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Preface

Very deep is the well of the Past.-

THOMAS MANN, joseph and His Brothers

"Those moments which the spirit appears to have outgrown still
belong to it in the depths of its present, Just as it has passed
through all its moments in history; so also must it pass through
them again in the present, -

HMEGEL, Reason in History

When onie reads the poems and the writings of the ancients,
how could it be right not to know someching about them as
men? Hence one should try to understand the age in which they
have lived. ‘This can be described as “looking for friends in

history.”

MENCIUS 5B:8

This is a large book about a large subject. Ir is therefore incumbent on me to
give the reader an explanation of why it is so long (it could be mahy times lon-
ger), a road map, and a response to certain objections that may leap to the
mind of some readers. I will begin by using the threg epigraphs above to give
an idea of what T am trying to do.

Mann’s metaphor of the past as a well, in the opening sentence of his book,
is complemented immediately by his second sentence: “Should we not call it
bottomless?” It becomes clear in the long prologue that starts with these sen-
tences that Mann is afraid, as he embarks on a story that reaches back into the
second miHennitim Bcg, that he will fall ever further into the past, lose his
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grip on each ledge that he reaches for in order to try to stop his fall, and in-
stead plummet ever deeper into what appears to be bottomless. Among other
things he shudders at the thought of falling below the human altogether into
the deep crevasses of biological evolution. Toward the end of the prologue he
becomes preoccupied with another fear: that the past is dead and that to fall
into the past is to die. But just as he completes the prologue he comes to the
truth that guides his enterprise: he thinks about time. “The past of life, the
dead-and-gone world” is death, yet death, because it is the eternally present, is
life. ‘Thus of the past he writes, “For it 4, always 7s, however much we may say
Ttwas.” Girded with the thought that the past 5, and therefore though appar-
ently dead is also alive, he is ready to embark on his sixtcen-year project of
writing a book that even in the one-volume edition is over 1,200 pages long,

Hegel, we might say, picks up Mann’s metaphor of the well and uses it in
a way that Mann doesn’t: the well as a source that gives us living water, with-
out which we would die. Hegel is our modern Aristotle who ook the effort
to think about everything and put it into time, development, and history.
For Hegel, we cannot know objective spirit, what we would call culture in
the deepest sense, without knowing its history, even though we may think,
wrongly, that we have outgrown it. Unless we pass through all the moments
of the spirit’s history in our present, we will not know who we are, will not be
conscious of subjective spirit—that is, of our present cultural possibilities.

Finally, Mencius suggests that in history we can find friends who, if we
make the effort to understand them, can help us on our way.? The passage in
the epigraph is preceded by the thought that a “Gentleman”—the English
term used to translate the ancient Chinese term junzi for a man of superior
social status, which Confucius had transformed into a term for a man of su-
petior ethical quality—would seek to befriend other Gentlemen in his own
village and state, and even the whole empire, but also in history itself, Men-
cius is reminding us that we can find friends from whom we can learn all the
way into the deep past.

Eric Hobsbawm has suggested that the acceleration of cultural change in
our most recent past has threatened to cut us loose from history altogether,
“snapping the links between generations, that is to say, between past and
present.”® That would threaten the entite project to which I have just shown
Mann, Hegel, and Mencius contributing, and call into question who we are
as humans or where we want to go. Nq past, no future: it’s that simple. One
might also say, no present either. Ciltural vacuum. Not likely, but even a
threat of such a thing has to be taken seriously and has been countered of late
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xi

by the call for deep or big history. David Christian’s Maps of Time: An Intro-
duction to Big History and Daniel Lord Smail’s On Deep History and the Brain
may be taken as signs of the time.4 What Christian and Smail do is link us
back to our history as a species, one species among many, all of which are our
relatives, right back to the unicellular organisms of 3.5 billion years ago. And
Christian goes even further than that, starting with the big bang of 13.5 bil-
lion years ago and ending with a universe that will have decayed into a state
of “featureless equilibrium” billions of years hence. Both Christian and
Smail are historians, and both recognize that they ate breaking rather strong
taboos in their profession, rejecting the established view that history begins
with texts and so is only about 5,000 years old, and that anything before that
is to be left to biologists and anthropologists. I follow them, rather modestly
confining my concern to one subject area, religion, though in premodern
societies that is quite an inclusive category; and to our own species, with only
a glance into our biological ancestry, and ending, not with the present, but
with the first millennium Bce, for reasons I will explain later.

One thing that both Smail and Chiistian rake for granted, with which I
very much agre, is that history goes all the way back and any distinction be-
tween history and prehistory is arbitrary. ‘That means that biological history—
that is, evolution—is part of the human story all the way through, though
quite a long time ago it gave rise to culture and has coevolved with it ever
since That will inevitably raise questions that I can deal with at lengch only
in Chapter 2, which is devoted to refigion in the context of human evolution,
but that T must address briefly right from the start. Mann in his Prologue to
Joseph and His Brothers was especially frightened of falling in the “bottom-
less” well into the prchuman vortex of evolution. He need not have been.
Even though he wrote that book from 1926 o 1942, before the great ad-
vances in evolutionary theory that have occurred since the mid-twentieth
century, there was still enough available for him, if he had had the time, to
find that he had many friends among nonhuman organisms. It was known
then, for example, that the atmosphere of the earth, with its plentiful sup-
ply of oxygen, was not present in the early years of our solar systemn, and
that it developed only because unicellular organisms in the primeval sea
had discovered how to use photosynthesis to feed themselves, thus produc-
ing a surplus of oxygen that, over the catitse of a billion years or so, created
an atmosphere in which multicellular life—plants, animals, and others—
could begin to inhabit the land masses that had previously been barren
rocks. A lictle vote of thanks to thesc tiny microscopic creatures, without
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whom nothing presently existing on dry land would be here, might have
been fearlessly offered.

Most worrisome to many who fear the merging of evolution and history is
the belief that they are based on two incompatible methodologies: evolution
is natural science, rigidly deterministic and reductionist, allowing no free-
dom or creativity, whereas history is a humanistic study in which human
freedom is at the center, in both its marvelous creativity and its terrifying
violence. Grim determinism is not missing in some forms of neo-Darwinism,
might T say the fundamentalist forms, in which the subject of evolution is
genes, selfish genes at that, and organisms are only vehicles at the mercy of
the blind forces of selection through which genes relentlessly propagate them-
selves. Richard Dawkins, particularly in his widely known book The Selfish
Gene, is the best-known proponent of this view. In that book he writes, “We
are survival machines—robot vehicles blindly programmed to preserve the
selfish molecules known as genes. I shall argue chat a predominant quality to
be expected in a successful gene is ruthless sclfishness. This gene selfishness
will usually give rise to selfishness in individual behavior.” ¢ Dawkins’s views
attracted widespread attention after the publication of The Selfish Gene, but
since then other, competing views have gained ground”

Most students of evolution continue to believe, contrary to Dawkins, that
it is the organism that evolves, not just the genes.® Mary Jane West-Eberhard
emphasizes the role of the organism (phenotype) in its own evolution: “I
consider genes followers, not leaders, in adaptive evolution.”® Marc Kirschner
and John Gerhart, in their important book The Plausibility of Life, develop a
conception of the organismic control of variation: “On the side of generating
phenotypic variation, we believe the organism indeed participates in its own
evolution, and does so with a bias related to its long history of variation and
seleciion " Of particular importance are the behavioral and symbolic aspects
of evolution, which build on genetic capacities but are themselves not genc-
tically controlled, as it is there that we will probably find thost of the resources
for religion—cultural developments from biological beginnings." The evolu-
tionary linguist Derek Bickerton suggests just how far back we must go to
find these beginnings. Speaking of language but implicitly of culture, he
writes: “The trouble with almost all previous attempts to look at origins is that
they do not go back far enough, If we were to understand thoroughly all that
language involved, we would probably have to go back to the birth of the
Jowliest animate creatures, for language depends crucially on a matrix of
volition and primitive consciousness which must have begun to be laid down
hundreds of millions of years ago.”?
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A very suggestive elaboration of the degree to which organisms participate
in their own evolution, an important kind of behavioral evolution, has been
offered by John Odling-Smee and his colleagues in their book Niche Con-
strwction: The Neglected Process in Evolution, Odling-Smee et al. argue that
we cannot understand evolution unless we see how actively organisms create
the conditions for their own evolution. Natural selection is indeed blind, yet
paradoxically it leads to purposive action: “If natural selection is blind, yet
niche construction is semantically informed and goal-directed, then evolution
must comprise an entirely purposeless process, namely, natural selection, se-
lecting for purposive organisins, namely niche-constructing organisms. This
must be true at least insofar as. the niche-constructing organisms that are
selected by natural selection function so 45 o survive and reproduce.”? There-
fore Dawkins's argument that the unit of biological selection is the gene and
that the organism is a “throwaway survival machine” is fundamentally mis-
taken. If the organism can learn, and that learning can change its environ-
ment and thus the survival chances of its offspring, then it is the organism,
though to be sure it includes the genes (Odling-Smee et al. call it the phe-
nogenotype), that is “the central unit” of g,w)lutionl,14

"There are a number of continuities between humans and nonhuman mam-
imals and birds, some closely related genetically and some fairly distane, that
1 will discuss further in Chapter 2, but among them are empathy, including
occasional empathy with members of other species, a sense of justice, and the
capacity for many forms of cooperation.”” Play, found only in mammals and
birds, with pethaps a few exceptions, is a particularly significant evolutionary
heritage, as we will see. All is not rosy: aggression and violence also evolve,
with the particularly nasty resule that humans and our nearest primate rela-"
tive, the chimpanzees, deliberately kill other members of their own species.

What evolution as a whole means gets us into large issucs, which almost
inevitably become issues of ultimate meaning that overlap with religion.
Some scientists have expressed “awe” at the immense process of evolution
extending over billions of years. Whether awe moves us into another realm
than science is something we will have to consider later. Even when evolu-
tion is declared meaningless, as when Dawkins writes, “The universe we ob-
serve has precisely the properties we should expect if there is, at bottom, no

design, no purpose, no evil and no good, nothing buc blind pitiless indiffer-
ence,”S that is a kind of religious position: the ultimate meaning of life is thar
there is no meaning. Perhaps Dawkins too has moved into another sphere.

1 have been trying to suggest that evolution is considerably mote complex
than what some biologists and many humanists think, that there is a place
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within it for meaning and purpose,

and that indeed meaning and purpose

other
evolve, My particular interest in evolution is in the evolution of capacities, cultu
which has been a remarkable part of the story: the capacity for creating oxy- moul
gen; the capacity for forming large complex organisms after a couple of bil- _..
lion years when only unicellular organisms had been around; the capacity for Tt
endothermy—-the ability of birds and mammals to maintain a constant body Sc
temperature that allows them to survive in quite extreme hot or cold rem.. th
peratures; the capacity to spend days or weeks, in the case of many mammals in
and birds, or years, in the case of chimpanzees and other apes, or decades, in tic
the case of humans, in raising helpless infants and children unable to survive Wi

on their own; the capacity to make atomi
guarantee that we will use these new c
ties can help us or they can destroy us,

¢ bombs. Bvolution gives us no
apacities wisely or well, Such capaci- he
depending on what we do with them,

pt
Thope this gives some idea of whar I mean by evolution and why I think jt 1
Is important if we are to understand who we are and where we tight want to w
0. But what do I mean by religion, and what is the evolution of religion? as
Religion is a complex phenomenon, not easily defined, though I will spend
much of the first two chapters trying to define it Just to get things starred For .
will draw on Clifford Geertz's well-known definition.”” Paraphrasihg him, anxi
religion is a system of symbols that, when enacted by human beings, estab- Ieis
lishes powerful, pervasive, and Iong—iasting moods and motivations that ; Jang
make sense in terms of an jdea of 2 general order of existence.!® Tt is jnterese. - and
ing to note what Geertz left out, There s o mention of “belief in supernaty- " lap -
ral beings” or “belief in gods (God),” which many current definitions take - absc
for granted as essential., It is not that Geertz or I think such beliefs are absent T
in religion, though in some cases they may be, just that they are not the de- cust
fining aspect. of d
Tagree with Geertz that symbols are basic to religion (as they are to many i ac
spheres of human action, including science); that is to say, religion becomes mol
possible only with the emergence of language.® The idea of a prelinguistic diff
religion, as in the notion of “chimpanzee spitituality,” seems implausible to the
me, though there are developments among some nonhuman animals that han
provide resources thar could contribyte to what would become teligion among mig
human beings. Therc is even the possibility that something like religion might N
have developed in earlier species of the genus Homo, Homeg erectys in partic- P b
ular, who might have had some kind of protolanguage, but not full modern life
syntactical language, tha
In his essay “Religion as a Cultural System,” Geertz was trying to specify Wo-
what religion is in'relation to a number of other spheres that are organized by Cu
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other systems of symbols. Following Alfred Schutz, he contrasts these several
culcural spheres to the world of daily life, which Schutz took to be the “para-

mount reality” of life. As Geertz puts it:

The everyday world of common-sense objects and practical acts Is, as
Schutz says, the paramount reality of human experience—paramount in
the sense that it is the world in which we are most solidly rooted, whose
{nherent actuality we can hardly question (however much we may ques-
tion certain portions of it), and from whose pressures and requirements
we can least escape.?®

What distinguishes common sense as a mode of “seeing” is, as Schutz
has pointed out, a simple acceptance of the world, its objects, and its

processes as being just what they seem to be—svhat is sometimes called

naive realism—and the pragmatic motive, the wish to act upon that
world 50 as to bend it to one’s practical purposes, to master it, ot so far

as that proves impossible, to adjust to .2

For Schutz the world of daily life is characterized by sttiving, by working, by
anxiety. It is the premier world of functioning, of adapting, of surviving.
Tt is what some biologists and some historians think is all there is. Among
language-using humans, however, the world of daily life is never all there is,
and the other realities that human culture gives sise to canfiot fail but over-
lap with the world of daily life, whose relentless utilitarianism can never be
absolute.

There ate two more things that we can say now, saving for later a fuller dis-
cussion of the wotld of daily life. In spite of its “apparent actuality;” the world
of daily life is a culturally, symbolically constructed wotld, not the wortld as
it actually is. As such it varies in terms of time and space, with much in com-
ot across the historical and cultural landscape, but wich occasional sharp
differences. Yet because the world of daily life appears “natural,” it involves

ension of disbelicfin the world as it appears. In what Schutz calls “the

natural attitude” one “puts in brackets the doubt that the world and its objects
P J
2

might be otherwise than it appears.”*? .
What is significant here is that in the various other worlds—culeural

spheres, symbolic systems—in which Geeriz was interested throughout his
Jife, the brackets that the commeonsense world of daily life puts on the idea
that anything could be other than it appears have come off. In these other
worlds, taken-for-granted assumptions no longer rule. In “Religion as a

Cultura! System” Geertz compares the religious perspective to €wo other

the susp
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 perspectives besides the commonsensical one in terms of which the world
may be construed: the scientific and the aesthetic.”” In the scientific perspec-
tive, he says, the givenness of daily life disappears: “Deliberate doubt and
systematic inquity, the suspension of the pragmatic motive in favor of disin-
terested observation, the attempt to analyze the wotld in terms of formal
concepts whose relationships to the informal conceptions of common sense
become increasingly problematic—here are the hallmarks of the attempt to
grasp the wotld scientifically.”* Rather than pursue Geertz's to me some-
what eccentric view of the aesthetic perspective, I will return to its distinc-
tive feattures briefly toward the end of this Preface.

It is with his discussion of ritual that Geertz shows us most directly what
is characteristic of religion as a cultural system and what makes it different
from other spheres, for ritual is not just religious beliefs bur religious action.
Geertz sums up titual in a way I could not improve on: “In ritual, the world
as lived and the world as imagined, fused under the agency of a single set of
symbolic forms, tutn out to be the same wotld, producing thus that idiosyn-
cratic transformation in one’s sense of realicy to which Santayana refers in my
epigraph . . . [It is] out of the context of concrete acts of religious observance
that religious conviction emerges on the human plaries . . In these plastic dra-
mas men attain their faith as they portray it."?> The part of his epigraph to
which he refers is this: “The vistas [that a religion] opens and the mysteries it
propounds are another world to live in; and another world to live in—whether
we expect ever to pass wholly over into it or no—is what we mean by having a
religion” (George Santayana, Reason in Religion).

To illustrate his point, Geertz, as he always did, gave examples of how
rituals create worlds. His most extensive example is from Bali—the ritual
combat between Rangda, the queen of the witches, evil, terrifying, Fear it-
self, and Barong, a kind of farcical sheepdog dragon, who attempts to defend
the villagess against Rangda, in a ritual that ends inevirably in a draw. In the
course of his discussion, Geertz describes the many ways in which the com-
bat between Rangda and Barong sums up central concerns of Balinese cul-
ture, but he concludes:

Tt is in the direct encounter with the two figures in the context of the
actual performance that the villager comes to know them as, so far as
he is concerned, genuine realities. They ate, then, not representations of
anything, but presences. And when the villagers go into trance they
become—nadi—themselves part of the realm in which those presences
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exist, To ask, as T once did, a man who has been Rangda whether he
thinks she is real is to leave oneself open to the suspicion of idiocy.”®

But then Geertz reminds us that however real the world of religious sym-
bols may be to those who participate in it, no one, not even a saint, lives in
the world of religious symbols all the time, and most of us five there only at
moments. The ritual is over and fields have to be tended and children fed.
"The world of daily life returns with its brackets perhaps dented, but not en-
tirely missing, Yet when enough people have entered that other world, then
the world of daily life to which they return is never quite the same again. As
Geertz says, “religion is sociologically interesting not because it describes the
social order but because it shapes it.”*

How religion creates those other worlds and how those worlds interact
with the world of daily life is the subject of this book. Like Geertz, I cannot
imagine making an argument about symbolic forms and their enactment
without illustrating them. Tf all that is necessary is the argument, this Preface
might suffice, or come close to it. But if one wants to understand religious
symbol systems in their variety and in their development, there will have to
be extensive illustrations. Even in my first two general chapters there are
many brief illustrations, but beginning with Chapter 3, on tribal religion, I
will offer mote extensive descriptions that will become progressively longer
as I deal with religion in the chiefly archaic and axial societies. Even so, the
long chapters on the four axial-age cases are hardly scratching the surface, as
are the carlier ones as well. They tell just enough, I hope, to help the reader,
if only for a moment, actually expetience what living in those worlds might
be like.

I can imagine that there will be readers who will like the cases and throw
away the argument, and that s fine with me. Thave even thought that might
be the way Cliff Geertz would have read my book. But I cannot make the
argument [ want to make without the illustrations, and so the book is rather
long. On the other hand it is not long enough: it leaves out the last 2,000
years. But if I tried to give the major religious developments of the last 2,000
years the same degree of attention that I gave to earlier religions, inadequate .

though that is, the detail I would have ‘to master would overwhelm me. T
would need another lifetime or a phalanx of collaborators, At most 1 can
it hope to write another book of modest size that will try to show some of the
o linkages from the axial age to the modern era, dipping only occasionally into
deep detail. We will see, ‘
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I have given some jdea, however preliminary and inadequate, of what I
take evolution to be and what I take religion to be. Now, perhaps even more
cryptically, I will try briefly to say how they come together. T agree wich the
opening sentence of Geertz’s epigraph from Santayana: “Any attempt to speak
without speaking any particular language is not more hopeless than the at-
tempt to have a religion that shall be no religion in particular” My attempts
to describe carefully a variety of religions in all their particulatity should give
evidence of my agreement, but I also believe that there are types of religion
and that these types can be put in an evolutionary order, not in terms of
better or worse, but in terms of the capacities upon which they draw.

In trying to describe such an evolutionary order, I have found Merlin
Donald’s scheme of the evolution of culture particularly convincing. Donald
shows how, in the coevolution of biology and culture, three stages of human
culture—--mimetic, mythic, and theoretic—developed over the last T or 2 mil-
Jion years.?® The evolutionary process starts from the baseline of episodic cul-
ture, which we share with other higher mammals-—that is, the capacity to
recognize what episode the individual is in and what happened before in simi-
lar episodes that might give a clue as to how to act now, even though lacking
what is called autobiographical memory in which the episodes are strung
together in a larger story, We then proceed o mimetic culture, possibly as
long as 2 million years ago with such species as Homo erectus, in which we
use our bodies to enact past and future events as well as gesture for commu-
nication. Mimetic culture, though primarily gestural, was by no means si-
lent, and in all likelihood involved music as well as some beginnings of lin-
guistic capacity, though very simple ones. Dance may be one of the earliest
forms of such mimetic culture, and dance is basic 1o ritual in almost all tribal
societies, so, though we can only imagine what it was like, some kind of religion
may well begin in those early days. What is important to remember about
Donald’s scheme is that though he speaks of stages, carlier stages are not lost,
but only reorganized under new conditions. Thus even in our highly verbal
and, to a degtee, abstract culture, gestural communication remains basic,
not only, obviously, in intimate life, but in public, in our grand spectacles of
sport or politics. |

Sometime between 250,000 and 100,000 years ago, full grammatical
language developed, making complex narratives possible. Perhaps fully de-
veloped autobiographical memory depends on grammatical language and
narrative and so emerged only then, or perhaps it was already foreshadowed
in the mimetic stage. Donald calls the new stage mythic. Myth greatly ex-
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xix

tends the capacities of mimetic ritual in terms of what it can enact, but it
does not replace it. All cultures that we know of have narrative culture inter-
rwined with mimetic culture. T have tried to jlustrate religions that are pri-
marily mimetic and mythic under the rubric of tribal religion, being fully
aware of how treacherous the word “ribe” is. But even when religions move
to include a theotetic dimension, mimetic and mythic culture in reformu-
lated ways continue to be central; humans cannot function without them.
As society became more complex, religions followed suit, explicating, in
their own way, the enormous differences between social strata that replaced
the basic egalitarianism of forager tribes. Chiefdoms and then archaic king-
ships require new forms of symbolization and enactment o make sense of
the increasing hierarchical division of social classes in terms of wealth and
power. In the first millennium BCE, theoretic culture emerges in several places
in the old world, questioning the old narratives as it reotganizes them and
their mimetic bases, rejecting ritual and myth as it creates new rituals and
myths, and calling all the old hierarchies into question in the name of ethi-
cal and spiritual universalism. The cultural effervescence of this period led to
new developments in religion and echics but also in the understanding of the

natural world, the origins of science. For these reasons we call this period |

axial
‘This brief picture of the evolution of religious symbol systems, which it

will take the whole book to flesh out, provides one consolation about stop-
ping where [ do. I end with the axial age, the emergence of theoretic culture
and the reorganization of the relation between mimetic, mythic, and theo-
retic elements that that requires. The last 2,000 years have scen an enormous
development of all the resources from which religion draws. It is also the
story of how the theoretic becomes—partially, never totally—disembedded
from the mimetic and mythic. Though I cannot tell that story nor consider
the achievements and predicaments to which it has led, T will at least have
given an idea of all the dimensions in play. Some have suggested that we are
in the midst of a second axial age, but if we are, chere should be a new cultural
form emerging. Maybe I am blind, but T don’t see it. What I think we have is
a crisis of incoherence and a need to integrate in new ways the dimensions
we have had since the axial age. T will feturn to this issue in the Conclusion.
It is out of the series of evolutionary developments leading to the emer-
gence of theoretic culeure that the various worlds, the “cultural systems” of
which Geertz speaks, became more clearly defined. Buc following his logic
we can ask, what was the relation of these new developments, these new
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capacities, to the wotld of daily life? If we sec the world of daily life as the
world of Darwinian survival—as to some extent we must—how, we might

ask, could humans “afford” the luxury of spending time on alternative
worlds, on dance and myth, even on theory, when there was hunger and
danger all around them and the necessity to procreate if their lineages were
to survive?

Just to suggest the kind of luxury T am referting to, how can people have
created the aesthetic sphere, the nonutilitarian sphere par excellence? Let me
take a passage from the poet and critic Mark Strand to illustrate the point:

Something beyond knowledge compels our interest and our ability to
be moved by a poem . . . 'The poem is bound by a schema that is no less
true for standing apart from what science tells us is true . . . A poem is
a place where the conditions of beyondness and withinness are made
palpable, where to imagine is to feel what it is like to be, It allows us to
have the life we are denied because we are too busy living, Even more

paradoxically, a poem permits us to live in ourselves as if we were just
out of reach of ourselves.?

Because we ate too busy living? Exactly. How is it possible for us to have that
life? Tt scems that there are a variety of ways in which evolution has allowed
living creatures to outwit Darwinian pressures and “have a life” after all, Or
maybe. As we will see, every attempt to avoid Darwinian sclection can be
co-opted; every effort to avoid function and adaptation, if it is at all success-
tul, will be recaptured by what it was trying to escape, if [ can speak anthro-
pomorphically about large evolutionary tendencies. But maybe not entirely.
It may even turn out that it is “functional” to have spheres of life that are not
functional.

While reading a number of recent publications by biologists at work on
things of interest to me, I have been interested to find them using the com-
puter language of “online” and “offline.” Online is the world of daily life, of
what is immediately before us, of Darwinian pressures with a vengeance.
Online is the world of foraging, fighting, flecing, procteating, and the other
things that all creatures must do to survive. Offline is when those pressures
are off and there are other things at work. T have often found that articles or
books about offline things such as sleep or play begin with qualifying state-
ments such as “Sleep is not well understood,” or “Play is not well understood,
some people even argue it doesn’t exist.” No one begins a discussion of forag-

-
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ing techniques with such a disclaimer. Of course, when it comes to particu-
far subjects, even in the world of grim survival, saying that something is not
well understood is, to me reassuringly, common. But when applied to whole
fields, it is mainly the offline fields that are so described.

Take sleep, for example, It secms to be close to universal among all organ-
isms, In organisms without brains we cannot scan for brain waves that indi-
cate sleep, but we can observe quiet withdrawal. So we all seem to need it. Tt
is apparently necessary for survival: T have read that rats who are continu-
ously kept awake dic in about two weeks. But exactly what is going on isn't
clear. And sleeping is expensive. Sleeping animals are more vulnerable to
predators than wide-awake animals. We can’t do any foraging or child care
or procreating when we're asleep. Yet we need it and we do it.

Then there is the further problem of REM (rapid eye movement) sleep,
only discovered in the 1950s, which scems to be the part of sleep in which
dreams occur. Human babies need a lot of it. About 80 percent of their sleep
is REM sleep, whercas for human adults it is only about 20 percent. But
what are dreams about? There is no agreement that Lhave found, even though
in a variety of cultures dreams have been taken very seriously and have influ-
enced daily life, sometimes significantly. REM sleep seems to have to-do
with learning; with consolidating memories, sorting out important memo-

ries, and removing evanescent ones; or with creativity. So there are func-
tions, yes, but exactly what functions is not so clear. Sleep is a luxury that
turns out to be a necessity even if we still don’t understand it too well. -

What about play? Play is the luxury of luxuries. No daily-life concerns al-
Jowed. You can play-fight, but if you bite too hard, the game is over. You can
play at sexual intercourse (with your own or the other sex), but if you really
try to do it, the game is over. Play is not universal; it is especially well devel-
oped among mammals and birds, particularly among intelligent and social
mammals and birds, though it is also found among fish and some reptiles,
and even jnsects have something that might be considered play. Play is
largely, but not exclusively, an activity of the young. It is commonest ifi spe-
cies that continue child care for a Jong time so that the young of the species

are not directly involved in the quest for survival; they are fed and protected
and have the energy for just having a good time, or so it seems to us.
Play is, of course, expensive, It makes playing animals vulnerable to pred-
ators and keeps them from helping to forage. So we have many theoties of
the functions of play—it is exercising the muscles, it is learning to be social,
it is learning to outwit the other players, and so on——yet few observers doubt
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that it includes an element of sheer joy that is scldom seen in other things
animals do. Johan Huizinga wrote a famous book, Home Ludens, “The Play-
ing Human,” that still has a lot to teach us.? He even saw play as involved in
the origin of culture.

One final example. Derek Bickerton, the evolutionary linguist, has argued
that the origin of language occurred offtine.?? The cries of other primates are
not words; they are commanding vocal gestures, which we can translate as
“Danger! Predator!” or “Come here! Food!” but there are no words for dan-
ger, or predator, or food. There is no semantic content other than a terrified
scream, on the one hand, or a joyous one, on the other, no words that could
then be used to discuss the possibility of predators or food when there is no
predator approaching nor any new discovery of food at hand, offline, so to
speak. How did we ever get offline enough to invent language, which is talk
about things, not an immediate intervention in the wotld, or not necessarily
so? Bickerton has his own answey, but for now, just the idea that something as
“functional,” as “adaptive,” as language originated offline, so to speak, boggles
the mind.

What I am suggesting is that the capacity to go offline in a number of
ways, which is present even in simple organisms but much more extensive in
complex ones and especially so among humans, may be one of our greatest
capacities of all, and that religion, along with science and art, may be the
result of that capacity to go offline. I'm not denying funciion and adaptation.
The ethologist Gordon Burghardt has a theory that there is primary play,
which is just play, and then there is secondary play, which in a variety of
ways has become adaptive.3 Maybe some such distinction could be made in
other spheres.

What all this means for religion, is that in this book the search is not to
find the ways in which religion is adaptive, and thus a good thing, or mal-
adaptive, and thus a bad thing, or even something that developed in a span-
drel, a kind of empty evolutionary space, and is neutral with respect to adap-
tation. I want to understand what religion is and what religion does and then
worty about its consequences for the world of daily life. 'The consequences
are enormously important, and the question of whether they are adaptive or
not cannot finally be avoided. But adaptations can be found for almost any
phenomenon—biologists call them just-so stories, They are not the place
to start; the reality of life in the religious mode is where I will begin.

‘There is one more point that, though I touched on it eatlier, I need to em-
phasize in concluding; religious evolution does not mean a progression from
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worse to better. We have not gone from “primitive religion” that tribal peoples
have had to “higher religions” that people Jike us have. T think it is that problem
that worried Cliff Geerez when I talked about religious evolution, because the
idea of religious evolution had in catlier days so often been couched in those
rerms.?* Religious evolution does add new capacities, but it tells us nothing
about how those capacities will be used. It is worth remembering, as Stephen
J. Gould pointed out, that complexity is not the only good ?® Simplicity has
its charms. Some relatively simple organisms have survived in more or less the
same form for hundreds of millions of years. The more complex the species,
the briefer its life. Tn some cases this is because species have changed into even
more complex forms, yet extinctions have been massive. There have been sev-
eral species of the genus Homo; now there is one. The one remaining species
may be partly responsible for the extinction of its last remaining relative, the
Neanderthals, The more complex, the more fragile. Complexity goes against
the second law of thermodynamics, that all complex entities tend to fall apart,
and it takes more and more energy for complex systems to function. will
have more to say about all that in Chaptet 2.
Genetic change is slow; cultural change is fast, at least in biological time.
By now it js obvious that cultural change can be fast in any kind of time.
Once the offline achievements of science get translated into technology,
then, as they say, all hell breaks loose. Technology takes the possibilities of
science and brings them to bear on the world of daily life, with dramatic
consequences both for human beings and for the biosphere. For one thing,
the sudden growth of the world’s population, itself only possible because of
technology, has, in my own lifetime, almost outsttipped the population
growth in all previous history, from the hypothetical “bottleneck” popula-
tion of perhaps 10,000 humans at the end of the last ice age to well over 6
billion now and 12 billion before we hardly know it. "The enormous need for
energy, so long available apparently endlessly directly from the sun through
photosynthesis, has driven us to tap the enormous but finite and nonrenew-
able resources of the sun stored in fossil fuels, all to maintain our ever-
increasing complexity.

We have proven to be enormously successful at adapting. We are now
adapting so fast that we can hardly adapt to our own adaptations. Our tech-
nological progtess is geometric. It would be hard to argue that our moral
progress is even arithmetic. As one who has lived through one horrifying
decade after another for eighty years, I confess that I cannot sec much in the

" way of moral advance. There is an irony here, as moral sensitivity has grown
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steadily in the last hundred years. We are far more sensitive to the needs of
whole categories of people that were previously despised and repressed. Yet
our growing moral sensitivity seems to have occurred in a world of wide-
spread and undiminished moral hotror. Yes, there are the bad guys to blame,
and Hitler, Stalin, Mao, and so on were very bad. But it was not they who
invented and used the atomic bomb to kill hundreds of thousands of civil-
jans, most of them women and children. No oné’s hands are clean if we look
at the recent history of the world with any seriousness.

Religion is part of this whole picture, a very complex part, leading some-
times to great moral advances and sometimes to deep moral failures. But
that religious evolution is simply the rise, omward and upward, of ever more
compassionate, more righteous, more enlightened religions could hardly be
farcher from the truth. No serious reader of this book can rhink it is a pacan
to any kind of religious triumphalism. Or any other triumphalism. Techno-
logical advance at high speed combined with moral blindness about what we
are doing to the world’s societies and to the biosphere is a recipe for rapid
extinction. The burden of proof lies on anyone who would say it is not so. We
can hope for and work for new directions that could change our course, but
self-satisfied we cannot be. .

"This book asks what our deep past can tell us about the kind of life human
beings have imagined was worth living. It is an effort to live again those mo-
ments that belong to us in the depths of our present, to draw living water
from the well of the past, to find friends in history who can help us under-
stand where we are. It is not a book about modernity. But surely, as Leszek
Kolakowski has eloquently put it, modernity is on trial® T cannot in this
book give an account of that trial. All T can do is call up some very important

witnesses.
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Religion and Reality

Many scholars ask whether the very word “religion” is too culture-bound to
be used in historical and cross-cultural comparison today. I cannot avoid the
question, but for praciical purposes I will use the term, because for the philo-
sophical and sociological traditions upon which this book draws, the idea of
religion has been central. The justification for its use will depend more on
the persuasiveness of the argument of the book as a whole than on a defini-
tion; nonetheless definitions help to get things started. In the Preface T of-
fered a simplified version of Geertz’s definition; here I will begin again with
a simplified Durkheimian definition, not incompatible with Geertz’s but
opening up somewhat different dimensions: Religion is a system. of beliefs
and practices relative to the sacred that unite those who adhere to them in a
moral community.! Even this simple definition raises immediately a second
definitional issue: What is the sacred?

Durkheim defined the sacred as something set apart or forbidden. Dus-
kheim’s definition might be widened to define the sacred as a realm of non-
ordinary reality. The notion of non-ordinary reality, though widely bheld
among a variety of peoples, might appear to be ruled out for modern con-
sciousness. Do we not believe that there is no non-ordinary reality, that ordi-
nary reality is all there is? If so, then cannot both the sacred and religion be
relegated to the historic past, to the mistaken beliefs of earlier cultures? But
we can draw on Alfred Schutz’s analysis of multiple realities, developing

more fully what was sketched in the Preface, to indicate that today we oper-
ate all the time in a series of non-ordinary realities as well as in ordinary
reality.?
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Multiple Realities

Schutz argues that, methodologically speaking, the paramount reality in
which we live is the world of daily life, what Max Weber called the every-
day.? We assume that the wotld of daily life is natural, Schuez characterizes
the world of daily life as the world of wide awake, grown up men. We face the
world of daily life with a practical or pragmatic interest, In the world of daily
life, the primary activity is to “bring about [a] projected state of affairs by
bodily movements,” which Schutz calls working. ‘The world of working is gov-
erned by the means/ends schema: we could also define it as a world of szriv-
ing. The world of daily life operates in standard time and standard space.

Further, according to Schutz, the world of daily life is based on a funda-
mental anxiety, ultimately, though not necessarily consciously; arising from the
knowledge and fear of death. Finally, according to Schutz, the world of dzily
life involves what he calls the epoché of the natural attitude—the suspension
of disbelief in the world as it appeats. In the natural attitude, one “puts in
brackets the doubt that the world and its objects might be otherwise than it
appears to him,™

At this point we have a clear contrast between the world of daily life and

the world of religion, where doubt about the world as it appears is often fun-
damental. For example, the Daoist teacher Zhuangzi (Chuang Tzu), speak-
ing of himself, wrote:

Once Chuang Chou dreamt he was a butterfly, a butterfly flirting and
fluttering around, happy with himself and doing as he pleased. He didn’t
know he was Chuang Chou. Suddenly he woke up and there he was,
solid and unmistakable Chuang Chou. But he didn’t know if he was
Chuang Chou who had dreamt he was a butterfly, or a butterfly dream-
ing he was Chuang Chou?

But we do not have to become so fanciful to see that even in the modern
world we do not spend all our time in the world of daily life.

For example, most of us spend up to a third or more of our life asleep. Not
only does sleep rather dramatically suspend our involvement in the world of
daily life, but it is also the time when we dream, and dreams clearly do not
follow the logic of daily life.® Dreams, for example, do not operate in stan-
dard time and space: they can bring together persons from different times
and places in a single interaction,
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We are often involved in activities that deliberately alter the conditions of
. the wotld of daily life, sometimes in a way that emphasizes some features of
‘it while ignoring others. Games such as football artificially create a separate

- reality. Football operates not with standard time and space but with the

bounded time and space of the game. Football events occur only on the foot-

. ball feld. If, for example, a pass is caught out of bounds, it doesn’t count as a

" catch, for it did not occur in game space. Game time is one hour, but it is

suspended for a variety of reasons and usually lasts about three houts of stan-
dard time. Most centrally, football plays with the anxieties of the wotld of
working, the striving for pragmatic advantage. Unlike the world of daily life,

one hour of game time produces a clear result: someone wins and someone

loses, or occasionally there is a tie. We may borrow a metaphor from football

in daily life when we speak in an economic or political context of a “eame
¥ P g

plan” or a “winning quarterback.” Indeed, for highly paid professional foot-
ball players the world of the game #s the world of daily life. But for the rest of

PO 4 »
us it is “only a metaphor.

What is true of football is true of many other commeon experiences. When
we watch television, or a movie, or a play, or listen to music, we become ab-

sorbed in the activities we are watching or listening to. We are diverted from
the world of daily life, and that is a major reason we spend so much time at
these activities. However, in our society these activities tend to be viewed as

“less real” than the world of daily life, as fictional, and ultimately as less im-
- portant than the world of working, They can be switched off like a TV set
- and we will be back in the “real world,” the wotld of daily life. Yet one of the
.. first things to be noticed about the world of daily life is that nobody can stand
to five in it all the time. Some people can’t stand to live in it at all—they used

to be sent to mental institutions, but today in the United States they can be
- found wandering in the city streets. All of us leave the world of daily life with
* considerable frequency—not only when we are sleeping and dreaming (the
. structure of dreams is almost completely antithetical to the structure of the
~world of working), but when we daydream, travel, go to a concert, turn on
the television. We do these things often for the sheer pleasure of getting out
- of the world of daily life. Even so we may fecl guilty that we are shirking our
“responsibilities to the real world.

- However, if we follow the analysis of Alfred Schutz, the notion that the
- world of daily life is uniquely real is itself a fiction that is maintained only
with effort, The world of daily life, like all the other multiple realities, is so-
': cially constructed. Each culture, each era, constructs its own world of daily
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life, never entirely identical with any other. Even the meaning of “standard”
time and space differs subtly between cultures, and fundamental concep-
tions of person, family, and nation are all culturally variable. By this I do not
mean that the world of daily life even in its cultural variability is not real— it
is real enough. But it lacks the unique ontological reality, the claim to be
perfectly natural, that it seeks to secure when it puts in brackets the doubt
that it could be other. Tt is one of the functions of other realities to remind us
that that bracketing is finally insecure and unwarranted. Occasionally a
work of art will break its bounds, will deeply unsettle us, will even issue us
the command “Change your life”—that is, it will claim not a subordinate
reality but a higher reality than the world of daily life.

"The world of daily life is challenged by another reality much more sober
than art, namely science. However closely science may seem to approxi-
mate the features of the world of daily life, there is one fundamental differ-
ence: science does not accept the world of daily life as it appears; science is
premised on a permanent fifting of the epoché of the natural atticude, As
William James pointed out in his otiginal discussion of multiple realities,
the physicist understands heat in terms not of “felt warmeh” but of the “mo-
lecular vibrations” that cause that bodily warmth and are the truth of s
appearance.’

It is religion, however, that traditionally directed the most frontal assault
on the wotld of working. As Zhuangzi put it:

He who dreams of drinking wine may weep when morning comes; he
who dreams of weeping may in the morning go to hunt. While he is
dreaming he does not know it is a dream, and in this dream he may
even try to interpret a dream, Only after he wakes does he know it vwas
a dream. And someday there will be a great awakening when we know
that this is all a great dream. Yet the stupid believe they are awake, bus-
ily and brightly assuming they understand things, calling this man
rulet, that one herdsman—how densel®

The Buddha proclaimed that the world is a Iie, a burning house from which
we must escape. Barly Christians believed that the world was in the grip of sin
and death and would scon come to an end to be replaced by a new heaven
and a new earth. Zhuangzi’s metaphor of awakening, as though the world of

daily life is really a dream, can be found in many traditions, incloding Bud-
dhism and Christianity.

Religion ,

Religiot

How car
into que
life, and
this bool
reality I-
Toward
what he .
D-cogni
Schurz’s
of what
tion is m
and prag
Deficienc
sense of ¢
jects (eve
pects of 1
of oursel
the const
Being
every din
by partic
object, a-
itself, not
experienc
sively wit
interperst
quently r
entry int
even thol
phenome
religions
Herbe
rich Schi
when he
ceives by
that whic




REALITY

“standard”
tal concep-
his I do not
not real—it
zlaim to be
s the doubt
5> remind us
:asionally a
ven issue us
subordinate

more sober
to approxi-
ental differ-
53 science is
attitude. As
sle realities,
of the “mo-
truth of its

sntal assaule

-omes; he
‘hile he is
n he may
low it was
we know
vake, bus-
this man

from which
he grip of sin
new heaven
the world of
luding Bud-

Religion and Reality 5

Religious Reality

How can we characterize the religious reality that calls the world of daily life
into question? Certainly religious worlds are as variable as the worlds of daily
life, and we will have occasion to comment on that variability throughout
this book, but as an initial effort to characterize the religious experience of
reality I will borrow from the psychologist Abtaham Maslow. Maslow in his
Toward a Psycholagy of Being and other works has distinguished between
what he calls Being cognition (o B-cognition) and Deficiency cognition {or
D-cognition).” His characterization of D-cognition is rematkably parallel to
Schutzs notion of the world of daily life, for D-cognition is the recognition
of what is lacking and what must be made up for through striving. D-cogni-
tion is motivated by a fundamental anxiety that propels us toward practical
and pragmatic action in the world of working. When we are controlled by
Deficiency motives, we opetate under the meansfends schema, we have a clear
sense of difference between subject and object, and our attitude toward ob-
jects (even human objects) is manipulative. We concentrate on partial as-
pects of reality that are most germane to our needs and ignore the rest, both
of ourselves and of the world, but we operate with scrupulous attention. to
 the constraints of standard time and space.
" Being cognition is defined in sharpest contrast to Deficiency cogpition on
every dimension. When we ate prop clled by B-motives, we relate to che world
by participation, not manipulation; we experience 2 union of subject and
“object, a wholeness that overcomes all partialicy. "The B-cognition is an end in
“itself, not a means to anything else, and it tends o transcend our ordinary
experience of time and space. Maslow does not identify B-experiences exclu-
sively with religion-—they may occur in nature, in relation to art, in intense
i -intetpersonal relations, even in sports.“J But because B-experiences are so fre-
" quently reported in religious literature, they may provide an initial mode of
entry into the particular way that people experience the world religiously,
even though it is certainly not the only way and we will have to broaden our
henomenological description of religious worlds as we encounter particular

religions in more detail.

Herbert Richardson, drawing on such writers as Charles Peirce and Fried-
rich Schleiermacher, describes something similar to Maslow’s B-cognition
when he points our the cognitive aspect of feeling. Feeling, he says, “per-
ceives by participation. Justas fecling is a perception of a whole, so a whole is
that which is perceived through participation.” According to Richardson,
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aesthetic and some other kinds of knowing involve a feeling of a finite whole,
whereas religious knowing involves the feeling of an infinite Whole. He gives
as examples of our “affectual communion” with a finite whole the fecling of -
“the immensity of the ocean,” or “the presence of another.” Jonathan Edwards,
as quoted by Richardson, describes the feeling of an infinite Whole:

of the finite” 1
mony with the
momeits ] coy
and has mean
love,” though 1

‘There came into my soul, and was, as it were, diffused through it, a
sense of the glory of the Divine Being; a new sense, quite different from
anything I ever experienced before . . . T thought with myself, how ex-
cellent a Being that was, and how happy I should be if I might enjoy

that Ged, and be rapt up to him in heaven, and be as it were swallowed
up in him forever!?

Here we find ¢
of personal well-I
vens has put suct
lowing resonates

awakening, comr
or Havel:

Edwards’s fecling of union with the infinite Whole, which he experienced as
participation in the life of God, was accompanied by two other feelings that
both Richardson and Maslow argue often accompany such experiences: the
general rightness of all things, and personal well-being,

Viclav Havel in his letters written from prison describes such an experi-
ence in entirely nontheistic terms:

Again, I call to mind that distant moment in [the prison at] Hermanice
when on a hot, dloudless summer day, I sat on a pile of rusty iron and
gazed into the crown of an enormous tree that stretched, with dignified
repose, up and over all the fences, wires, bars and watchtowers that sepa-
rated me from it. As Twatched the imperceptible trembling of its leaves
against an endless sky, I was overcome by a sensation thar is difficult to
describe: all at once, T seemed to rise above all the coordinates of my
momentary existence in the world into a kind of state outside time in
which all the beautiful things I had ever seen and experienced existed
in a total “co-present”; I felt a sense of reconciliation, indeed of an al-
most gentle consent to the inevitable course of things as revealed to me
now, and this combined with a carefree determination to face what had
to be faced. A profound amazement at the sovereignty of Being became
a dizzying sensation of tumbling endlessly into the abyss of its mystery;
an unbounded joy at being alive, at having been given the chance to
live through all T have lived through, and at the fact that everything has
a deep and obvious meaning—this joy formed a strange alliance in me
with a vague horror at the inapprehensibility and unattainability of
everything I was so close to in that moment, standing at the very “cdge
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of the finite”; T was flooded with a sense of ultimate happiness and har-
mony with the world and with myself, with that moment, )vith all the
moments I could call up, and with everything invisible that lies behind it
and has meaning. I would even say that I was somehow “struck by
love,” though I don’t know precisely for whom or what"?

Here we find experiences of participation, of the rightness of things, and
of personal well-being, similar to those we found in Edwards. Wallace Ste-
vens has put such experiences in poetic form on several occasions. The fol-
lowing resonates particularly with Havel, though it brings in the idea of
 awakening, common in religious writing, but not explicit in either Edwards

or Havel:

Perhaps
The truth depends on a walk around a lake,

A composing as the body tires, a stop
To see hepatica, a stop to watch
A definition growing certain and

A wait within that certainty, a rest
In the swags of pine-trees bordering the lake.
Perhaps there are times of inherent excellence,

As when the cock crows on the left and all
Is well, incalculable balances,
At which a kind of Swiss perfection comes

And a familiar music of the machine
Sets up its Schwiirmerei, not balances
That we achieve but balances that happen,

As a man and woman meet and love forthwith. -
Perhaps there are moments of awakening,
Extreme, fortuitous, personal, in which

We more than awaken, sit on the edge of sleep,
As on an elevation and behold
The academies like structures in a mist.'

- In the ecstatic language of poetry, Stevens evokes the sense of participation
instead of describing it as Edwards and Havel attempt to do. In any case, the
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elements of the rightness of things and of personal well-being are particu-
latly evident.

Overlapping Realities

So far I have treated the mulriple realities as largely serial: so much time for
sleep, so much for work, so much for television, for socializing, for contem-
plation, and so forth. But we can also see the various realms of reality as go-
ing on at the same time, and occasionally cutting into one another, Objects
in the world of daily life may catry more than one meaning, and we may not
be conscious of all the meanings. We may relate to our boss in the world of
working, perhaps unconsciously, as if he were our father. As psychotherapists
know, such a meaning can distort our behavior to the extent that it disrupts
our ability to function in the work situation. Many objects that we encounter
in the world of everyday have, at least potentially, religious meanings, The
tree shimmering in the sunlight that Havel observed could have been hardly
noticed as the background of the daily walk in the prison yard, but, for

whatever reason, it served ar that particular moment to break through the

everyday: it was the world-tree that concentrated the whole meaning of the

cosmos in its shimmering presence.

In other words, it is always possible that an object, a person, or an event in
the world of daily life may have a meaning in another reality that transcends
the world of working. If so we may call it a symbol, following Alfred Schytzs
usage with respect to that term.’> We will have much mote to say about sym-
bols, but here we may only note that we are surrounded by symbols, or po-
tential symbols, all the time. A tree, water, the sun are all multivalent sym-
bols, but a room is a symbol, 2 door isa symbol, a book is a symbol, a teacher
is 2 symbol, a student is a symbol. Most of the time in daily life we are operat-
ing with a narrowly pragmatic consciousness, with what Maslow calls D-cog-
nition, and we don’t see symbols, or at least we don’t consciously see them. At
times, however, even in the midst of daily life, we may experience a B-cogni-
tion when something ordinary becomes extraordinary, becomes symbolic.

Abraham Maslow once in my presence told of such a B-cognition. He was
serving as chair of the Department of Psychology at Brandeis and was ex-
pected to attend the graduation ceremony in full academic regalia. He had
avoided such events previously, considering them silly rituals. But, he said, as
the procession began to move he suddenly “saw” it as an endless procession.
Far, far, ahead, at the very beginning of the procession, was Socrates, Quite a
way back bu still well ahead of Maslow was Spinoza. Then just ahead of him
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* was Freud followed by his own teachers and himself. Behind him stretching
endlessly were his students and his students’ students, generation after gen-
eration as yet unborn, Maslow assured us that what he expetienced was not
"2 hallucination: rather it was a particular kind of insight, an example of
‘B-cogpnition. It was also, I would suggest, the apprehension of the academic
“procession as a symbol, standing for the true university as a sacred commu-
nity of learning, transcending time and space. He was in a sense apprehend-
*ing the “real” basis of any actual university. One could say that if we can no

longer glimpse that sacred foundation, the actual university would collapse.
* Por the real university is neither a wholesale knowledge outlet for the con-
. _' sumer society nor an instrument in the class struggle, though the actual
university is a bit of both. But if the university does not have a fundamental
- symbolic reference point that transcends the pragmatic considerations of the
~ woild of working and is in tension with those considerations, then it has lost

its raison d’étre.

Without the capacity for symbolic transcendence, for secing the realm of
daily life in terms of a realm beyond it, without the capacity for “beyonding,”
~ as Kenneth Burke put it, one would be trapped in a world of what has been
called dreadful immanence.® For the world of daily life seen solely as a world
-of rational response to anxiety and need is a world of mechanical necessity,
not radical autonomy. It is through pointing to other realities, through be-
“yonding, that religion and poetry; and science too in its own way, break the

dreadful fatalities of this world of appearances.

We can begin to see why taking the wotld of daily life as the paramount
. reality is dangerous if it is anything more than a methodological assumption.
- We have noted that no one can stand to live in the wotld of daily life all the
. time. Its governing anxiety derives from two of its features: the fact that it is
“a world of lack, of Deficiency motives that must be made up; and the fact
that the manipulations in which it is engaged have no guaranteed success—
" they might fail in the attempt to overcome some deficiency. The world of
'_daily life must then be punctuated with periods that are more inherently
- gratifying: with sleep, with common meals, with activities that are not means
“to any ends, Alasdair MacIntyre has used the term “practices” to apply to ac-
 tivities whose goods are internal to them.”” The kind of B-cognition that we
“have used to characterize religious expetience is not a practice, because, to
_paraphrase Stevens, it is not something we achieve but something that hap-
pens. Ritual, however, is a form of practice that is broader than religion but
of which religion provides important examples. Regularly recurring activi-
ties, such as meals, sports, concerts, can take on the quality of ritual. The




notion of the Sabbath, the day of rest, is intimately connected with ritual,

because traditionally it has involved participation in religious ritual, in wor-
ship. In any case the notion that the Sabbath is different from the other six
days of the week implies that it is time, in part at least, set aside from the
world of daily life, time in which the anxieties of the world of daily life are
temporarily allayed, time out of time. If today many people allay those anxi-
cties with sports or other recreation instead of or in addition to worship, this
does not change the significance of time that breaks with the thythm of the
world of daily life.

However, the fact that the world of daily life cannot consume the whole of
our lives is not the only reason why we may hesitate to characterize it as the
paramouit reality. In its own citadel it is not always sovereign, The world of
working as the world of the manipulation of objects in order to satisfy needs
is inadequate to the understanding even of the world of working. The world
of working as a wotld of the satisfaction of marginal atility is devoid of cul-
turally specific subjective meaning, Weber, in describing instrumental ratio-
nality (Zweckrationalitit), which he did indeed take to be a kind of paramount
reality, felt that it could be read off by the observer from purely objective ob-
servations. Given the external situation of need, the meaning of the instru-
mentally rational action would be obvious. ‘There would be no necessity for
the interpretation (Verstehen) of subjective meaning, _

Yet, 1 believe, there is a pull, even in the very center of the world of work-
ing, toward the understanding of work as practice, as intrinsically meaning-
ful and valuable, rather than as means to an end. The psychologist Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi has described the phenomenon of what he calls flow, a
kind of optimal experience of full engagement with the world and full real-
ization of one’s own potentialities, as frequently occurting among ordinary

Americans at work.”® The anthropologist Victor Turner has used the notion
of flow to understand ritual, and it is perhaps not stretching things too much
to suggest that-it is when work becomes (in the positive sense) ritual that it
approximates flow.”

We may take, for example, the Zen Buddhist notion of practice, which in
its primary sense means medication, preferably in the lotus posture for defi-
nite periods in a meditation hall with other Zen devotees. ‘The notion of Zen
practice is then extrapolated to all activities, so that sweeping becomes prac-
tice, doing the dishes becomes practice, and so would any kind of work,
What makes work into practice from the Zen point of view would be the
attitude of mindfulness, a particular form of religious attention, Mindful-
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ness does not mean concern for outcome but openness to the reality of what
is ctually happening, a kind of B-cognition. Perhaps 1 can suggest that rit-
ual, in the extended meaning I have given to it, may rival the world of daily
hf as the paramount reality. Such an assertion bears on the widely shared
re giOUS idea that the wotld of daily life is a world of illusion.

Mo_des of Religious Representation

Rel[glous reality is a realm of experience, to be sure, but it is also a realm of
epresentation. In fact, experience and representation belong inexorably to-
gether. George Lindbeck has described the current major alternative theories
of religion in ways that will be helpful to our exposition.20 The first theory of
cligion he describes is what he calls propositional. It sees religion as consist-
g of a series of propositional truth claims, stated conceptually. 1 will have
more to say about concepts below, as they are of great importance in religious
discourse, but I believe that Lindbeck is right in arguing that the propositional
heory of religion is inadequate as a major approach to religion and largely
abandoned by scholars today. To identify religion with a set of propositions
whose truth can be argued would be to make it into what more accurately
hould be called philosophy. Religion and philosophy are intimately related,
as we will explore in later chapters, but they are not identical.
 Lindbeck’s second theory of religion is the widely influential experiential-
‘expressive approach. This view assumes that there is a general human ca-
pacity for religious experience that is actualized differently in different
_religious traditions. The experiential-expressive view in its modern form
Lindbeck traces to Friedrich Schleiermacher, and in recent times it was widely
propagated by Paul Tillich. The emphasis on B-cognition and the felt-whole
~in the discussion so far largely belongs in the category of the experiential-
‘expressive theory of religion. In one understanding the deep structure of
religious experience exists generically in the human psyche. Particular reli-
ions are the surface manifestations of this deep panhuman experiential
‘potentiality.
~ Lindbeck, however, opts for a third theory as most promising, what he
ca {Is the cultural-linguistic theory. The culturallinguistic theory, which de-
ives from cultural anthropology, particularly from Clifford Geerte, takes
“symbolic forms as primary, seeing them not so much as expressions of under-
ying religious emotions, but as themselves shaping religious experiences and
emotions, T would agree that the culturalJinguistic approach is a valuable
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corrective to the experiential-expressive approach, but I don’t think we have
to choose between them. It seems to me that we can view them as coordinate
approaches and that we need to move back and forth between them to under-
stand the phenomenon of religion. Thus when I characterize widely different
expressions as examples of Being cognition, I am not arguing that there is
a subsistent reality of Being experience that simply comes out in different
forms on different occasions. Rather, T am recognizing that there are some
common human experiential potentialities that have recognizable similari-
ties, but are inchoate until given shape by symbolic form. Once so shaped,
their similaritics are always qualified: the differences may be crucial. I am
also fully in agreement with Lindbeck that cultural traditions not only shape,
they even call forth, emotional experiences. In short, we cannot disentangle
raw expetience from cultural form. Nevertheless we can see them as equally
essential, like the Aristotelian notions of matter and form, and do not have
to choose one approach as primary.

As an example of why we need both theoretical approaches, we may con-
sider the experience of the felt-whole. It is true that many who have had such
an experience speak of it in terms of ineflability, of the inability of words to
express the experience, and so forth. The experience of the feltwhole, a radi-
cal form of Maslow’s Being cognition, provides a valuable point of entry (by
no rneans the only one) into the realm of religious reality, but it is problem-
atic with respect to an analysis of religious representations, a central concern
of the cultural-linguistic approach. For what we can perhaps best call unitive
experience, all representation must be inadequate. Representation implies a
duality becween the representative form and the reality it represents, but it is
just this duality that the unitive experience transcends. Perhaps it is even
dangerous to speak of unitive experience, because in terms of modern Western
cultural categories, experience implies subjectivity or innerness as opposed to
objectivity, again imposing a false dualism. With this consideration in mind
it might be well to speak of unitive events as well as unitive experiences.

Without ourselves experiencing them, we would not know anything about
unitive events except through representations. The unitive event, then, is a
kind of ground zero with respect to religious representations. It transcends
them yet it requires them if it i$ to be communicable at all. Christian nega-
tive theology and the Buddhist teaching of emptiness (unyata) attempt to
express this paradoxically by speaking of nothingness, the void, silence, or
emptiness. Yet the very negative terms themselves are symbolic forms, are
representations, and therefore introduce an element of dualism into the uni-
tive event even when they dre trying to overcome the dualism of representa-
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jon. This is not a paradox to be solved but one to be pointed to as we survey

wariety of expressions of the unitive event in the world’s religions.

So in developing a typology of religious representations, we must start

vith the null category of unitive representation—that is, representations that

attempt to point to the unitive event or experience. As I develop the typology

n the following sections, I will ground the modes of experience and represen-

ation in their earliest forms in children and in the modes of apprehension of
cality that are more general than religion, but from which religious modes of
epresentation draw. My interest in grounding the modes of representation

in the earliest experiences of reality is not only psychological. I don’t want to

reduce such modes to childhood levels. ‘They may involve, however, what

psychoanalysts call “regression in. the service of the ego.” If so, they also in-

olve regression in the service of the world, in its earliest apprehensions.

" Because I will be locating the modes of religious representation in stages

of the cognitive development of the child, it is worth pointing out that there

s a certain affinity between unitive experience and whar Piaget, borrowing
from ]. M. Baldwin, calls the “adualism” of the child. Piaget says that in this

dualism of the early months of life “there does not yet exist any conscious-

ness of self; that is, any boundary between the internal or experienced world
and the world of external realities. Freud talked about narcissism but did not
sufficiently stress the fact that this was narcissism without a Narcissus.” 21T do

h_c)t mean to imply that unitive experiences are in any simple sense a “return”

‘1o early infantile experience, but it may be that possibilities existing then, as
in other kinds of early experiences, are never lost but can be reappropriated in
“much more complex form later on. The view that “nothing is ever lost” can, as
we shall see, also be brought to bear on religious history.

-~ ‘The second mode of religious representation is what I shall call enactive
epresentation, adapting from what Jerome Bruner sees as the earliest form of
“true representation in the child.?? Religious enactive representation is the
“bodily acting out of religious meaning, as in bowing, kneeling, eating, danc-
ng. ‘That the modes are not watertight categories but constantly cross each
ther is indicated by the fact that the unitive event is very much enactive. It
_is an event in which the whole body participates, along with mind and
spirit, again without a sense of bifurcation. Yet the enactive mode does not
have to have the same radical quality as the unitive event. It may be a simple
-gesture, almost unconscious, like crossing oneself for those for whom that
-gesture has become second nature. Such a gesture may put one in tune with
eligious reality only slightly and peripherally ‘and may entirely lack any
_?idical implications, Yet even so it also raises the question of the adequacy of
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such terms as representation ot meaning. The gesture 7s the meaning—it
enacts it—it doesn’t, or doesn’t necessarily, point to anything else, ‘The enac-
tive mode therefore partakes of the unitive even in its partiality.

'The word “symbol” is at least as dangerous as the words “meaning” and
“representation,” not the least because of its numerous, often contradictory
usages, yet it is unavoidable in speaking of modes of religious representation.
Symbols, in the sense of material or verbal representations, more obviously
“stand for” something else than do unitive events or bodily gestures, though
unitive events and bodily gestures can be both symbolic and symbelized.
Symbols can be, consciously or unconsciously, perceived as such in the very
midst of the stream of consciousness of the world of daily life, as we have
already seen in the examples of the tree, or water, or a door. But symbols can
also be consciously created in drawings, statues, even buildings, in sounds and,
of coutse, in words. When symbols are primarily visual in their appeal, we
can speak of iconic symbolization; when they involve sound, they are or
verge upon musical symbolization; when they involve words, we can speak of
poetic symbolization. A critically important mode of verbal symbolization is
narrative, the story or myth (we should remember that mythos is simply the
Greek for “story”), which is important in almost all kinds of religion. To
show again how the various modes of representation overlap, we can point to
dramatic representation where narratives are bodily enacted, often with the
accompaniment of visual symbols, such as masks, and of music, vocal and/or
instrumental,

Finally we can speak of the conceptual mode of representation, a form of
abstract verbal reflection and argument that follows on and criticizes pri-.
mary religious actions and representations. Conceptual reflection is present
in all religions to some degree but becomes particularly significant in the
axial religions, where theory, though still related to ritual and narrative, has
to some degree become disembedded. In that there is 2 cognitive moment, a
knowing, in the very heart of the unitive event, we can say that conceptual
representation is incipiently present even there, and all symbolic representa-
tion gives food for conceptual reflection. But even though conceptual repre-
sentation is an indelible element in religious reality, it does not, as we have

argued, define it.

Unitive Representation

Although unitive representation in the pure sensc is a null category, the uni-
tive event is of such importance in religion that we need to inquire further
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