Religion as 2 Dimension
in Man’s Spiritual Life

As 500N as one says anything about religion, one is questioned
from two sides. Some Christian theologians will ask whether
religion is here considered as a creative element of the human
spirit rather than as a gift of divine revelation. If one replies
that religion is an aspect of man’s spiritual life, they will turn
away. Then some secular scientists will ask whether religion
is to be considered a lasting quality of the human spirit instead
of an effect of changing psychological and sociological con-
ditions. And if one answers that religion is a necessary aspect
of man’s spiritual life, they turn away like the theologians,
but in an opposite direction.

This situation shows an almost schizophrenic split in our
collective consciousness, a split which threatens our spiritual
freedom by driving the contemporary mind into irrational
and compulsive affirmations or negations of religion. And
there is as much compulsive reaction to religion on the scien-
tific side as there is on the religious side.

Those theologians who deny that religion is an element of
man'’s spiritual life have a real point. According to them, the
meaning of religion is that man received something which
does not come from him, but which is given to him and may
stand against him. They insist that the relation to God is not
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a human possibility and that God must first relate Himself to
man. One could summarize the intention of these theologians
in the sentence that religion is not a creation of the human
spirit (spirit with a small s) but a gift of the divine Spirit
(Spirit with a capital S). Man’s spirit, they would continue,
is creative with respect to itself and its world, but not with
respect to God. With respect to God, man is receptive and
only receptive. He has no freedom to relate himself to God.
This, they would add, is the meaning of the classical doctrine
of the Bondage of the Will as developed by Paul, Augustine,
Thomas, Luther, and Calvin. In the face of these witnesses,
we certainly ask: Is it then justified to speak of religion as an
aspect of the human spirit?

The opposite criticism also has its valid point. It comes from
the side of the sciences of man: psychology, sociology, anthro-
pology, and history. They emphasize the infinite diversity of
religious ideas and practices, the mythological character of all
religious concepts, the existence of many forms of non-
religion in individuals and groups. Religion, they say (with
the philosopher Comte), is characteristic for a special stage
of human development (the mythological stage), but it has no
place in the scientific stage in which we are living. Religion,
according to this attitude, is a transitory creation of the human
spirit but certainly not an essential quality of it.

If we analyze carefully these two groups of arguments, we
discover the surprising fact that although they come from
opposite directions, they have something definite in common,
Both the theological and the scientific critics of the belief
that religion is an aspect of the human spirit define religion as
man's relation to divine beings, whose existence the theologi-
cal critics assert and the scientific critics deny. But it is just
this idea of religion which makes any understanding of reli-
gion impossible. If you start with the question whether God
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does or does not exist, you can never reach Him; and if you
assert that He does exist, you can reach Him even less than if
you assert that He does not exist. A God about whose existence
or non-existence you can argue is a thing beside others within
the universe of existing things. And the question is quite justi-
fied whether such a thing does exist, and the answer is equally
justified that it does not exist. It is regrettable that scientists
believe that they have refuted religion when they rightly
have shown that there is no evidence whatsoever for the as-
sumption that such a being exists. Actually, they have not
only not refuted religion, but they have done it a considerable
service. They have forced it to reconsider and to restate the
meaning of the tremendous word God. Unfortunately, many
theologians make the same mistake. They begin their message
with the assertion that there is a highest being called God,
whose authoritative revelations they have received. They are
more dangerous for religion than the so-called atheistic scien-
tists. They take the first step on the road which inescapably
leads to what is called atheism. Theologians who make of God
a highest being who has given some people information about
Himself, provoke inescapably the resistance of those who are
told they must subject themselves to the authority of this
information.

Against both groups of critics we affirm the validity of our
subject: religion as an aspect of the human spirit. But, in doing
so, we take into consideration the criticisms from both sides
and the elements of truth in each of them.

When we say that religion is an aspect of the human spirit,
we are saying that if we look at the human spirit from a special
point of view, it presents itself to us as religious. What is this
view? It is the point of view from which we can look into the
depth of man's spiritual life. Religion is not a special function
of man’s spiritual life, but it is the dimension of depth in all
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of its functions. The assertion has far-reaching consequences
for the interpretation of religion, and it needs comment on
each of the terms used in it.

Religion is not a special function of the human spirit! His-
tory tells us the story of how religion goes from one spiritual
function to the other to find a home, and is either rejected or
swallowed by them. Religion comes to the moral function and
knocks at its door, certain that it will be received. Is not the
ethical the nearest relative of the religious? How could it be
rejected? Indeed, it is not rejected; it is taken in. But it is taken
in as a “poor relation” and asked to earn its place in the moral
realm by serving morality. It is admitted as long as it helps to
create good citizens, good husbands and children, good em-
ployees, officials, and soldiers. But the moment in which re-
ligion makes claims of its own, it is either silenced or thrown
out as superfluous or dangerous for morals.

So religion must look around for another function of man's
spiritual life, and iv is arcracted by the cognitive function.
Religion as a special way of knowledge, as myﬂmlogm]
imagination or as mystical intuition—this seems to give a home
to religion. Again religion is admitted, but as subordinate to
pure knowledge, and only for a brief time. Pure knowledge,
strengthened by the tremendous success of its scientific work,
soon recants its half-hearted acceptance of religion and
declares that religion has nothing whatsoever to do with
knowledge.

Once more religion is without a home within man’s spiritual
life. It looks around for another spiritual function to join. And
it finds one, namely, the aesthetic function. Why not try to
find a place within the artistic creativity of man? religion asks
itself, through the mouths of the philosophers of religion. And
the artistic realm answers, through the mouths of many
artists, past and present, with an enthusiastic affirmative, and



invites religion not ﬂﬂ]}" to join with it but also to acknowl-

edge that art s religion. But now religion hesitates, Dots not

art express reality, while religion transforms reality? Is there
not an element of unreality even in the greatest work of art?
Religion remembers that it has old relations to the moral and
the cognitive realms, to the good and to the true, and it resists
the temptation to dissolve itself into art.

But now where shall religion turn? The whole field of man’s
spiritual life is taken, and no section of it is ready to give
religion an adequate place. So religion turns to something that
accompanies every activity of man and every function of
man'’s spiritual life. We call it feeling. Religion is a feeling:
this seems to be the end of the wanderings of religion, and
this end is strongly acclaimed by all those who want to have
the realms of knowledge and morals free from any religious
interference. Religion, if banished to the realm of mere feel-
ing, has ceased to be dangerous for any rational and practical
human enterprise. But, we must add, it also has lost its serious-
ness, its truth, and its ultimate meaning. In the atmosphere of
mere subjectivity of feeling without a definite object of emo-
tion, without an ultimate content, religion dies. This also is
not the answer to the question of religion as an aspect of the
human spirit.

In this situation, without a home, without a place in which
to dwell, religion suddenly realizes that it does not need such
a plzce, that it does not need to seek for a home. It is at home
everywhere, namely, in the depth of all functions of man'’s
spiritual life. Religion is the dimension of depth in all of them.
Religion is the aspect of depth in the totality of the human
Spirit.

What does the metaphor depth mean? It means that the
religious aspect points to that which is ultimate, infinite, un-
conditional in man'’s spiritual life. Religion, in the largest and
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most basic sense of the word, is ultimate concern. And ulti-
mate concern is manifest in all creative functions of the human
spirit. It is manifest in the moral sphere as the unconditional
seriousness of the moral demand. Therefore, if someone re-
jects religion in the name of the moral function of the human
spirit, he rejects religion in the name of religion. Ultimate
concern is manifest in the realm of knowledge as the passion-
ate longing for ultimate reality. Therefore, if anyone rejects
religion in the name of the cognitive function of the human
spirit, he rejects religion in the name of religion. Ultimate
concern is manifest in the aesthetic function of the human
spirit as the infinite desire to express ultimate meaning. There-
fore, if anyone rejects religion in the name of the aesthetic
function of the human spirit, he rejects religion in the name
of religion. You cannot reject religion with ultimate serious-
ness, because ultimate seriousness, or the state of being ulti-
mately concerned, is itself religion. Religion is the substance,
the ground, and the depth of man’s spiritual life. This is the
religious aspect of the human spirit.

But now the question arises, what about religion in the
narrower and customary sense of the word, be it institutional
religion or the religion of personal piety? If religion is present
in all functions of the spiritual life, why has mankind devel-
oped religion as a special sphere among others, in myth, cule,
devotion, and ecclesiastical institutions? The answer is, be-
cause of the tragic estrangement of man's spiritual life from
its own ground and depth. According to the visionary who
has written the last book of the Bible, there will be no temple
in the heavenly Jerusalem, for God will be all in all. There
will be no secular realm, and for this very reason there will be
no religious realm. Religion will be again what it is essentially,
the all-determining ground and substance of man’s spiritual
life.
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Religion opens up the depth of man’s spiritual life which is
usually covered by the dust of our datly life and the noise of
our secular work. It gives us the experience of the Holy, of
something which is untouchable, awe-inspiring, an ultimate
meaning, the source of ultimate courage. This is the glory of
what we call religion. But beside its glory lies its shame. It
makes itself the ultimate and despises the secular realm. It
makes its myths and doctrines, its rites and laws into ultimates
and persecutes those who do not subject themselves to it. It
forgets that its own existence is a result of man’s tragic es-
trangement from his true being. It forgets its own emergency
character.

This is the reason for the passionate reaction of the secular
world against religion, a reaction which has tragic conse-
quences for the secular realm itself. For the religious and the
secular realm are in the same predicament. Neither of them
should be in separation from the other, and both should realize
that their very existence as separated is an emergency, that
both of them are rooted in religion in the larger sense of the
word, in the experience of ultimate concemn. To the degree
in which this is realized the conflicts between the religious
and the secular are overcome, and religion has rediscovered
its true place in man's spiritual life, namely, in its depth, out
of which it gives substance, ultimate meaning, judgment, and
creative courage to all functions of the human spirit.



