiding universe, are in the eternal moment of open, creative Origin,
unceasing emergence. New beginnings in life, at least as far as a person’s
spiritual growth is concerned, can take place many times during a lifetime.

As is the case with End (Ch. 4), ‘Origin’ does not only and primarily refer to
historical beginning, beginning in time, but to the dynamics underlying and
manifesting in things in every historical moment. Cosmos becomes a playing
field of possibilities. It implies an ethos of freedom, and of respect for Cosmic
reality (what was in the past, what is in the present, and what may become in
future) - for Cosmos is provisionally realised possibility, concretised Novelty,
in an open process of emerging-subsiding.

From earliest times, primal religions understood nature as a growing, decaying,
dying organism, continually reborn as it moves through the yearly and monthly
seasons, in an eternal cycle. This was told in innumerable stories and presented
in mandalas of many forms, such as the sand paintings of native American Indian
cultures (the Navaho), the colossal megalithic structures of the Druids of ancient
England (Stonehenge) (Arglelles & ArgUelles 1972), and the rock engravings of
the hunter-gatherer San of Southern Africa (Krtiger 1995).

Let me look at some examples of how Origin was perceived and responded
to in two religio-cultural contexts (the ‘Near Eastern-Western’ and the ‘Eastern’
one). This geographical distinction is an oversimplification. For our present
purposes, | include the Mediterranean world and Arabia, and the areas north of
it (including present-day Irag and Iran) in the ‘Near Eastern-Western’ bloc. One
reason for this pragmatic arrangement is that the family of religions originating
in the ‘Near East’ (such as Zoroastrianism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam and
Baha’i), which became the dominant type of thinking in Europe and the rest of
the ‘Western’ bloc over the last 15 centuries, share many traits and were
engaged in intense debate for millennia. ‘Near East’ and ‘West’ here mean west
of India. With India and the regions (including India, Tibet, China and Japan)
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and religions (including Hinduism, Buddhism, Taocism and Shinto) east of India,
another distinct context of thought, sharing key traits, comes to the fore. For
present purposes, | refer to this bloc as ‘the East’. | am not interested in the
blocs as such and the commonalities and lines of influence and borrowing
running between them, but rather in a few powerful individual voices from
them.

B §20 Intimations from the Greek and Near
Eastern-Western contexts

Let us start with some views held in the Hebrew community of faith: the original
‘people of the book’, as Muslims came to call themselves, also Jews and
Christians, acknowledging a special family relationship between these religions.
Let us not see this family in an exclusive sense, but acknowledge the wider
relationships with all those paths that do not place such heavy emphasis on
books. What we find, are not merely interesting incidental parallels or
unexpected historical connections, but structural similarities and confluences
of tendency. Those similarities and confluences are not merely historical
accidents; they arise from the Origin of all things.

Hebrew faith, Judaism
] Genesis 1

There is no more monumental start to any book than the first words in the
Hebrew Bible, introducing the mytho-theological account of creation in Genesis
1:1-2:3: ‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.’

Assuming that phrases such as ‘in the beginning’ (be’reshit), ‘God’, ‘formless
and empty’ and ‘darkness over the surface of the deep’ (Gn 1:2) are notions
tendentionally stretching out to Absoluteness and primordial Origin; what
absolute miracle does the word ‘create’ (bara) contain. How is it possible,
conceivable: Cosmos (‘the heavens and the earth’) somehow out of ... what and
how?

An unknown individual wrote down this particular perspective on the origin
of the world, probably in the period between 7th century and 8th century BCE,
a few centuries after the legendary figure Moses (presumed 13th century BCE)
was recorded in those scriptures. In passing, whether Moses was a historical
figure or not, is of no importance in the context of the overall argument of our
venture, as is the case with Lao-tzu and others. We are not addressing the
historical accuracy of ancient narratives of the Buddha, Jesus or anybody else.

This narrative of Origin took shape in the crucible of the meeting of Israel
with the dominant Assyrian-Babylonian worldview. This first outline of Origin
in the Hebrew Bible is carried by two master intuitions. Firstly, there is an
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absolute distinction between the world and an Other: God (Elohim). That
perfect Other is the one and only, holy, living, personal, loving Creator of all,
and ontologically separate from Cosmos. This is the first split, which underlies
anything else that may be said concerning the Original nature of things. The
second basic intuition at the beginning of the Hebrew Bible is that the set of
foundational truths have been uniquely revealed in the history of the people of
Israel.

These two principles provide the setting for a number of other basic
assumptions:

e there is a polarity between Cosmos and some primordial chaos

e nature is a hierarchical unity of being, coming from the hand of God

* nature is originally good, without any trace of evil - evil is not tragically
inherent in the world

* there is an unbridgeable distinction between the human being and the rest
of nature

 the human being has a special, privileged relationship as far as God and the
rest of nature is concerned

e strictly distinct from God and subservient to God, the human being is also
the image, the likeness, of God

¢ the human being is ruler over the rest of Creation

* evil is the result of human disobedience to God

e history is linear, with a definite beginning and a definite end.

Proclaiming exact parallels with modern cosmological and evolutionary theory
would be far-fetched. Historically, this perspective is, up to a point at least,
part of a worldview, now dated, common to the cultures of that particular
region and time. Yet these notions express certain basic intuitions concerning
the Origin of things, which have retained an enduring interest and relevance
to this day. Reading this section from the Hebrew Bible, one is privy to a
primal vision concerning the Origin of things, monumental in its simplicity and
grandeur. It is not the route followed in this exploration.

]l Isaac Luria

The Tanakh (the canonical Hebrew Bible) was not the last word in the
development of Hebrew-Jewish thought as far as the Origin of things is
concerned. Biblical elements, such as the account of creation in Genesis,
Ezekiel’s vision of the divine chariot and Isaiah’s vision in the Temple, became
the source of an esoteric MM tradition - the Sefer Yetzirah (between the 2nd
century BCE and the 2nd century CE) being the earliest extant document of
this tradition in full flight. From the 11th century onwards, it took the shape of
what has become known as Kabbalah (‘tradition’), which developed strongly
from the 13th century onwards. It had its own speculative version of Origin.
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Gnosticism (see below) influenced Kabbalah. On the other hand, Gnosticism
itself was an outgrowth from the monotheistic religious stem, and had perhaps
been influenced by early forms of Jewish theogonic speculation.

One among many Kabbalists, an exceptionally gifted and influential one,
was Isaac Luria (1534-1572): born in Jerusalem and died in Safed in Palestine -
the figurehead of later Kabbalah, even though he was strictly non-writing (Fine
2003; Scholem 1974:119-286). Chronologically, he flourished 15 centuries after
the emergence of Jewish Gnosticism. To him the mystery of Origin was of
prime significance.

In broad terms, this mystical genius followed the typical trends of Kabbalah,
which distinguished two aspects in God in eternity, before the world came into
being: Ein-Sof and the ten Sefirot. Ein-Sof is unknown, unknowable God,
concealed but real, and he contains potentially the world and all its
manifestations. This concept, with Ayin (‘Nothing’, or ‘Nought’), approximate
what is here termed ‘Absoluteness’, ‘Eternity’ and ‘Infinitude’. The difference is
that in the footsteps of the Zohar (the main text of the Kabbalah), Ayin does
not precede God as Ein-Sof, but follows it as the primary start or wrench with
which the externalisation of the divine light takes place. The inexpressible
fullness of Ein-Sof is transformed into nothingness, and from this nothingness
‘all the other stages of God’s gradual unfolding in the Sephiroth emanate’
(Scholem 1974:217). This is quite different from our model, in which Being
emerges from empty Absoluteness, preceding whatever happens next.

The Sefirot are 10 spheres encompassing the unknowable divine centre.
They are dimensions of God, emanations of Ein-Sof, revealing and manifesting
divinity. Ontologically, they mediate between Ein-Sof and the world. They are,
as it were, the primordial moulds or forms (vessels, instruments: kel/im) into
which Creation would be cast. These ten Sefirot have the same general function
as the Principles that will be ascribed to the level of ‘Eternity’ in Part Two.

The Lurianic vision retains the idea of God’s unity and transcendence. These
two ideas were essential to Judaism, and non-negotiable. Nevertheless, their
differences from the simplicity of the Genesis myth are clear. God is much
more complex; the relationship between divinity and the world is much more
intricate; and the position and role of humanity in the great process are much
more involved - human responsibility is so much greater. Humanity is not only
responsible before God, but, to a large degree, is responsible for God.

To the general scheme Luria, an original speculative mind, adds his own
accents, deepening the strong intellectual flavour of the Kabbalah tradition.
Above all, he elaborates on what takes place in God before the Creation of the
world. The beginning of the world is not the real beginning. The real beginning,
the true Origin, took place in the depths of divinity. ‘Before’ the Creation of the
world, God was not simply eternally there in eternal repose; he was involved in
an internal drama. The external world germinated from that intra-divine event.
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Putting together the various traditions of Luria’s cosmogonic myth
(Fine 2003:127-149), we may assume that he taught that, initially and before
creation, there was only the limitless light of divine presence. However, divinity
included an element of darkness and evil and judgement, comparatively small in
the vastness of light and compassion, like a drop of water in the ocean. Evil is
somehow present in Ein-Sof. Then, in line with other Kabbalists, he saw God as
withdrawing into Himself, in order to create a space, a vacuum, in which He could
manifest Himself. This act of divine retreat is known as Tsimtsum (‘contraction’). It
is the beginning of cosmos and life. The universe becomes possible because of the
self-shrinkage of God. This primeval shrinkage also created the space for God to
purify Himself of the evil, intertwined with the good in Him. The space left by
Tsimtsum contained mainly evil, but also a degree of divine light. To the same
degree that light and compassion were predominant in primal Ein-Sof, darkness,
evil as well as stern judgement, are predominant in that new space.

The undifferentiated content of what had gathered in empty space will then
become the substance out of which creation eventually comes forth. Ein-Sof
acts on this inchoate mass, illuminates and animates it. This He does through the
medium of His own emanations, the ten Sefirot, in a process of continuous
descent from Ein-Sof and re-ascent, back into Ein-Sof. The spread of God’s
illuminating light through the created universe is not uniform, but in the form of
separate sparks here and there. The souls of individual humans are such sparks.
The world, and human existence, is a mixture of good and evil, reflecting divinity
itself. This mixture was compounded by the sin of Adam, the first man, tainting
all human souls to a greater or lesser degree with evil. Divinity starts to heal itself
again in a great restoration (Tigqun). All of this started to take place in God itself
before the Creation of human beings. These struggles, including an element of
evil, are inner divine processes. Humans would have a huge responsibility in the
great task of mending themselves, the cosmos and God. The mystic person
accelerates the final Messianic redemption of world and divinity.

Luria’s mythology was spelt out in a staggering wealth of esoteric symbolic
detail. Reduced to its essentials, the structure of his thought is clearly related
to Gnosticism in character, but without the stark, unbridgeable dualism that
typified the Gnostic idea of divinity.

The imaginative freedom with which Luria interpreted the original, normative
Hebrew Scriptures, as well as the Kabbalah tradition, is striking. The point of
what he aimed to achieve is obvious. He wanted to provide an account of the
primordial Origin of things, good and evil. It is important to bear in mind the
essentially mythological, imaginal nature of his thinking. It produced not fact,
but creative, transformative fiction in order to satisfy a need for comprehensive
understanding and motivation for a meaningful, good life.

His views are highly challenging and stimulating to any attempt today to
somehow make sense of the emergence of the world, and to understand the
human position in Cosmos as a potentially positive factor in the great process.
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| close this summary with three observations. The first is that Luria introduced
the feminine principle into the concept of divinity. The second is that he saw the
material world as somehow continuous with divinity, without sacrificing
the transcendence of God; the material world is relegated to a lower level
in the great scheme of things. Here we hear echoes of Neoplatonism. Luria
transcends the ancient classical account of Genesis with its simple dichotomies,
in the direction of a greater comprehensiveness, inclusiveness and non-dual
mode of jointing its various elements - in short, in the direction that this
investigation senses to be a relevant one for today. But, thirdly, although
Lurianic Kabbalah was not quite dualist, there is an element of early Buddhist,
Gnostic and Neoplatonic pessimism as far as Cosmos is concerned, an element
that these reflections wish to overcome.

Platonism (the Timaeus of Plato)

Dating from roughly the same time as the Genesis account, ancient Greece had
hunches concerning the beginning and basic pattern of reality, very different
from those contained in the Western-Asian monotheistic intuition with its one,
omnipotent God. One of the basic themes, found in Homeric poetry (period
between 8th century and 9th century BCE) and Greek tragedy, was the
unresolved relationship between the power of the gods and the power of fate:
the gods are not omnipotent, but have to grapple with the capricious force of
fate as well as they can. A 100 years after Aeschylus (525-456 BCE), that
problem still occupied Plato (427-347 BCE) towards the end of his long life, in
his dialogue Timaeus. In the whole of Western-European thought, perhaps no
single MM book dealing with Origin was more influential than this one, produced
towards the middle of the 4th century BCE (cf. inter alia Cornford 1956 [1937];
Reydams-Schils 2003; Runia 1986).

In terms of pioneering vision and measure of influence, Plato is on a par with
a very small number of groundbreaking luminaries, such as Abraham, according
to the Hebrew Bible and the Buddha according to the Buddhist scriptures.
History is not done with Plato, and one can understand why. His thinking is too
varied to be simply repeated or taken at face value. That is part of his greatness
and his enduring charm and challenge. He did not present one perfectly
coherent system. In addition, he did not altogether move beyond the cultural
conditions of his time, which in some respects differ dramatically from our own
time. Listening to him with understanding includes interpreting him creatively.
Many variants of ‘Platonism’ followed him, picking up or developing different
strands in his work.

How does Plato arrive at his account of Origin? What is the origin of his
understanding of Origin?

In the theogonic, cosmogonic account of Timaeus, Plato neither claims
special revelation for his ideas, nor appeals to such a divine source as a literary
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device to impress the significance of his ideas on his reader. He does not insist
on some super experience, and does not purport to have any access to any
special level of consciousness. His sensing of the shadows against the wall
differs from the paradigmatic models expressed by, for example, Hebrew faith
and the Buddha, according to those respective scriptures. In addition, his
argument is neither inductive nor deductive in any strict sense of the word; it
is a classic example of what C.S. Peirce would call ‘abductive’ reasoning. Plato
allows the argument to come from the mouth of a perhaps real but unknown,
well educated but ordinary man, Timaeus, who communicates them to his
friends in an open, free conversation among equals, in a manner that shows the
tentative nature of these reflections, struggling to find a satisfactory degree of
clarity and consistency. Timaeus and his friends are, after all, but human, trying
their best to understand, so Plato lets Timaeus go about constructing a
combination of popular traditional religion, philosophical tradition, myth and
speculative reason. These four strands are woven together artfully. The result
is so deft, rich and varied, yet containing so many hidden tensions that his
interpreters down the centuries failed to pin down his ideas in any final form.

Plato picks no fight with the first of these levels (popular religion) and even
goes some way to save its face by accepting the gods of national mythology,
but not without a hint of irony. He was, after all, a wise man, and throughout his
life his main concern was the quality of human life together - that is, politics.
After the death of Socrates, he lost his faith in popular democracy, but he did
not withdraw from life in the market place in principle, and it would not have
occurred to him to despise it, or popular religion that is part of it. At the same
time, he knew that this level of relationship to the Origin of things needed to
be transcended and integrated into a larger scheme.

From the models of the world produced by his predecessors in the
philosophical tradition such as Parmenides, Heraclitus, Empedocles and
Pythagoras, Plato (mostly openly) derives essential building blocks for his
system. He makes no bones about this dimension of his project. The Timaeus
unfolds as a sustained attempt at synthetic thought, combining, integrating
and transcending those older models by developing a new mould, carrying the
mark of his own great mytho-poetic imagination. But it must be added that
Plato’s thinking reveals some similarities to Indian thinking that has led many
to postulate - apart from the undoubted common background and origin of
the two cultures - later Indian influence on the Greeks, not least on Plato.

In any event, the ideas developed in the Timaeus are not presented as
infallible, but as speculative; not as demanding acquiescence, but at best as
commanding respect; not as perfect truth, but as only a possible account of
the blueprint of things. Seriously intended as these ideas are, they also reveal
a remarkable lightness of touch. They are neither purely rational philosophy,
nor pure myth, but at times something in between. They are not merely a
mixture of the two approaches, but a third type of discourse, one with a dignity
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of its own. Plato’s picture of the world with which he allows Timaeus to come
up, is the result of a kind of reasoning combining myth and reason, and the
status of his story is, by his own happy admission, nothing more than ‘likely’.
Striving to transcend the possibilities and the limitations of traditional religion
on the one hand and existing philosophy on the other hand, this style of thinking
also consciously tries to connect the world of religion with the world of science
and philosophy, and to harmonise myth with reason and fact. It is clearly an
experimental text, not ‘original’ in the sense of starting from scratch (which
text, which author, however creative, does start from scratch?) but ‘original’ in
the sense of moving close to the Origin of things with great intuitive-speculative
power. In the Timaeus, mythical-symbolic imagination and rational argument
may not be identical, but they are not separable either.

How does Plato’s mythological narrative run? He imagines a grand spectacle,
the centre stage of which is occupied by the Demiurge, Fabricator of the
universe: ‘God’, we may say. Plato then proceeds to present what is essentially
the trans-temporal structure of the world, in the form of a story in time. In that
story, the Creator did not create the universe out of nothing. No, he took a pre-
existing chaotic world of matter, and proceeded to order that chaos so that it
might, as far as possible, be good, like himself. Giving it life and intelligence, he
made it a living animal. This he did by forming it after the model of the eternal
universal animal, existing in the world of eternal, pre-existing Ideas. To make the
universe visible and tangible, the Demiurge made it of fire and earth. Air and
water became necessary. He constructed this cosmic animal in a spherical shape,
and caused it to rotate on its own axis. Since there was nothing outside of this
living being to which it had to relate, it needed no eyes or ears, nor any limbs, nor
any organs for respiration and nutrition. Before God made this spherical body,
he made soul of three elements: Same, Other and Essence. He placed soul into
the universal body and spread it throughout the body. Soul ordered the body in
accordance with the rules of harmony, as expressed in mathematics and music.
At this stage of Creation, God was well pleased. In order to bring it more in line
with its eternal archetype, God created time and its portions, such as days,
months and years, as well as the heavenly bodies (sun, moon and so on)
necessary to measure time, and positioned these bodies in accordance with the
laws of mathematics. He then created four kinds of living creatures (gods, who
are the stars in heaven; and the beings dwelling in the air, the waters, and on dry
land). In his remarkable amalgam of rational thought and mythological expression,
Plato introduced a third most basic constituent (in addition to, in fact between,
the ideal model and the sensible copy). This third element was a substrate,
mediating between the other two, and allowing the ideal model actually to take
sensible shape. Plato refers to this medium as a recipient, a nurse; in cosmological
terms, it is none other than space.

Plato made up this fanciful story, and, not in the least concealed this fact. At
the same time, it seriously reflects the state of the art, mathematics and science
of his day. In passing, in the metaphysical-mythical emphasis he places on
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mathematics, he stands between Pythagoras before him and thinkers such as
Einstein, Bohr and Heisenberg long after him - but the seemingly inherent link
between mathematics and physics has never been explained. Plato’s story also
contains his most basic intuitions concerning the deeper nature of reality. Indeed,
it is a grand narrative, grand in every sense of the word. Today, as throughout
the entire period of Western culture, it is still admired - not only as far as
content is concerned, but also in terms of style of thought: open, dialogical, and
yet not shying away from religion in the radical sense - from MM.

In stark summary fashion, the most basic underlying principles guiding the
Timaeus may be listed as follows.

For Plato, the most basic assumption is the fundamental distinction
between - not separation of - two levels of being: the level of eternal Ideas, of
Being; and the level of derived, relative being, of the transitory, material
counterparts of eternal Ideas. In fact, the cosmos as a whole is a concrete
counterpart of such a pre-existing, supreme ideal type, or archetype. Plato was
not a dualist (as tradition tended to portray him), but a one-world idealist: real
things are real by dint of their participation in the real Ideas, hierarchically
ordered, with the Good at the apex (Dunham et al. 2011:8, 19ff.). Plato does not
step back, outside Being, into the absolute non-being of Absoluteness either.
To him, the highest knowledge (in the terminology that we use here, MM
knowledge) comes about as the human mind, driven by desire (eros), embarks
on a road of recollection (anamnesis), and ascends by gradual growth, aided
by education, towards an ecstatic discovery of the eternal, immutable Ideas.

Plato imagines an anthropomorphic God, but it is part of his mythological
scaffolding, rather than of the essential house of his thought (I am not ignoring
the difficulty and the risk of distinguishing these two types of thought,
inseparable in Plato). In this penultimate context of anthropomorphic god talk,
he makes no big fuss about whether there is only one god or not. Yet the drift
of his thought seems to be in the direction of monotheism. That is how
theologians from the Abrahamic faiths interpreted him, not without basis. Yet,
it would be anachronistic to force Plato into categories such as polytheism,
henotheism (the particular preference of one god in a polytheistic scheme)
and monotheism. That was not the centre of gravity of his thinking. A more
radical reading, tendentional but justifiable, could interpret him to point
towards a monistic idealism of sorts.

Above, a distinction was made between ‘trans-temporal structure’ and temporal
story, ‘story in time’. Again, it is important not to overemphasise this distinction.
Plato’s tale as a whole introduces the notion of history seriously as a very significant
category. Somehow, he senses, the cosmos has a historical dimension.

In Plato’s intuitive sense of Origin a duality between God/the Good/Ideas
on the one hand, and some force of chaos/evil on the other hand, remains. His
mythological God did not create the world out of nothing; he worked on what
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was pre-existently there, ‘before’ time. In this sense, Plato reflected a duality
similar to the one discernible in the Genesis account of Creation. Ultimately,
Plato did not allow himself to be drawn into a final, clear-cut demarcation
between God and pre-existing chaos-matter. His Greek heritage of the
unresolved tension between God and capricious necessity (anangke) remains.
Is this an unresolved hangover, or a suggestive shade of a distinction within
divinity itself ? The latter is the more fruitful interpretation. If Plato was no full-
blown monist, he was no dualist either. Timaeus’ ambivalence was eventually
given up. Later Platonism turned towards derivationist monism: matter is an
outflow of the One; Christian theologians, on the other hand, severed the tie
completely: God created the world out of nothing (ex nihilo), and matter was
definitely not divine.

Chaos-matter is not God. It is not as good as God is (by far not), but it is not
anti-God. It is not something entirely novel emerging out of nothing by divine
fiat, and it is not evil. Plato does not offer an explicit solution to the problem of
evil. At the root of things, absolute Being and absolute Goodness are the same.
Evil is not denied, but somehow belongs to the conditions of limitation, which
are worked upon by the Ideas/God.

Remarkably, halfway through his book, he seems to realise that something
very important is still amiss. He has the pre-existing Ideas; he has primordial
matter-chaos; and he has God. However, he still has to cover the aspect of,
shall we say, ‘enabling space’ - the kind of thing that is really the central notion
of this chapter of ours. Somehow, one must explain, or rather contemplate the
miracle that something, the world, actually happens. In order to satisfy this
requirement, Plato introduces a concept that has not failed to excite the
imagination and tease the abilities of interpretation of scholars over the
centuries. He calls it by a variety of names, including mother, receiver
(upodoche), nurse (tithene), and space (chora). In the scheme of our argument,
Absoluteness becomes the world, and this becoming, this Origin, is the supreme
miracle, worthy of contemplation. In Plato’s system, the Ideas (plus pre-existing
chaos-matter) add up to form the Absolute. In order for Absolutely Real
actually to become the relatively real (the cosmos), some ‘X', some purely
passive and receptive matrix, having no qualities of its own but allowing things
to ‘take place’, is necessary. Plato’s upodoche (not to be identified with the
primal chaos), chora, tithene, fills that need.

For Plato there is only one universe, which is a living animal, divine, suffused
with ‘soul’, of which ‘reason’ is the highest part. He could therefore conclude
the Timaeus with a doxology to the cosmos (Cornford 1956 [1937]):

[Hlaving received in full its complement of living creatures, mortal and immortal,
this world (kosmos) has thus become a visible living creature embracing all that are
visible and an image of the intelligible, a perceptible god (theos aisthetos), supreme
in greatness and excellence, in beauty and perfection, this Heaven single in its kind
(monogenes) and one. (p. 359)
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This is, of course, quite different from the Genesis tale of Creation in which the
world is also severely relativised, but in a different sense than is the case in
the Timaeus. Plato’s notion anticipates a notion that would surface in the
20th century again (Earth as a living being), and it must be counted as a major
prophetic vision of his, worthy of being picked up in our time of ecological
reorientation (that will be dealt with in Ch. 22).

Plato has no anti-cosmic sentiment or resentment, even if the world is not
perfect. It ranks lower on the descending scale of Being, but it is not despised.
It is marked by a relative lack of Being, but it is nevertheless also relatively
good, to the extent that it shares in Being. The human being is part of the
divine, living universe, and is a ‘heavenly plant’, by virtue of its most divine
component, namely the rational part of the soul. The human being is inherently
good, and does not commit evil, or prefers bad to evil, wittingly and wilfully. By
their essential nature, all people desire the good. Yet, the good is distorted
through ignorance, which is the source of evil and vice.

In another late dialogue of his, the Sophist, Plato makes a distinction that is
of great importance to our central problem concerning the nature of reality. He
formulates it as the distinction between to me on (non-being) and ouk on
(something that does or could exist, but does not exist or exists differently
than something else). The first negates Being as such, indeterminately. It seems
to me that with this meontology Plato tends towards the kind of thinking
pioneeredin Taocismand Buddhism, and soughtin this orientation: Absoluteness.
The term apophaticism as used overwhelmingly in Western and Near-Eastern
MM on the other hand, even though used with an appeal to Platonism, accepts
the reality of Being, even of a Being, even though nothing can be said about it.
There is a difference between the two.

Plato did not develop the idea of the world as emerging from a meontic
Absoluteness. His world becomes through participation (methexis) in
transcendent but real Ideas, dealt with in several dialogues (the Phaedo, the
Parmenides and finally in the Sophist). By introducing Ideas and distinguishing
that level of reality from empirical things, Plato manages to introduce the
category of becoming in his cosmogony. This is a step away from Parmenides’
monism. In general, his theory of a plurality of Ideas involves that the Ideas, in
which all becoming participates, do not come into existence themselves. The
Ideas as the ultimate causes of things do not push the things of the world into
existence; his emphasis falls on the participation of things in the Ideas as a
being effected through a process of teleological approximation: the things are
drawn towards the Ideal perfection from a chaotic state. A problem with Plato’s
theory of participation by one level of being (phenomenal reality) in another
semi-separate level (the Ideas) may be what Aristotle made famous as the
‘third man argument’. Plato’s position seems to necessitate an infinite series of
participations: this empirical ‘man’ and the Idea ‘Man’ add up to a set, which
would necessitate a third level of Idea (a higher ‘Man’), in which the two

12



Chapter 6

previous levels jointly participate, and so on and so forth ad infinitum, in a
never-ending series of approximate participations. The notion of Becoming in
the sense of auto manifestation from the horizon of Absoluteness, of natural
unfolding, would avoid this problem.

Overall, Plato’s cornucopia of ideas concerning the origin of things amount to
an Objective Idealism: his world is real insofar as it shares in a realm of Ideas. As
said, Plato’s thought is open-ended and not dogmatic. There is a certain
epistemological modesty in his design of the order of things. It is not authoritarian
and is there for anyone to check. That is not the least of its attractions.

Christianity
1 the Fourth Gospel

For the last 15 centuries the religious history of the West was dominated by
Christian orthodox assumptions concerning the Origin of things, based on
Hebrew faith, dependent on Greek thinking and generally in opposition to
Gnosticism (see below). Around the last decade of the 1st century CE, John
introduced the Fourth Gospel with the following words (Jn 1:1-3), equal to the
opening lines of the Old Testament in their lapidary quality:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.

He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him
nothing was made that has been made.

This opening harks back to Genesis 1. Again, assuming that ‘beginning’ (arche)
here refers to a dimension absolutely outside time and world (cf. Bultmann
1968:15f.) - that is, to something akin to radical Absoluteness, how is it possible,
conceivable, that it could contain a - the - ‘Word’? Divine ‘Word’ did not ‘become’;
somehow, it ‘was’ ‘with God’, ‘was God’. ‘Beginning’ here refers to absolute
transcendence. Yet, the mystical intuition of John senses that the absolute
negative and a great positive hang together essentially - not only as far as the
coming into being of the world is concerned, but also as to the nature of God.

Both assumptions underlying the Hebrew vision of creation (the absolute
distinction between God and the world, and the unique position of Israel) are
modified. As for the first assumption: transcendent God is now defined as
essentially incarnate in Jesus. The Word, God, Revelation, Creator, eternally
pre-existent, took on human flesh in Jesus. The second basic assumption of
Hebrew faith is also adapted: the notion of Israel is expanded to that of the
church, that is, to all (including those outside of Israel) who believe in Jesus as
the incarnate Word. The miracle of the existence of the world is looked at
through the miracle of the incarnation of the Word in Jesus.

The exact relationship between God and the Word is a mystery, accepted
and celebrated in faith - not only in this introduction to the Gospel, but in the
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Gospel as a whole - as a matter of fact, in the entire New Testament and
throughout Christian history of orthodox Christian reflection on the primordial
Origin of things. The Word and God are One; and yet God the Father is greater
than the Word (the Son). The Son obeys the Father; and yet the Son is not
subordinate to the Father, and he should receive the same honour as the
Father. The root Christian intuition concerning the Absolute Origin of things
(as exemplified in the Gospel of John) would, over a number of centuries, be
elaborated into the Christian theological dogmas of Trinity and Christology: of
eternal triune God (Father, incarnate Son, and Holy Spirit), Creator and Saviour
of all things. Following the Fourth Gospel and the other New Testament
authors, most of Christian tradition would inscribe Jesus of Nazareth into divine
eternity.

For the rest, this early Christian sense of the genesis and essential nature of
things echoes that of the unknown Hebrew author of Genesis 1:

* the world is not an emanation from God (no monism)

e the origin of the world and the human being is not a tragic but a good and
positive event

* evil (the Gospel speaks of ‘darkness’, 1:5) is part of the present world, but it
is not originally inherent in the world (no dualism)

* the created world is good

* in spite of the unique unity of the incarnate Word and God in Jesus, the
difference between the human being in general and God, and between
nature and God, remains

* the process of the world is a planned, linear history, from creation through
sin and salvation to the end of time.

Much as Christianity emphasises End in the death of Jesus, it also emphasises
Origin and Life, which elevates it above being an obsession with death. Various
themes central to Christianity (its teachings of Trinity, of Christ, of the Holy
Spirit and Creation, of eternal life) refer to joyful Origin. Before all and at the
root of all, there are the inner-divine movements of loving, divine begetting -
of Father, Son and Holy Spirit. From that Original depth, and out of/from
nothing (ex/de nihilo), came the Creation of the world and of humankind. There
is not only an original Creation from nothing, for Creation is continuous (creatio
continua): the continuity of the world remains utterly contingent, and dependent
on God eternal. In Origin God designed his plan of eternal Life, which was
executed through the incarnation of his Son.

In Christianity, the resurrection of Jesus from death is a dramatic, extremely
condensed, religion-specific symbol of the pan-human and indeed cosmic
process of Origin arising from End. The Son’s resurrection, celebrated at Easter,
inaugurates eternal Life, in which all of Creation will share. There will be a new
heaven and a new earth. The Holy Spirit empowers people to share in eternal
Life, in this life and in eternity.
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Much of Christianity (particularly in the Middle Ages, as Dante portrayed in
his Commedia) saw earthly life as not the real thing, but merely a preparation
for eternal life. Death is the beginning of one’s eternal destiny, hopefully
in eternal heavenly bliss, with God. At an early stage and for a short while even
the idea of transmigration was acceptable in some quarters. Christianity is
essentially, according to its inner logic, the celebration of Life eternal, in which
God, humankind and Creation co-celebrate in love and joy - now, in anticipation
of eternal Paradise. Sin and evil, bad and sad as they may be, are merely passing
shadows under the sun of God’s love, embracing all that is, lasting for ever -
and starting in the Origin of God’s triune mystery.

] Cusanus

Leaping towards the end of the Middle Ages, | pay profound respect to the
great Christian metaphysical mystic Nicholas of Cusa, standing in the long
shadow of the philosophy of Plato as worked out by Neoplatonism, and
Aristotelianism, and straddling the divide between the Middle Ages and the
new world of the Renaissance. Cusanus worked in the channel hewn by the
intuitions expressed in writings such as the Fourth Gospel, as indubitable truth.
He also had at his disposal the highly developed speculative tool of the
Trinitarian dogma, which he used with great dexterity. In addition, he deferred
to Neoplatonism, particularly to Proclus, as authoritative. No Christian
metaphysical mystic paid as much attention to