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THE MORAL BASIS OF LAW

G

4 I \HE topic of this presentation is the relationship be-

tween personal morality and conscience on the one hand,
and public morality and law on the other. Personal
morality and conscience are taken in the conception common
to the Judaeo-Christian tradition—the tradition in which most
believing Americans place themselves. Thus the word “ faith ”
and its derivatives refer here to man’s response to God’s self-
revelation, a response that can be indicated (though not de-
fined) by assent to certain points: 1) that there is one God,
the creator of heaven and earth; 2) that He made man in His
own image and that He guides the affairs of mankind; 8) that
He covenanted with mankind—with upright Noah, with Abra-
ham, the man of faith, and with the chosen people.
Throughout this exposition I assume that the heritage of
these promises still remains the central reality of human life,
central even in the world of today. Thus I simply prescind
from non-Western religious traditions, without denying their
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value. Likewise, I prescind from the humanistic religion that
is becoming rather common among those who used to have
faith. Once faith is set aside, religious ideas on morality and
conscience quickly become indistinguishable from the thoughts
of unbelievers; thus we would have to move on a purely philo-
sophic plane if this religious humanism were to be taken into
account.

I have set some rather narrow limits for this essay. On the
one hand, the specific problems that might arise from examina-
tion of the Christian scriptures will not be treated, for I wish
to offer this essay as a provisional structure to be modified
and developed in various ways by persons sharing according
to diverse modalities in the Judaeo-Christian tradition. On
the other hand, I am not attempting even in outline the vast
synthesis that would be required for an ecumenical theology
of morality and law. I do not imagine that my references to
seripture are governed by norms that would satisfy any group
of exegetes, but the references are only intended to suggest and
to illustrate possibilities, not to prove anything. Within the
common assumption of faith, the argument here is philosophic
but with a philosophy itself nurtured under the inspiration of
faith.

The public morality and law with which I am concerned here
is that of civil society—the federal, state, and local communi-
ties. The part of the law relevant for our purpose is the crimi-
nal or penal law together with other enactments similar to
criminal law in the common function of regulating behavior.

I

There is common agreement among men that morality is a
demand society makes upon its members and that conscience
is an acquired disposition of practical thinking by which so-
ciety’s demands become effective in its members’ behavior. But
for those who believe, morality is only communicated—and
not always perfectly communicated—Dby the demands of society
and the disposition these demands induce in the individual’s
heart. '
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Prior to society is the wisdom of God. This prior source of
morality is described in the Wisdom of Solomon:

She is a breath of the power of God,
pure emanation of the glory of the Almighty;
hence nothing impure can find a way into her.
She is a reflection of the eternal light,
untarnished mirror of God’s active power,
image of his goodness.
Although alone, she can do all;
herself unchanging, she makes all things new.
(Wis 7:25-27.)

Thus the force, the reasonableness, the value, and the stability
of morality have a source beyond society, and this source
is God.

This wisdom is no arbitrary force, imposed upon men and
things from without. Rather it is an ordering principle which
makes their being and well-being possible; in Proverbs, Wisdom
claims for herself the title of firstborn of creatures:

The Lord created me when his purpose first unfolded,
before the oldest of his works.
From everlasting I was firmly set,
from the beginning, before earth came into being
(Pr 8:22-23.)
When he laid down the foundations of the earth,
I was by his side, a master craftsman,
delighting him day after day,
ever at play in his presence,
at play everywhere in his world,
delighting to be with the sons of men. (Pr 8:29-31.)

This Wisdom, the firstborn of creatures, underlies not only
the fabric of the universe, but also the life of man:

The man who finds me finds life,
he will win favour from the Lord;

but he who does injury to me does hurt to his own soul,
all who hate me are in love with death. (Pr 8:85-36.)

The way of life and the way of death—these were the alterna-
tives that Moses set forth when he propounded the law of
the Lord:
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I call heaven and earth to witness against you today:

I set before you life or death, blessing or curse.

Choose life, then, so that you and your descendants may live,

in the love of the Lord your God, obeying his voice, cling-
ing to him;

for in this your life consists. . . . (Dt 30:19-20.)

If we had time, we could quote and reflect upon many other
passages. We would examine one by one the beautiful words
of Psalm 19 in which the Lord is celebrated as creator of the
heavens and as author of the law, which participates in His
attributes of perfection, trustworthiness, rectitude, clarity,
purity, truth, and lovability. The decree of the Lord is “ wis-
dom for the simple ”; His precepts are “joy for the heart”;
His commandment is “light for the eyes”; “ his words are
sweeter than honey, even than honey that drips from the
comb” (Ps 19:7-10). We would comment at length upon
the transcendence of God to man both in the evolution of
human nature and in the unfolding of human history, taking

our point of departure from Psalm 93:

You existed from the first, oh Lord.

The Lord reigns transcendent in the heights.
Your decrees will never alter;
holiness will distinguish your house,
Oh Lord, for ever and ever. (Pr 93:2-5.)

We would have to examine Psalm 119 with the greatest care,
for in it we find not merely a testimony to the law of the Lord
in a narrow sense but the most remarkable record of the devo-
tion of the chosen people to the whole of divine revelation.
For our purposes we would focus upon a single verse pregnant
with meaning:

So, having sought your precepts,
I shall walk in all freedom. (Ps 119:45.)

From this meditation we could move on to a consideration
of conscience. For those who believe, it cannot be merely the
internalization of social demands. Conscience, rather, is the
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whispering of the heart which has been formed by the word
of the Lord (Ps 19:11-14). The people of God receives from
His law a wisdom and understanding by which the Lord is
present whenever He is invoked; unbelievers are amazed by it:
“ No other people is as wise and prudent as this great nation ”
(Dt 4:6-8) .

In discussing conscience we should stress that, since the con-
science of the believer is the fruit of instruction by divine law,
there cannot possibly be any conflict between the claims of
morality and the demands of personal conscience. The ration-
alizing proposal that conscience might provide a principle by
which to evade the principle of the divine law already was
considered in Deuteronomy:

Let there be no root among you bearing fruit that is poisonous
and bitter. If, after hearing these sanctions, such a man should
bless himself in his heart and say, “I may follow the dictates of
my own heart and still lack nothing; much water drives away
thirst,” the Lord will not pardon him. The wrath and the jealousy
of the Lord will blaze against such a man; every curse written in
this book will fall on him, and the Lord will blot out his name
from under heaven. (Dt 29:18-20.)

We would notice that Jeremiah is sometimes perverted to
argue that the law of the Lord is to be replaced with a humani-
tarian morality, centered in an autonomous conscience. We
would explain that Jeremiah does communicate the promise
of a new covenant, in which the law of the Lord is to be written
in the heart (Jer 81:81-84), and he does condemn the merely
external observance of religious ritual by those who do not
fulfill the deeper requirements of the law, especially fidelity
to the one God (Jer 7:1-28). But neither Jeremiah nor the
other prophets ever imagined a morality merely human; rather
they proposed that the wisdom of God would be communicated
more perfectly, by an interior spirit, which would generate a
more vital awareness and a more vibrant love of God.

If personal morality and conscience are understood in this
way, how shall we conceive the law? The common concep-
tion is that law represents that part of morality concerning
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which there is community consensus together with agreement
that common utility requires a formulation of this consensus
and its enforcement by specified sanctions. However, for us
who believe, this common conception of the law is no more
acceptable than the common conception of morality.

Not any community consensus is adequate to ground just
laws, for law, like morality, depends upon divine wisdom. Law-
makers receive their authority from the Lord, and they must
exercise this authority in accord with the divine law, which is
superior to the laws of men. The Wisdom of Solomon states
the situation very clearly:

Listen then, kings, and understand;

rulers of remotest lands, take warning;

hear this, you who have thousands under your rule,

who boast of your hordes of subjects.

For power is a gift to you from the Lord,

sovereignty is from the Most High;

he himself will probe your acts and scrutinize your intentions.

If, as administrators of his kingdom, you have not governed
justly

nor observed the law,

nor behaved as God would have you behave,

he will fall on you swiftly and terribly. (Wis 6:1-6.)

Yes, despots, my words are for you,

that you may learn what wisdom is and not transgress;

for they who observe holy things holily will be adjudged holy,
and, accepting instruction from them,

will find their defence in them. (Wis 6:9-11.)

Just law is an expression of divine wisdom, for just law is noth-
ing but a formulation, a defense, and a mode of realizing the
claims of morality in civil society.

In the covenant with Noah, both a prohibition and an
affirmative precept were included:

I will demand an account of every man’s life from his fellow
men.

He who sheds man’s blood, shall have his blood shed by man,

for in the image of God man was made.
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As for you, be fruitful, multiply,
teem over the earth and be lord of it. (Gen 9:5-7.)

Corresponding to the two precepts, we can distinguish be-
tween two functions of just law in human society. First, man
has an assigned task, the extension of human life and the sub-
jection of nature. Civil society organizes cooperation for the
attainment of those aspects of this task that can be achieved
by such a community as the city, the state, and the nation.
The laws direct cooperative action toward the good, and they
prohibit interference in such positive efforts.

Second, man also is a creature, and so there are boundaries
to his dominion, and these boundaries may not be transgressed.
God, not man, is the lord of life; to God, not to man, not to
the whole of creation, is ultimate fidelity due. Hence the laws
must recognize and respect certain inviolable values and must,
so far as possible, prevent attacks upon them. Even the Decla-
ration of Independence, a document inspired by a religion which
was losing its faith, recognized that just law demands more
than the consensus of the community. For there are rights
given man by God the creator, and these rights no one can
take away. Governments derive their reason for being from
their function in defending these rights.

With this foundation, we can sketch briefly the mutual rela-
tionships between morality and law. First, let us notice the
ways in which law depends upon morality,

The force of law comes from its moral foundation. Mere
coercion can make men conform to the demands of a tyrant,
whether the tyrant be a single insane man or a whole sick
society. But law needs justification, it needs a ground on
which its claim is rightful. Law, the legitimate, the de jure—
these stand against mere compulsion, the fait accompli, the
de facto.

Thus law requires authority, and it derives its authority
from morality. Because true morality is from God, all au-
thority comes from Him. Unless the divine source of morality
is recognized, law must inevitably seem to individuals nothing
more than a subtle method by which members of society coerce
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one another. The result, naturally, is insolence and disrespect
for the law. This insolence is patent in the unsophisticated,
since they do not know how to conceal it. Among the intel-
lectually sophisticated, insolence takes a subtle form. The law
is used as a device to extend indefinitely the scope of freedom
of action for the sophisticated themselves, while the less sophis-
ticated are consigned to the status of material for psychological
and sociological experimentation.

The law also depends upon morality in that unjust laws do
not have the power to bind. One can appeal from the demands
of the law to a higher principle, the morality which is the
source of legal authority. We recognize this fact not only in
the rights protected by our fundamental documents but also,
for example, in the provision for conscientious objection to
military service. What is the appeal to conscience? If it is
nothing but the will of the individual set against the will of
the majority, then provision for such an appeal is irrational,
because on this basis the force of every law would be nullified.
Anyone who wishes to break a law would appeal to his own
conscience, We assume that the conscience that objects is not
claiming the right to set its own autonomous judgment over
against the law but is appealing—rightly or mistakenly—to a
superior principle from which just law derives its authority.

Since unjust laws do not bind, law depends upon morality
for criticism and derives its dynamism from this criticism. Law
progresses as moral judgment is applied to purify it of what
is unjust. Law that is not subjected to the constant criticism
of consciences that recognize a superior principle of right will
necessarily stagnate or even degenerate. One hears the slogan:
“You can’t legislate morality.” It is a half-truth, and a dan-
gerous one. Should we legislate immorality? Although law
should not enjoin every good act nor prohibit every evil one,
the first standard of good law is that it be in accord with mo-
rality. Sometimes when this slogan is used, its true meaning
is: “You can’t legislate your morality, because I am going to
legislate mine.” That is either cynicism or relativism, and
neither attitude can be accepted by those who see in morality
the requirements of the wisdom of God.
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But the relationship between morality and law is not a one-
way affair. If law depends upon morality for authority, mo-
rality depends upon law for realization. Without law, ecivil
cooperation would be impossible, and so all that part of man’s
moral task that requires such cooperation would remain unaec-
complished. Without law, inviolable values lack effective pro-
tection, and so all that part of man’s moral responsibility that
requires respect for such values is liable to be cast aside.

The organization of civil cooperation is a function of regu-
latory statutes, such as those governing commerce; of licensing
statutes, such as those governing the practice of medicine; and
of the civil law of contracts, as well as of many other parts of
the law. Some parts of the criminal code, particularly sections
concerned with the defense of property rights, pertain more
to this aspect of the law than to the defense of inviolable
values, because property itself is extrinsic to the person, and
its relationship to the inviolable values is only indirect.

The inviolable values that are intrinsic to the person clearly
are protected by criminal law and by the restrictive provisions
of our fundamental law. Life and liberty, the integrity of the
person against physical and psychological constraint and re-
straint—the defense of these values is the law’s most sacred
task. Unfortunately, there has been a tendency to emphasize
certain aspects of the law’s task at the expense of others, which
remain unrecognized in the secular city.

For example, the freedom of those who own property to
hold, use, and dispose of it is protected not only by the con-
stitutional immunity from seizure without due process but also
by a very large segment of the entire legal code. Today, those
of us who are more prosperous live an increasingly luxurious
life, but even in America—“land of plenty ” and “land of
opportunity ”—many have little, live in need, and can leave
to their children only the same heritage of misery they them-
selves received from their parents. It is obvious that some
other right has gone unrecognized. It is the fundamental right
of each man, created in the image of God, to live in the
decency that befits his dignity—a little less than a god. Every
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man has a right to his crown of glory and honor, and every
man has a right to dominion over a fair share of the goods of
the earth. Looting and arson cannot be morally justified, but
neither can a way of life which invokes law against the crimes
of the poor but refuses to use law as an instrument to rectify
deep and long-standing social injustices. Nor is there any
validity in the argument that social justice would be too ex-
pensive. What selfish hearts cannot afford, just hearts would
find within their means.

Again, the freedom of the publisher to print and sell what
he likes is protected by constitutional guarantees; the right of
the continent person to an environment free of unnecessary
erotic stimuli is not yet recognized. Here is no question of
censorship but of freedom from solicitation. It is impossible
to walk down a street or open a newspaper, to turn on a TV
news program or glance at a book rack without being accosted
and solicited by a multitude of impersonal prostitutes, bent on
seduction as a means to increased sales of automobiles and
shaving cream, cigarettes and beer, swim suits and theatre
tickets, vitamin pills and paperback books.

Similarly, freedom of religion is effectively and rightly pro-
tected insofar as establishment and free exercise is concerned;
the right of parents to choose the form of religious education
they desire for their children is not so effectively protected.
Only one type of religious education is given full public sanc-
tion; it is the type that presents religion as a function of
peripheral significance in a human life and a society dominated
by human problems, human desires, human thoughts, human
efforts, human satisfactions, human frustrations, and human
anxiety. This sort of education has been so effective that
many sincerely religious people have responded by trying to
make religion relevant—that is, by showing how well it can
play its assigned peripheral role. Human f{rustrations and
anxieties, if nothing else, should recall the lesson that our
fathers learned so often and so painfully—in the desert, in
defeat, in captivity— that religion exists to make man relevant
to God, to the one God, and that the gods that are relevant
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to man always are pluralistic participants in the condominium
of a pagan pantheon.

The law has an important function in support of the efforts
of those who wish to be virtuous but who realistically recognize
their own weakness. Blindness to evident facts of human psy-
chology continually leads idealists to suppose that the law need
not perform this service to morality. Yet, an honest person
who knows his own heart is grateful, for example, that the law
makes addictive drugs rather difficult to obtain. One easily
recalls times when the influence of a crowd or the discomfort
of bearable pain might have set one on the way to addiction.
Again, virtue has its price, and we should be ready to pay it.
But who can blame a businessman who wants the law to pro-
vide some assurance that his competitors will not gain an over-
whelming advantage by cashing in on unregulated vice?

II.

Now that we have sketched in rather broad strokes the con-
cepts of morality and law and considered their mutual rela-
tionship, let us proceed to a further point. Let us consider
the most important contribution religious morality, rooted in
faith, can make to the secular city in which we live. I think
this contribution is a true sense of freedom.

The concept of freedom, as a self-determination governed by
objective standards, has its origin in our religious faith; today
this concept is gradually vanishing. On the one side are natu-
ralists, who have room for political liberty but who do not
understand what self-determination means. Freud and Dewey,
though quite different from one another, both exemplify this
position. Freedom in the individual is equated with maturity,
with the proper termination of the process of development.
Knowledge or insight is supposed to untie the knots that may
interfere with this development. Thus the school and the
couch are counted on to save man, for moral evil is nothing
but immaturity and blocked development. On the other side
are atheistic existentialists, such as Nietzsche and Sartre. They
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insist against the naturalists on man’s power of self-determina-
tion. But they do not see that this freedom is meaningless
without God. Man cannot create values out of nothing, and
he is not free if his only possible act is to say “ No” to what
is. The existentialists fear that, if there is a God, human free-
dom will be impossible; they refuse to recognize that, if there
is no God, human freedom is meaningless.

For the freedom of self-determination is the ability of man,
made in the image of God, to say a decisive “ Yes” or “ No”
to the alternatives which divine law proposes. The Greeks,
the Egyptians, the Persians—none had a concept of freedom.
They did not believe in the one God who created heaven and
earth but in gods who were part of the universe, or its necessary
principle of emanation. They did not believe in a God who
chose for Himself His own people but in gods who were assigned
by accident or necessity, or who were created by the people
themselves. But since our Lord created all things freely and
since He freely covenanted with our fathers, we know what
freedom means.

And we know that we men are free, for we were made in
the image of God. When the Lord our God offered His cove-
nant to our fathers through Moses, He proposed His law not
as a necessity nor as a mere caprice but as an appeal to a
freedom which He respected because He Himself had created
it. Remember the words of Deuteronomy. There are two
ways. One is the way of love of the Lord, obedience to His
commandments, His laws, His customs. The other is the way
of false gods, disobedience to the commandments of the Lord,
violation of His laws, disregard of His customs.

“See, today I set before you life and prosperity,
death and disaster.” (Dt 30:15.)

“ Choose life, then, so that you and your descendants
may live,
in the love of the Lord your God, obeying his voice,
clinging to him;
for in this your life consists. . . .” (Dt 80:19-20.)
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Though not all of us accept the book of Ecclesiasticus or
Sirach as part of sacred scripture, I think we might all accept
its magnificent formulation of the biblical concept of the free-
dom and moral responsibility of man, for, like the Wisdom of
Solomon, it echoes themes found in the common canon of scrip-
ture. Thus, of man’s freedom it says:

Do not say, “ The Lord was responsible for my sinning,”
for he is never the cause of what he hates.

The Lord hates all that is foul,
and no one who fears him will love it cither.
He himself made man in the beginning,
and then left him free to make his own decisions.
If you wish, you can keep the commandments,
to behave faithfully is within your power.

Man has life and death before him;

whichever a man likes better will be given him.
For vast is the wisdom of the Lord;

he is almighty and all-seeing.

He never commanded anyone to be godless,
he has given no one permission to sin. (Sir 15:11-21.)

Thus we have freedom, precisely because we are creatures of
God and precisely because He guides us with His wisdom.
We cannot change the nature of right and wrong by our choice.
If we could do that, there simply would be nothing evil, and
then there would be nothing morally good either. What we
can do by our choice, what is within our power, is to say the
decisive word before God: “ Your servant listens,” or; “I
will not serve.”

This fundamental concept of freedom and moral responsi-
bility is most important to an appreciation of law. Of course,
our freedom can be limited—in extreme cases even obliter-
ated—Dby psychological and social factors that inhibit or pre-
clude our functioning as fully human persons. To the extent
that this is true, sciences such as psychology and sociology
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can explain human behavior. But just to this extent our action
has no direct moral significance, and it cannot be regulated
by law. For law appeals to the person as a free and responsible
agent; it does not deal with him as a patient or a product of
his environment. '

In saying this I do not mean to deny an appropriate role
to psychology and social science in the treatment of unfree
behavior. I only wish to insist that to the extent behavior is
not free, to the same extent responsibility must be exercised
by others. A free society in which no one is more than a
patient and product of his environment is a contradiction in
terms. This elementary but neglected truth must be remem-
bered in any discussion of crime.

Appreciation of this truth might open the way to the pro-
found and thorough reform our penal institutions very much
need. To the extent that a crime is a product of bad environ-
ment and psychic disease, it is not a human and responsible
act. And so to this extent the criminal ought not to be
punished; he ought to be treated in a way likely to result in
his cure.

However, to the extent that a crime is the expression of
self-determination, it is a human and responsible act, and to
this extent the criminal must be judged guilty. But our judg-
ment should be more like God’s judgment: a sentence of com-
passion rather than of condescension, a sentence of mercy
rather than of mere condemnation. With our present penal
practice, many prisoners probably suffer graver injustices than
they have committed. Crime calls for reconciliation more than
for isolation, and the criminal should be held to restitution—
so far as possible—rather than be subjected to useless and
irrelevant suffering. But in all penal reform we should main-
tain the important distinction between the morally responsible
aspects of criminal conduct and the psycho-social conditions
that limit the freedom of that conduct.

The criminal law has attempted to draw a line between
morally significant action and unfree behavior, by incorporat-
ing concepts such as “criminal intent.” The line must be
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maintained, though it sometimes is obscured because man often
acts with a freedom severely diminished by factors beyond his
control. The familiar ““ degrees” of homicide correspond to
degrees of moral freedom. The abandonment of the dividing
line not only would mean inappropriate reaction by the com-
munity to criminal acts; it also would mean the eventual con-
trol of everyone’s behavior by the experts. If there is no crime,
there is likewise no free act that is good. Every man with the
law of God in his heart is competent to be a participant in
the making of the laws, but only a trained specialist is com-
petent to be a social engineer.

Also, in social action programs, such as those of the war
on poverty, we should always maintain the distinction between
unfree behavior and responsible action. Welfare programs,
because of the predicament of the recipients, offer tempting
opportunities for experiments in social engineering. While such
experiments are being conducted, those who control society can
both congratulate themselves on their generosity and enjoy
the fruits of the continued exploitation that manipulation of
the disadvantaged makes possible. Manipulation and coercion
should be eliminated from welfare programs. The first prin-
ciple of social welfare policies should be to assure everyone
the means to pay as little attention to the advice of experts
as the experts pay to the law of God.

Sometimes the whole question of the relation of law to social
evils is confused by the supposition that a social evil is indis-
tinguishably a moral reality and a purely factual state of
affairs. If social evil is a moral reality, overcoming it will
purge society of immorality and lawlessness. If social evil is a
purely factual state of affairs, overcoming it is a technical prob-
lem susceptible of a technical solution. Because the two are
confused, it comes to seem that social evils are opportunities
for the elimination of immorality and lawlessness by the rela-
tively simple procedures of technological manipulation.

To those who believe, the illusoriness of this view is obvious.
But we must make absolutely clear to our fellow citizens that
social evils—whether riots in the cities or criminal abortion or
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unequal opportunities for employment—are not simple, homo-
geneous entities. Every such evil undoubtedly has purely fac-
tual aspects, which must be dealt with as such. Handling what
already exists is not a question of directing human freedom
but a problem of mastering recalcitrant matter by means of
suitable techniques. When we are confronted with facts that
give rise to evil, we must try to change them to make way for
good. But every such evil also has aspects of a strictly moral
character. There is no point in trying to find a technical
remedy for these aspects. Nor can we expect that law enforce-
ment will ever eliminate moral evil. Men are free; we sin; we
can only turn to the Lord and ask for His mercy and His aid.

In a longer, more theoretical exposition, this would be the
place to take up the utilitarian ethics and jurisprudence which
is set up as an idol by those who lack faith in the place that
rightly belongs to the morality and jurisprudence of the wisdom
of God. TUtilitarianism pretends to respect man’s freedom and
at the same time to improve him by applied science. The
theory is incoherent. No one ever reached a moral decision
by it, for utilitarian reasoning always assumes what is decided
by moral judgment when it formulates a question for decision.
Only after this assumption can utilitarianism provide a plausi-
ble rationalization for the decision that already has been made.

Unfortunately, we cannot enter upon this exposition. Suffice
it to say that fundamental truths of faith are irreconcilable
with utilitarianism. Among these are that God is a good and
loving father, who can care for us because He is all-knowing
and all-powerful; that God’s goodness is boundless and that His
wisdom transcends our understanding.

III1.

If a true sense of freedom is the most basic contribution that
moral teaching rooted in our religious faith can make to the
legal institution in our day, I think that the next most im-
portant contribution would be a reiteration of the forgotten
richness of our moral tradition. We hear over and over again
about a few moral concepts. The concepts are good in them-
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selves, but their names are perverted when they are torn from
the living context of faith in God and used as slogans that are
repeated until they become meaningless;: love, responsibility,
equality, love, commitment, dialogue, love, sincerity, interper-
sonal relations, love, openness, concern, and mutual love. One
can understand why unbelievers, who know only problems for
cold intelligence, or subconscious urges, or a hopeless yearning
for power, or useless passion and nausea, should find the world
empty of love and feel a constant need to speak of it as of a
priceless possession that has mysteriously vanished from the
earth without leaving a trace.

For those who believe, the obsession with love must be sus-
pect. No one is obsessed about the very atmosphere he
breathes, and love is the very atmosphere the spirit of the
believer breathes:

Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good,
his love is everlasting!

His wisdom made the heavens,
his love is everlasting!

He struck down the first-born of Egypt,
his love is everlasting!

He remembered us when we were down,
his love is everlasting!

He provides for all living creatures,
his love is everlasting!
Give thanks to the God of Heaven,
his love is everlasting. (Ps 186.)

Like the atmosphere, genuine love does not displace every-
thing else. Rather, it suffuses all the living and finds specific
form in their specific modes of goodness. We hardly hear of
these: purity, piety, gratitude, courage, courtesy, and so many
more. For God, to love is enough; for us, holiness must take
specific shape or it disperses as a breath.
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Purity: the very concept is in danger of being lost. Purity
1s indissolubly linked with holiness; purity is a disposition re-
quired of those who touch the holy. Purity is singleness of
heart. How can one rightly encounter the holy with ulterior
motives?

Piety: we were not our own beginning. Piety recognizes
the source of our being and acknowledges the love from which
we came. We come forth from our mother and we take shape
within her womb; we come forth from our father and we grow
up within his house; we come forth from God and we live
within His world. If we forget this, has the world come of age?

Gratitude: a creature must receive gifts patiently. It is
more Godlike to give than to receive, but our love is a need,
an aching void. Man without God thinks that love is only in
giving. We talk of giving ourselves. The gift may be an
empty box, for the self is nothing until it is offered to God and
filled up with His riches.

Courage: how this noble concept is distorted. A woman
so devoid of modesty that she approaches nearer to nudity
than anyone else in her circle is credited for the courage of
her fashions. Similarly, a person who abandons his faith and
makes a public spectacle of himself is credited with the courage
of his convictions. Apparently the only courage is in giving
satisfaction to voyeurs. Where is the courage of the martyrs,
the witnesses of a faith that does not die? Today men of faith
are under subjection by the Greeks, who try to impose their
pagan cults. They make skillful use of the exquisite torture
of public opinion. Where are martyrs like those whose heroism
is recounted in Maccabees?

Courtesy: the extension of the spirit of ritual into daily
life. Nothing is more empty than courtesy separated from
true worship of God. But nothing is more characteristic of
men who see in one another the image of God than a courtesy
in behavior which is an image of the ritual by which they
worship God.

In mentioning these virtues, I do not mean to suggest that
morality should be confined to the private sphere of life. The
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task which God has set for us requires the work of vast or-
ganizations as well as the effort of single individuals and small
groups. But in every case, it is individual persons who will
see what can be done, who will judge what should be done,
who will do what is going to be done. Social consciousness is
part of individual character, not a substitute for it.

One of the most disquieting trends of this decade is the tend-
ency of many well-intentioned young people to try to substitute
the experience of activity in small groups for cultivation of per-
sonal character and cooperation in the work of existing institu-
tions. Established structures have their defects, and so they
must be purified and strengthened. But they are essential for
organizing effort on the scale necessary to do anything more
about great social problems than to amuse oneself with the
game of social consciousness and commitment. Social activism
pursued as an opportunity for experience has been known to
yield its place to LSD. This degeneration reveals that the
meaning of the activism was egoistic, and that the activist
lacked character established on the firm foundation of the wis-
dom of God which, though itself unchanging, has the power to
make all things new.

Some who have no faith propose authenticity as the single
moral absolute. This authenticity, which also is called sin-
cerity or honesty, is an ideal of conformity between one’s inner
self and his outward action. The standard is the inner self.
One’s own autonomous freedom is supposed to determine every-
thing, and moral failure consists solely in allowing anything
beyond oneself to distort the expression of this freedom. Even
the apostles of authenticity admit that the ideal is impossible,
but this admission has not prevented the standard of authen-
ticity from exerting a seductive attraction. As a result, respect
for law and adaptation of oneself to existing institutions are
more and more condemned as phoneyness and surrender to
hypocrisy.

Those who believe must have the confidence to point out
that phoneyness and hypocrisy are not avoided by an illusory
authenticity but only by an authentic humility, for humility
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is the acceptance of oneself, before God, for what one is. The
humble hold fast to the law that they violate, that by it they
may know the truth of their guilt. The apostles of authenticity
condemn such humility as hypocrisy and propose instead that
a free man should reject the authority of the law which he
chooses to violate, As if a consistent denial of one’s deepest
being, his existence as a creature of God, were somehow more
honest than a failure admitted as guilty to fulfill the law of
the Lord.

Others who have no faith propose “ maturity ” as the single
moral absolute. This maturity, which also is called adjust-
ment or personality-integration, is an ideal of inner peace. The
ideal state of tension-free existence has proved to be a mirage.
Most disturbing to the dream of peace are objective moral
standards and the demands of laws based upon them. These
demands lead to civil war within the self. If only these harsh,
rigid, impersonal, legalistic, abstract, inhuman rules could be
changed! Then perhaps we could do what we are inclined to
do without being bothered by guilty consciences.

Those who believe have a solemn obligation to bear witness
to the unchangeability of the principles which underlie the law.
There is room for constant revision in man-made laws, to make
them better conform to the standard of justice. But the repeal
of just laws, though it may make crime respectable, does not
allow the guilty man to escape. Our age is like that of Isaiah
when a rebellious people told the prophets:

Do not prophesy the truth to us,

tell us flattering things;

have illusory visions;

turn aside from the way, leave the path,

take the Holy One out of our sight. (Is 30:10-11.)

However unlikely it is that the message will be well received,
it must be repeated that there is no escape from the inner
conflict that we find so painful, except by repentance and the
mercy of God. For Isaiah also tells us:

For thus says the Lord God, the Holy One of Israel:
Your salvation lay in conversion and tranquillity,
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your strength, in complete trust;

and you would have none of it.

“No,” you said, “ we will flee on horses.”
So be it, flee then!

But the Lord is waiting to be gracious to you,

to rise and take pity on you,

for the Lord is a just God;

happy are all who hope in him. (Is 30:15-18.)

Others who have no faith—and some who have faith but
who are deceived by a plausible counterfeit of the wisdom of
God—propose love as the only moral absolute. The love in
question is supposed to be a responsible care and concern for
the good of others, a care and concern so diligent in seeking
what is beneficial that it does not stop short at violating stand-
ards of right and wrong. Not only man-made laws but even
the most solemn demands of the law of God are considered
to be open to justified violation whenever love requires. The
end justifies the means. Although proponents of this theory
deny that it is antinomianism, that, nevertheless, is its practical
effect.

Those who believe must point out that the demands of love
are not a practical guide for action. If one has a question
about what he should do, then certainly he will find in his
heart a conflict between two or more loves, each claiming the
right to guide action. More fundamentally, believers must
insist that the love which transcends the precepts of the law
does not violate them, since this love is directed to the Lord
our God.

Within the community of Judaeo-Christian religious faith
are many theologies that try to explain the absolute demand
of this fundamental commandment. Among these theologies
are the situational morality of Brunner, Barth, and Bonhoeffer
as well as the finely drawn morality of rabbinical teaching and
the moral theologies developed in the light of the authentic
teaching of the Catholic Church. These theologies differ
greatly from one another. Yet all of them agree in rejecting
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the notion that a merely human appraisal of what is beneficial
could justify the violation of what is accepted as a demand
of the law of God.

Against any form of love-ethic that evades the requirements
of faith stands the faith of Abraham. He was ready to do to
Isaac, not what love required, but what the Lord commanded.
Where there is no absolute limit, faith has been abandoned
and replaced by a purely human, merely utilitarian ethics.
This is the “ new morality ”—utilitarianism newly dressed in a
costume and mask that lets it impersonate true morality based
upon the law of God.

In the field of law, not everything can be reduced to love—
that is, to the production of measurable benefits. Justice has
an absolute aspect; we must defend it even when no benefit
seems to accrue, even when the net result seems harmful. This
obligation is particularly strong in regard to the defense of the
inviolability of innocent human life. Human {riendship is a
higher value than life itself, but the higher value cannot exist
if the lower is not preserved. When the link between sexual
activity and the beginning of new life is broken, sexual activity
becomes ambiguous and is in danger of losing all meaning.
When a right is conceded to violate innocent human life in
the name of love, all human activity becomes ambiguous and
is in danger of losing its meaning.

For no one can know the meaning of the life of the one who
is killed, and no one can calculate what would be the worth of
that life.

I will demand an account of every man’s life from his fellow men.
He who sheds man’s blood,

shall have his blood shed by man,

for in the image of God

man was made. (Gen 9:5-6.)

God, not man, is the lord of life. Only God knows who is truly
well born, since man, the image of God, reflects the immeas-
urability of the Lord’s meaning and goodness.

When we look back to the Nazi era, we wonder how such
insanity could have taken hold of a civilized nation. In the
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1920’s, German intellectuals, physicians, lawyers, and clergy-
men discussed proposals of programs of legalized abortion and
euthanasia for the elimination of those whose lives were deemed
to be without value. When the Nazis came to power, the
groundwork was already laid. The abortion program was re-
jected as a waste of potential manpower, but the euthanasia
programs were put into effect. Half-a-million or so persons,
many of them infants, died as a result of these “ humanitarian >
programs. These facilities, originally developed to eliminate
sickly infants, the insane, the incurables, and the senile, were
only later expanded to bring about the “ final solution to the
Jewish problem.”

The moral basis of law is essential to defend an absolute
concept of justice that will prevent that from happening again.
The idea of a moral absolute is likely to meet resistance. But
there are two kinds of absolutes. One is an aggressive abso-
lute. It claims the right to obliterate everything in its path.
For finite beings, such an absolute is a source of terror, for we
never can resist such a thing. Those who do not believe in
God fear Him because they imagine Him to be like this. Those
who believe do not fear Him, only if they trust in His love.

The other kind of absolute is a defensive absolute. It claims
the right only to defend something against any power that
may seek to destroy it. For finite beings, such an absolute is
a source of confidence, for without protection we would be at
the mercy of anyone who thinks he is God and who sets out
to achieve the final solution of some problem.

We all hope that the world never will experience a large-
scale nuclear war. But if it should happen, how will survivors
look back upon us? Will they judge that our commitment
to a strategy of nuclear deterrence made us less and less sensi-
tive to the inviolability of innocent life? Will they consider
our acceptance of legalized abortion as a symptom of the decay
of our respect for the law of God?

Probably the most important objection that can be raised
against moral absolutes, even defensive ones, is that no one
can tell in advance for every situation that a certain mode of
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action, though it be evil, may not be necessary to prevent an
even greater evil. It was all very well, so the objection goes,
for the Stoics to say: “ Let right be done though the world
perish.” But the fact is that the world is not a simple struc-
ture of rational necessity as the Stoics imagined. Instead, it
is a dynamic interfolding of good, stemming from the creator,
and of evil, stemming from the imperfection of creation and
from man’s abuse of his liberty in separation from God. There-
fore, concludes the objection, man must exercise responsible
dominion over himself and the rest of creation. This role falls
to him precisely because he is made in the image of God. In
this role man must build up his world, even in violation of an
abstract rightness that a Stoic would have respected.

The argument is plausible. Surely faith must reject the Stoic
maxim. However, the alternative proposed by the objection
is the position of modern humanism, not the alternative of
faith. For faith has never accepted the maxim: “ Let wrong
be done lest the world perish.”

If believers have become aware of human freedom and re-
sponsibility, as the Stoics never conceived them, still, believers
also have remembered the source of this awareness: that man
is made in the image of a free and responsible God. Hence,
ever since Abraham, ever since Noah the man of faith has said:

Let right be done, and pray that God not permit the world
to perish. And if the world seem to perish before your very
eyes, then believe, man of faith, that the Lord our God, who
created both earth and heaven, stands firm forever.

GERMAIN G. GRISEZ

Georgetown University
Washington, D. C.



POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY, POLITICAL THEOLOGY,
AND MORALITY

EO STRAUSS’S recently published lectures on ““ Jerusalem
and Athens ”* compel one to consider criticisms which
have been made against him, not by positivists or

existentialists but by men identified with the Christian and
natural law traditions. These criticisms, provoked by Strauss’s
“ What is Political Philosophy? ” essay, were directed against
his work in its entirety.? What disturbs these critics is Strauss’s
silence about the relationship between political philosophy and
theology. Unlike Plato, he fails to search into the depths of
the human soul to gain experience of the good and knowledge
of virtue. He does not transcend the merely political order,
the human things, toward knowledge of the Divine which is
the measure of all things. This failure is no accident, for
Strauss, according to this criticism, repudiates any connection
between theology and political philosophy; or he asserts that
theology has nothing to do with political philosophy. Accord-

1« Jerusalem and Athens: Some Preliminary Reflections,” The City College
Papers, No. 6 (New York: The City College, 1967). Strauss’s lectures were the
inaugural “ The Frank Cohen Public Lectures in Judaic Affairs.”

2 What follows is based on the remarks of William C. Havard, “ The Method
and Results of Political Anthropology in America,” Archiv fur Rechts-und Sozial-
philosophie, XLVII (1961), 395-415 and especially 411-14, and Gerhart Niemeyer,
“ What is Political Knowledge? ” Review of Politics XXIII (Jan. 1961), 101-07
and especially 101-04. However, similar criticism are made in three articles by
Dante Germino, “ The Revival of Political Theory,” Journal of Politics XXV
(Aug. 1963), 487-60; “ Eric Voegelin’s Contribution to Contemporary Political
Theory,” Review of Politics XXVI (July 1964), 378-402 (especially 386-87); and
“Second Thoughts on Leo Strauss’s Machiavelli,” Journal of Politics XXVIIL
(Nov. 1966), 794-817. For a related criticism, more sympathetic to Strauss, see
G. P. Grant, “ Tyranny and Wisdom: A Comment on the Controversy between
Leo Strauss and Alexandre Kojeve,” Social Research XXXI (Spring, 1964), 45-72.
A rather vitriolic criticism was also made by Robert J. McShea, “ Leo Strauss on
Machiavelli,” Western Political Quarterly XVI (Dec. 1963), 789-97.
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ingly, he fails to indicate that Christian political philosophy
added anything that was relevant for understanding the right
order of political life. He refuses to admit that the novel view
of transcendence embodied in the Incarnation made an essen-
tial difference for political thought. But any attempt to pursue
political knowledge apart from these religious insights con-
stitutes a rejection of transcendence. Strauss’s political phi-
losophy is as earthbound as the modern political philosophy
he has so soundly criticized. Consequently his thinking is
often moralistic rather than metaphysical or ontological. He
is content to leave the quest for fundamental truth at the
level of moral approval or disapproval. In fact, he comes
dangerously close to a moralism where authoritative approval
rests with men whose character has been formed by a classical
education, i.e., there are no objective standards outside the
individual.

The lectures on “ Jerusalem and Athens” are not Likely to
answer such criticisms. It is true that Strauss is no longer
silent on the subject of Revelation, i. e., he now speaks openly
of Jerusalem. But he still depreciates, not merely by his sil-
ence, the Christian tradition. Moreover, he explicitly states
that Jerusalem, the Biblical faith, and Athens, Greek thought,
are representative of contradictory principles. Each tradition
claims to embody “ true wisdom, thus denying to the other its
claim to be wisdom in the strict and highest sense.” He claims
that we are “compelled . . . to make a choice, to take a
stand ” between these two contradictory principles. Yet in
the very act of listening to each side, prior to deciding, “ we
have already decided in favor of Athens against Jerusalem.”
The reason for this is the following: “ According to the Bible,
the beginning of wisdom is fear of the Lord; according to the
. Greek philosophers, the beginning of wisdom is wonder.” By
wondering, we show we do not simply fear, i.e., we question
the authenticity of Revelation. Yet having suggested this,
Strauss immediately and characteristically blurs the picture.
He defends the Bible against Biblical criticism, against that
form of Biblical interpretation inspired by philosophy. By

3
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questioning such Biblical criticism, “ we avoid the compulsion
to make an advance decision in favor of Athens against Jeru-
salem.” ®* Through the remainder of his lectures, Strauss is
content to bring out the contradictory character of the two
principles. His own stand remains a mystery, indeed even his
treatment of the contradictory and incompatible character of
philosophy and Revelation is singularly enigmatic. Yet he
raises, as do his critics, issues of great importance for those
interested in knowledge of political things—issues which far
transcend the particular dispute but which may be best con-
sidered in the light of that dispute. What is the relationship
between political philosophy and political theology, i.e., a
teaching based not merely on human reason but on Revela-
tion? What is the relationship between political philosophy,
Revelation, and morality? In order to explore these questions
it is necessary to return to the beginning of the dispute, that is,
we must carefully consider what Strauss says about the sub-
ject in his essay, “ What is Political Philosophy? ¢

I

There he attempts to delineate the nature of political phi-
losophy and, in doing so, he discusses a number of political
philosophers. Yet, with the possible exception of Locke, none
of the thinkers could qualify in any strict sense as Christian
thinkers. Those familiar with Strauss’s interpretation of Locke
are aware that especially Locke fails to qualify as a Christian
thinker or as one who tried to understand political things in

3 Strauss, op. cit., pp. 5-7.

¢ What is Political Philosophy? and other Studies (Glencoe, Ill., 1959). Refer-
ences to the title essay in this section will be made in the text. Subsequent
footnotes will adopt the abbreviation WIPP. The following abbreviations will be
used for Strauss’s other writings: NRH = Natural Right and History; Hobbes =
The Political Philosophy of Hobbes (Chicago, 1952); PAW = Persecution and
The Art of Writing (Glencoe, 1952); Thoughts = Thoughts on Machiavelli (Glen-
coe, 1958); T = On Tyranny (Revised edition, Glencoe, 1963); CM == The City
and Man (Chicago, 1964); Spinoza = Spinoza’s Critique of Religion (New York,
1965). This latter book is a translation of Die Religionskritik Spinoza (Berlin,
1930), but contains a new “ Preface ” which shall be referred to as if it were a
separate work.
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the light of Judaic-Christian Revelation. Locke made a con-
scious effort to separate the study of politics from the study of
Revelation and to establish political philosophy as an auto-
nomous discipline.® Strauss avoids discussing St. Thomas
Aquinas, Hooker or Augustine. Moreover, at the very begin-
ning of his essay, apparently speaking as a Jew to a Jewish
audience,® he declares that the nature of his subject will compel
him “to wander far away from our sacred heritage, or to be
silent about it ...” (10). Subsequently he states that
Machiavelli’s thought is based on a critique of religion and a
critique of morality. But though that critique of religion is
chiefly a critique of the Biblical religion, he insists that it is
better to keep those “ blasphemies under the veil under which
he has hidden them ” (41). He is silent about Machiavelli’s
critique of religion. He proclaims or announces his silence
about the relationship between political philosophy and
theology.

His critics claim that he is not merely silent but that he
rejects any connection between political philosophy and the-
ology. This assertion apparently is based on the following
remark:

We are compelled to distinguish political philosophy from political
theology. By political theology we understand political teachings
which are based on divine revelation. Political philosophy is limited
to what is accessible to the unassisted human mind. (13)

Is a distinction between two things the same as a rejection of
any connection between those two things? Distinctions are
required to set forth the essential character of a thing. They
involve the conscious abstraction from that which is both re-
lated and important for complete understanding. But com-
plete understanding, understanding of the whole, demands
prior understanding of the parts.” This particular distinction
is one of five made between things which are not political

® NRH, pp. 202-06.
¢ Cf. Spinoza, pp. 163-65.
" Cf. CM, pp. 19, 49, 61-2, 128, 137-38.
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philosophy (namely, political thought in general, political
theory, political theology, social philosophy, and political sci-
ence) and political philosophy proper. Strauss does not reject
any connection, for example, between political philosophy and
political thought in general. He explicitly discusses their
relationship.

The distinction between political philosophy and political
theology is the central distinction. It is the only one where
Strauss unambiguously speaks of being “ compelled ” to make
the distinction. Moreover, it is curious for its brevity, being
limited to the quoted passage. Its brevity, contrasted with
the discussion of political thought, increases our perplexity.
Why is he so laconic? We are reminded that silence about
an important matter, where a discussion seems in order, may
be an indication of a writer’s position. Silence may be as sig-
nificant as a lengthy discussion. It may indicate that the
writer rejects the relevance of the matter or that prudence
dictates not revealing one’s opinions openly.® While “ modera-
tion is not a virtue of thought,” it is “ a virtue controlling the
philosopher’s speech ” (82). Knowing this, we compel our-
selves to pay close attention to his apparent silence.

Turning from the central distinction to the middle of the
second part, and thus to the center of the essay, we discover
the following. Strauss chooses to discuss Plato’s Laws as the
work which shows with ““ the greatest clarity ” the nature of
classical political philosophy. The choice is not the only pos-
sible one. He might have discussed the Republic or Aristotle’s
Politics® We might ask of him what he asks in this context
of Plato: “What is the artistic or logographic necessity de-
manding this? ¥ His choice of the Laws leads him to observe
that the Laws is the only Platonic dialogue which begins with
the word “ God ” while the Apology of Socrates is the only
one to end with the word “ God.” In the Apology Socrates,
an old Athenian philosopher, defends himself against the charge
of impiety or the charge that he does not believe that the

8 Thoughts, pp. 30-32; PAW, pp. 53-54, 75-77.
° CM, pp. 13-14, 21, 25, 29, 53-54, 60; PAW, pp. 9-10.



312 JAMES STEINTRAGER

gods worshipped in Athens exist. “It seems that there is a
conflict between philosophy and accepting the gods of the city.”
The Laws indicates how an old Athenian philosopher recon-
ciles the city and philosophy by a law which commands admis-
sion of gods whose existence can be demonstrated (32-3).

There is a conflict between philosophy and the religion of
the city. The philosopher cannot accept this religion because
it is not reasonable, 1. e., it is unacceptable to theoretical rea-
son. The religion of the city is embodied in tradition, in the
stories told about the gods by the poets, unedifying, contra-
dictory, even preposterous stories. Yet the city depends on
belief in the gods. Obedience to the law, orderliness, and
virtue are only possible when the citizens believe that there
are all-seeing gods. Citizens obey the law, even without a
policeman around the corner, when they fear the wrath of
the gods or hope for their blessing. Moreover, moderation is
encouraged. Citizens willingly endure their lot if they believe
that there is a life after death where the woes and iniquities
of this world are rectified. People do not expect perfection
or bliss on earth when they believe that only the gods are
perfect and that bliss only comes after death. Moderate
courses of action are the backbone of any political order. With-
out belief in the gods, moderation would be endangered, perhaps
destroyed.

If the philosopher proclaims his disbelief, he may endanger
the city. The philosopher’s love of truth makes him virtuous
and orderly. But he cannot expect other men to be made
virtuous by the search for truth. The city cannot be built
on truth or the search for truth. It depends upon the laws
and the laws depend on belief in the gods. Most men live
in the cave. To deny the gods means not only to risk personal
danger but to risk encouraging general disorder or permanent
chaos. Chaos is not advantageous to the city. It is not advan-
tageous to the philosopher. Socrates chose rather to remain
in his Athenian prison than to flee to “a lawless country far
away, where the prevailing lack of order would make his life
miserable ” (83). The philosopher loves order, and an inferior
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order, if in any way decent, is better than no order. For prac-
tical reasons, the philosopher is compelled to respect the beliefs
of the city. Socrates appears to be pious. But Socrates ques-
tioned the Delphic oracle, the agent of the god, and Socrates
was accused of impiety, The philosopher cannot give up his
search for truth, and he cannot always convince the city of his
orthodoxy. A potential conflict between the city and philoso-
phy always exists. The outbreak of conflict may lead to the
destruction of the philosopher or of the city or both. None
of the possibilities are especially propitious for mankind.*

Strauss is discussing the relationship between philosophy and
theology. For the theology of the pagan city is still a theology,
however crude and rudimentary. It asserts that the gods re-
vealed the laws of the city, both prohibitions and commands,
a long time ago, before living memory. The laws of the city
gain their dignity and authority because they are laws given
by the gods or the human attempts to fulfill the requirements
of the gods. Ultimately this belief in the sacred character of
the laws of the city depends on a perfectly respectable opinion:
the identification of the old with the good or the belief that
there are gods concerned with men or the belief that there is
divine providence and revelation. The philosopher rejects the
identification of the old with the good. The good, the highest
thing for man, is philosophy. But the ancients did not know
philosophy. They were ignorant of the highest good. What-
ever else one might say about the providential gods, they did
not give man philosophy in the beginning.**

It is necessary to make some distinctions. There is a dif-
ference betweent a mythical or false theology based on poetical
fancy, a theology based on a revelation from God, and a natural
theology based on what can be known by unassisted human
reason, Perhaps the conflict between the city and the phi-
losopher is restricted to those cities united by or based on a
poetical theology. Certainly harmony exists when the religion
and laws of the city are the work of the philosopher. Natural

107 pp. 213-21; PAW, pp. 16-17, 105-06, 114-17; CM, pp. 19-21, 137-38.
1 Cf. NRH, pp. 82-84, 96-97; CM, pp. 98-99, 105.
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theology replaces poetical theology in the city of the Laws.
The question then is whether the relationship between phi-
losophy and genuine revelation is similar to the relationship
between philosophy and poetical theology or that between phi-
losophy and natural theology. We have no difficulty in believ-
ing that, if there is a genuine revelation, it would be compatible
with natural theology and with philosophy.

The difficulty which the philosopher has with the claims of
pagan religion is that the assertion that the laws originated
with the gods cannot be substantiated. There are no longer
any eyewitnesses to the purported event. Belief in the stories
about the gods is based on hear-say evidence. Quite obviously,
similar ambiguity surrounds the origins of Biblical Revelation.
But while one may not be able to show that revelation origi-
nated with a god or God, still “ a code given by a god, by a
being of superhuman excellence, must be unqualifiedly good ”
(80). The question is whether Judaic-Christian Revelation, or
the codes established by the Bible, are unqualifiedly good.

According to Strauss, ““ Jewish orthodoxy based its claim to
superiority to other religions from the beginning on its superior
rationality.” * Despite this, he does not discuss whether the
Jewish code is unqualifiedly good or whether it agrees with
the best regime set out by the classical philosophers. The
guiding question for classical political philosophy is the ques-
tion of the best regime, the best way of life for the city and
man, Strauss asserts that questions concerning the character
of the regime are alien to the Biblical teaching. * Regime
becomes the guiding theme of political thought when the de-
rivative or questionable character of the law has been real-
ized” (84). The law of the Bible, the code of the Jewish
people, may come from God. Precisely for that reason it would
be beyond question. To doubt the perfection and the authority
of the code is to doubt that the code was revealed by God.

Philosophy presupposes a break with all authority.’®* The
first distinction Strauss makes sets off political philosophy from
political thought in general. Political thought is “ the reflec-

12 < Preface ” to Spinoza, p. 30. Cf. ibid., pp. 10-11, 17-18.
** NRH, pp. 84-93.
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tion on, or the exposition of, political ideas.” Though related
to, it differs from political philosophy since it is “ indifferent
to the distinction between opinion and knowledge.” Political
philosophy “1is the conscious, coherent and relentless effort to
replace opinions about the political fundamentals by knowl-
edge regarding them.” Political thought “ finds its adequate
expression in laws and codes, in poems and stories, in tracts
and public speeches.” It “is as old as the human race; the
first man who uttered a word like ‘father’ or an expression
like ‘thou shalt not . . . was the first political thinker; but
political philosophy appeared at a knowable time in the re-
corded past ” (12-3). The examples are curious. They remind
us of the Bible, even of the core of the Old Testament teach-
ing, the Decalogue. It is unlikely that the examples were
chosen haphazardly, They imply that the teaching of the
Bible comes to sight in the eyes of the philosopher as political
thought, as opinion not knowledge. As opinion it ought to
be submitted to conscious, coherent, relentless examination.
Yet Strauss studiously avoids examining the claims of Judaism,
and hence of Judaic-Christian Revelation, in the light of
philosophy.

Only once in the essay does he quote at length. Curiously, that
quotation is from a Christian theologian, St. Thomas Aquinas.
Its singular character calls our attention to the quotation. The
passage is used to support the claim that, despite the fact that
philosophy is “ essentially not possession of the truth, but the
quest for the truth,” it is not ““ futile” (11). Yet if one turns
to the context, one discovers that the quotation which Strauss
attributes to the Christian theologian is attributed in turn by
him to the pagan philosopher, Aristotle. St. Thomas uses the
authority of Aristotle to show the superiority of the study of
sacred doctrine to the study of the sciences or philosophy, the
superiority of the study of Revelation to the endeavors of
unassisted human reason. Philosophy is the handmaiden of
theology.” But Strauss uses the remark of the theologian,

4 Strauss quotes from the Summa Theologiae, I, q. 1, a. 5, while St. Thomas
attributes the remark to Aristotle de Animalibus xi. 25.
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borrowed from the philosopher, to imply that the efforts of
unassisted human reason are superior to the certainties of
Revelation. Revealed theology claims to have authoritative
knowledge about the highest questions, the nature of God and
of the cosmos. But the philosopher is aware of his ignorance
or is certain that the doubts concerning the possible answers
to the most fundamental questions are greater than the evi-
dence on behalf of those answers. Dogmatism is “ the inclina-
tion ‘to identify the goal of our thinking with the point at
which we have become tired of thinking,””** and dogmatism
is the special preserve of revealed religion.

Strauss is not silent about the relationship of philosophy
to revealed theology. He seems to suggest that the conflict
which exists between poetical theology and philosophy also
exists between revealed theology and philosophy. Yet we can-
not be certain. His silence and his suggestions are perplexing.
We may apply to him his own words about Machiavelli: “ He
fascinates his readers by confronting them with riddles.” *¢
Differently stated, we must wonder why he is compelled to be
silent or why he only hints at the issues. Certainly the mere
charge of impiety would not disturb him. Nor is it likely that
at this time and in this country he might risk persecution for
impiety. Nor would bold proclamations of atheism or agnos-
ticism by an academician much shock the sensibilities of his
colleagues or disturb the social order. What necessity might
have compelled him to use riddles or to be silent about revealed
theology and to proclaim his silence which is not silence at all?

II

Strauss’s silence concerning theology leads to the charge that
he comes dangerously close to a moralism which seems indis-
tinguishable from moral relativism. Because he does not pay
“ sufficient attention to the way in which knowledge of virtue
is reached,” he does not know the * experience of the divine

15 NRH, p. 22 where Strauss quotes from Lessing. Cf. ibid., pp. 163-64.

18 Thoughts, p. 50.
1 Ibid., pp. 51-52, 120-22, 174-76; PAW, pp. 22-87.
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as the ground of all being ” and hence is ignorant of the fact
that morality originates with God.** But the question is
whether political science, ethics, or political philosophy must
be dependent upon theology, especially Judaic-Christian the-
ology. The most important natural law teaching, that of St.
Thomas Aquinas, insists on a distinction between natural law
and Revelation. Natural knowledge of morality, including
prudence and the principles of politics, is possible. Revelation
may supplement, clarify, and specify the natural law. But
belief in Revelation is a matter of faith and faith is a gift of
God. The heresy that faith depends on a free choice by man,
rather than on an inward movement of grace originating with
God, was the heresy of the Pelagians. Natural law can be
known by one who does not know that the God of Judaic-
Christian Revelation is the author of that law.* To make
natural law dependent on acceptance of Revelation, belief in
the God of Revelation, is to destroy the meaning of natural
law as St. Thomas understood it.

Normative political science may exist independently of
Judaic-Christian theology without degenerating into moralism.
To doubt this is to doubt the ability of human reason to
understand what is right and just according to nature. But
may a normative political science exist apart from all considera-
tions about God? May political philosophy exist without nat-
ural theology? May it be thoroughly human, oriented to the
human understanding of human things, without any considera-
tion of the Divine? According to Strauss, an earthbound
political science is undesirable. The human must be under-
stood in the light of something other than itself, in the light
of either the subhuman or the superhuman. Modern political
philosophy follows the first course. It attempts to understand
the higher in terms of the lower. But this distorts the higher,

18 Havard, op. cit., 412-13.

*® Summa theologiae 1, q. 12, aa. 6, 13; I-11, q. 91, aa. 2, 4; q. 112, a. 3; II-11, q. 6,
a. 1. Cf. Thomas Gilby, Principality and Polity (London, 1958), xxi-xxiv, pp.
283-35; also Appendix 3 on Natural Law in vol. 28, Law and Political Theory,
Summa Theologiae (New York, 1966).
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denies the higher its proper dignity. Strauss rejects modern
political philosophy. The human things, man and the city,
must be understood in the light of the superhuman. Political
philosophy, as distinct from political theology, attempts to
understand the human in the light of natural knowledge of
the Divine. Political philosophy is essentially connected with
natural theology.?

Philosophy is the quest for knowledge about the cosmos,
about its origin, nature and destiny. Accordingly, the philoso-
pher must wonder as to whether the world was created or
whether it is eternal; if it was created, whether out of “ some-
thing ” or out of “ nothing ”; if the world was created by what
kind of being; in what manner and for what possible reasons;
does the Creator, having acted, continue to care for the world
or does He leave it to its own resources (perhaps because He
has set things in perfect order) ; is He open to prayer? What
1s the ultimate end of the world and of man or is there any
ultimate end, a natural or Divine goal? Questions such as
these, the attempt to grasp their meaning and to answer them
as far as is humanly possible, constitute natural theology.
Natural theology is the highest theme of philosophy.

How does natural theology relate to political life? More
precisely, what is political philosophy? How does political
philosophy relate to the highest theme of philosophy and to
politics? Philosophy can exist apart from political philosophy.
Presocratic philosophy looked down upon political things as
conventional. Political things are subject to change, even con-
stant change. But philosophy is interested in the eternal and
immutable, not the ephemeral and changing. Political phi-
losophy, rather than being a matter of course, had to be dis-
covered. Socrates was the founder or discoverer of political
philosophy. He discovered the naturalness of political life by
reflecting on the nature of man. By nature man lives in politi-
cal society, in the city. The city, being natural though not
merely natural, tends toward a natural end. The end of the

20 NRH, pp. 14-16, 70-75, 87-90, 120-23, 320-21; Thoughts, pp. 78, 207-08, 295-
98; T, pp. 189-90 fi.
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city transcends the limitations of any particular city. That
end, which is above any given city, is the standard or measure
for all cities. The end of the city is virtue or the fullest de-
velopment of human excellence. The city serves virtue. Politi-
cal philosophy attempts to understand both virtue and the city.
It is inseparable from natural ethics.

Classical political philosophy took as its starting point the
opinions about moral and political things held by intelligent
citizens. Those opinions are sacred, but they are still only
opinions. The political philosopher seeks the truth contained
in those opinions. But this is not merely a matter of clarifying
terminology or suggesting reconciliations between conflicting
opinions. The political philosopher transcends the realm of
opinion. He seeks that which is above all opinion and thus,
despite his respect for opinion, he is critical of it. But one of
the most sacred opinions held by the citizen, an opinion which
more than touches on morality and polities, is his opinion about
the Divine. The typical citizen clings to a moral teaching
which is intimately bound up with the traditional religion of
his city. His moral judgment, informed by his religious opin-
ions, affects his political judgment. What is at issue between
Strauss and his critics begins to be clear.

Within the Western world, the dominant religious tradition
and moral code is based on the Bible. The mind of the West-
ern citizen has been shaped by that religious tradition even
when he rejects the truth of the Biblical message. If clas-
sical political philosophy originated by reflecting on and tran-
scending the limitations of the traditional Greek moral and
religious beliefs, the reconstruction of political philosophy ought
to begin with an analysis of the Western moral, political and
religious tradition. For the restoration of political philosophy
cannot be accomplished by slavish adherence to and reiteration
of the texts of the classical political philosophers. Strauss’s
most intelligent critic has pointed out that this would * con-
sist not so much in an inquiry into ‘the nature of political
things > as into the meaning of somebody’s thought.” Such
an enterprise would better go under the name of “ political
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philology ” than political philosophy, the “loving penetration
into the order of being.” ** However much Strauss has inquired
into the Western tradition insofar as it has been shaped by
classical and modern political and moral thought, he has been
silent about the influence of the Biblical tradition. Yet one
might suspect that the Biblical tradition has had a greater
influence on citizens than have the writings of Hobbes or
Machiavelli.

How might the inquiry into the Biblical tradition take place?
One doubts that Strauss would rely on evidence produced by
an opinion poll to tell him what the Biblical tradition means.
When Socrates wished to understand the religious opinions of
the Athenians he inquired into the stories about the gods told
by the poet Homer and other poets. The Western tradition
seems more diverse, more complicated, more intellectualized
than the Greek tradition about the Divine. A sensible pro-
cedure would be to examine the coherent and intelligent pro-
nouncements of major thinkers who believed in the message
of the Bible. Just as Strauss has examined Machiavelli and
Locke, and not a crafty statesman or shrewd businessman, he
would seem to be compelled to examine St. Thomas Aquinas
or Hooker, not a devoted minister or pious layman. Since
the Western tradition is predominantly Christian, it is sensible
to examine Christian theologians as opposed to the great Jewish
scholars. Only when we begin to understand what political
philosophy means on Strauss’s terms, do we begin to appreciate
the significance of his silence concerning the Biblical tradition.

Strauss is not simply silent. His proclaimed silence about
Machiavelli’s critique of the Biblical religion is not complete.
Machiavelli’s fearless thought seems to open up depths “ from
which the classics, in their noble simplicity, recoiled.” But
the classical thinkers were “ thoroughly familiar ” with all that
Machiavelli taught. His apparent enlargement of the human
horizon was, in fact, a contraction. It appeared as an enlarge-
ment only because Christianity had profoundly changed the

21 Niemeyer, op. cit., pp. 103-104. Cf. CM, p. 11.
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classical tradition. The contemplative life was transferred into
monasteries and out of the cities, and moral virtue was “ trans-
figured into Christian charity.” Christian charity seemed infi-
nitely to increase man’s responsibility for his fellow men. It
seemed “to permit, nay, to require courses of action which
would have appeared to the classics, and which did appear to
Machiavelli, to be inhuman and cruel. . . .” Machiavelli re-
volted against the pious cruelty of “ the Inquisition, in expel-
ling the Marannos from Spain. Machiavelli was the only non-
Jew of his age ” to protest against the treatment of the Jews.

He seems to have diagnosed the great evils of religious persecu-
tion as a necessary consequence of the Christian principle, and
ultimately of the Biblical principle. He tended to believe that a
considerable increase in man’s inhumanity was the unintended but
not surprising consequence of man’s aiming too high.??

These remarks might express the feelings of a Jew speaking
to other Jews, recalling all too well subsequent cruelties, were
it not for the fact that Machiavelli’s indictment of Christianity
was also an indictment of Judaism or of the Biblical principle
itself. Strauss insists that the classics would have agreed with
Machiavelli concerning the inhumanity resulting from undue
concern with the salvation of other men’s immortal souls. He
is silent about the fact that many pious and believing Chris-
tians might also indict such cruelty as inhumane, as unchris-
tian. Differently stated, he does not defend the Biblical prin-
ciple against the charge that it aimed “too high.” He does
defend classical political philosophy, though it is clear that
Machiavelli also believed that it aimed “ too high.” ** He de-
fends classical political philosophy because he believes that it
is necessary to understand man in the light of the higher. He
does not defend the Biblical principle. Perhaps it does not
need defense, or perhaps it is indefensible.

Machiavelli’s rejection of the Bible was the consequence of

22 WIPP, pp. 48-44. All of the quotations in the preceding paragraph occur on
these two pages.
23 Cf. PAW, pp. 32-33; “ Preface ” to Spinoza, p. 3.
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his “ anti-theological ire—a passion which we can understand
but of which we cannot approve.” If the Bible represents the
truth about God and man, an attack on utilitarian grounds is
meaningless. What may appear to some men as politically
inexpedient may be necessary in the eyes of God. Machiavelli’s
critique of the Judaic-Christian religion is not based merely
on political or practical grounds. His critique is theoretical
but it is not original. It “ amounts to a restatement of the
teaching of the pagan philosophers, as well as of that medieval
school which goes by the name of Averroism. . . .”** Machia-
velli’s critique stems from the pagan philosopher, Aristotle.
Machiavelli does not accept Aristotle’s natural theology, for
there is no room in his cosmology for a ruling Mind and he
interprets “ nature ” as ““ chance,” therefore radically breaking
with Aristotle’s teleological approach. The locus of the agree-
ment between Machiavelli and Aristotle seems to be on the
negative side, in their mutual rejection of traditional religion.*
But this is absurd. Aristotle did not know of Judaic-Christian
Revelation while Machiavelli did. Aristotle did not reject the
Bible but the poetical myths about the gods or the superstitious
religion of the pagans. Is not Aristotle’s ruling Mind the
Providential God of the Bible? Is not Aristotle’s moral teach-
ing based on his teleological view of nature, and is not that
natural morality basically the natural law teaching of St.
Thomas?

Strauss’s critics believe in the ultimate harmony of philoso-
phy and Biblical Revelation. Any hesitation on the part of
the philosopher in moving from the God of Aristotle to the
God of the Bible must appear highly irregular. Or, again, the
failure to follow the Platonic myths to the point where one can
experience the “leap in being ” from the Platonic God to
acceptance of Judaic-Christian Revelation precludes Strauss
“from considering what Christianity may yield in the way of
a further dimension of man’s approach to the knowledge of

24 WIPP, pp. 44, 41 and 40-47 in general.
2 Thoughts, pp. 178-79 ff., 186, 208 ff., 221-222 ff., 232 ff.
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reality.” *  Yet it is well to recall that an essential tenet of

the Bible is the belief that acceptance of the Bible as the Word
of God is a matter of faith, a movement beyond (though not
necessarily without) reason.

Perhaps the philosopher hardens his heart? Perhaps he pre-
cludes himself from the rich experience and insights upon which
acceptance of Revelation is based? But would it not be ridicu-
lous for the philosopher to deny himself an entire range of
experience whch is apparently accessible to the most ordinary
of mortals? According to Strauss, the philosopher rejects Reve-
lation because he rejects the possibility of the experience upon
which belief in Revelation claims to be based.”

A basic premise of the Bible is the rejection of philosophy.
According to philosophy, the end of man consists in philosophic
investigation. That end is human happiness. But according
to the Bible and theology, the natural end of man is insufficient.
Natural reason points beyond itself. It creates a presumption
in favor of Revelation and supernatural happiness. It is this
presumption or this interpretation of natural reason which the
philosopher rejects. The Bible stands or falls on the belief
in Creation, that a Providential God, a God who cares for
man, is the cause of the Universe. But even St. Thomas admits
that natural reason cannot prove that the Universe was cre-
ated in time. The doctrine of Creation is a matter of faith,
not reason. It is known through Revelation. Belief in Crea-
tion depends on belief that the Bible is the Word of God.
Belief that the Bible is the Word of God depends on belief
in Creation. But the philosophers maintain the eternity of
the universe and deny the existence of a Providential God who
cares for man. The God of the philosophers, for they are not
atheists, is the final cause of the universe, not its efficient cause.
He is the object of their quest for knowledge. He does not
care for men because He is sufficient unto Himself. He does
not intervene in human affairs either through miracles or by

¢ Havard, op. cit., 413-14. On the relationship of Plato and the Bible, see Stan-
ley Rosen, “ Order and History,” Review of Metaphysics XII (Dec. 1958), 257-76.
2T PAW, pp. 104-07; Spinoza, pp. 144-46.
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revealing Himself to man. If religion consists essentially in
the worship or serving of God, then the philosopher is irre-
ligious. But his irreligion is noble, not base. It is rooted in
his natural understanding of God and the eternity of the Uni-
verse. Against this understanding not only St. Thomas but
others have disputed that, though natural reason is unable to
prove that the Universe was created in time, it is also unable
to prove that the Universe is eternal. Hence natural reason
must admit its own insufficiency. But the eternity of the
Universe is one thing. Acceptance of a God who sees fit to
create that Universe, Who needs make Himself known to man,
Who goes so far as to incarnate Himself into the world is quite
another thing. In this sense, the natural theology of the phi-
losophers is contradicted, not perfected by revealed theology.
The philosopher’s quest for natural knowledge of the cosmos
and the knowledge thus far available to him prevent him from
accepting the doctrine of Creation and the Bible. Strauss has
admitted that in the case of Plato there are striking similari-
ties to the Biblical doctrine of Creation.

Yet the differences between the Platonic and the biblical teach-
ing are no less striking than the agreements. The Platonic teach-
ing on creation does not claim to be more than a likely tale.
The Platonic God is a creator also of gods, of visible living beings,
i.e., of the stars; the created gods rather than the creator God
create the mortal living beings and in particular man; heaven is a
blessed god. The Platonic God does not create the world by his
word; he creates it after having looked to the eternal ideas which
are therefore higher than he.?®

By following Plato, to say nothing of Aristotle whose God is
not a personal God, in his transcendence of the human, one
does not arrive at the brink of knowledge of the Biblical God.

According to the classical philosophers, then, the highest

%8 Jerusalem and Athens,” 21. To understand Strauss’s position one would have
to carefully examine such passages as the following: NRH, pp. 62-67, 69-71, 74-76,
81-84, 87, 89-90, 95-97, 144-45, 149-50 (especially note 24), 163-64, 257-59 (espe-
cially note 15); PAW, pp. 18-21, 104-08, 113-14, 118-20, 123-24, 126-27, 187; WIPP,
38-39; “ Preface” to Spinoza, pp. 8-13 ff. and Spinozae, pp. 146-51, 185-91. Cf. St.
Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theol, I, q. 12, aa. 6, 12; q. 22, a. 1; q. a. 4; q. 46,
aa. 1, 2; q. 103, aa. 1, 2; Summa contra Gentiles, III, qq. 37, 89, 40, 48.
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excellence of man is the most perfect development of human
reason or natural knowledge about God. This excellence con-
stitutes intellectual virtue and intellectual virtue does not point
above itself to the theological virtues. But though intellectual
virtue is happiness proper, the necessary condition of true
happiness, it is not the sufficient condition. The philosopher
does not need revealed religion. He does need leisure and
leisure depends upon the division of labor and on political life.
Thus it is that the philosopher is compelled to turn his atten-
tion from the Divine to political things. A stable and sound
political life depends upon the morality of ordinary men. The
morality of ordinary men depends upon belief in religion. The
Biblical morality, the laws and codes of the Old and New
Testaments depend on acceptance of a Providential God. The
philosopher, by denying the God of Revelation, threatens mo-
rality and political life. The philosopher must defend himself
against the charges of impiety and immorality. Political phi-
losophy is the public apologetic of the philosopher by which
he tries to show that philosophy is the ally of the city and
morality, even the ally of the traditional God of the city.
Assimilation to the God of the philosophers, contemplation, is
superior to every action. But what is superior in principle is
not always the most urgent consideration. The philosopher
must concern himself with the conditions which make political
life and, hence, the philosophic life possible.?

The philosopher defends religion, but his defense is not sin-
cere. To maintain that worship of God is a requirement of
political life is to admit that almost any worship of God, as
distinguished from the true worship of God, will do. One is
not a friend of religion if he is indifferent to the truth of re-
ligion. Even if the philosopher sincerely believes that religion
is an indispensable condition of sound political life, this proves
merely that religion is a salutary myth. * Utility and truth
are two entirely different things.”*® The philosopher is more
interested in morality than in religion or he is only interested

2 PAW, pp. 114-17, 128-30, 187-39; cf. Arnold Brecht, Political Theory (Prince-
ton, 1959), pp. 456-59.
2 NRH, p. 6; Thoughts, p. 12; PAW, pp. 114-15.
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in religion as a necessary support for morality. But is the
philosophic defense of morality a genuine and sincere defense?
The guiding theme of political philosophy is the best regime
which reduces the conflict between the philosopher and the
city to a minimum by allowing the philosophers to rule or by
having the philosophers propose the laws which govern the
society. According to Plato, the philosophers are entitled to
rule, for they alone possess genuine virtue. In the light of
Platonic intellectual virtue, the ordinary morality of ordinary
men is but vulgar or political virtue. It is not genuine virtue.
It seems merely conventional. Precisely by following Plato
in his quest for the origins of virtue one endangers ordinary
morality, the morality of the city. Nor is this obstacle entirely
surmounted by Aristotle’s teaching which sought to defend the
naturalness of moral virtue. Aristotelian moral virtue is not
the same as natural law. A natural law which is universal
cannot be a rational law, a law of reason. The law of reason
is the preserve of the few and not of the many. Although
Aristotle does assert that there are things which are every-
where just or right according to nature, he adds “ yet all of it
is changeable.” The naturally just, according to Aristotle,
seems to be little more than the minimum requirements of
living together, as necessary for a band of robbers as for a city.
Even these minimum requirements are only the proposals of
practical and not theoretical reasoning. They are not sacred
requirements. The morality of the philosophers may appear
to be dogmatic to the modern relativist. But “if the philoso-
phers are right in their appraisal of natural morality ” then
“ natural morality is, strictly speaking, no morality at all.” *
Strauss’s interpretation of classical political philosophy, and
not the interpretation of the classics by his critics, lends weight
to the charge that he is guilty of moral relativism. For Strauss
defends classical political philosophy, yet his defense leads us
to understand the manner in which classical philosophy endan-
gers morality.

3t PAW, pp. 140, 96-98, 185-39; NRH, pp. 148-52, 157- 63; CM, pp. 20-21, 25-28,
44, 49; T, pp. 219-21. Cf. Aristotle. Nichomachean Ethics, V, vii, 1-4,
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III

One might protest that Strauss is but a commentator or
historian, interested only in understanding and not defending
classical political philosophy. But the polemical character of
his work seems to preclude that possibility. Moreover, it is
known that the intelligent writer may avail himself ““of the
specific immunity of the commentator or historian in order to
speak his mind concerning grave matters in his ‘ historical ’
works, rather than in the works in which he speaks in his own
name.” ¥ Yet, granting that Strauss comes to sight most
often as a defender of classical thought, we have his explicit
warning that a man’s deepest and innermost thoughts need
not be those he utters most frequently.”* We must consider
the possibility that there are reasons, compelling reasons, for
defending classical philosophy, even if one believes in the mes-
sage of the Bible and believes, moreover, that classical phi-
losophy and the Bible are incompatible. If such reasons exist,
then we would have an explanation for Strauss’s silence or his
caution.

According to Arnold Brecht, a powerful yet unscientific preju-
dice exists within science, especially social science, against
“unbracketing the Divine Alternative.” Scientists are more
inclined to accept the hypothesis that God is not than that
He is or even may be. As Brecht sees it, this prejudice cuts
science off from important and relevant questions.®* It takes
no great sophistication to see that this prejudice is strongest
when directed against organized or revealed religions as
opposed to natural theology—though in either case the preju-
dice is exceedingly strong. Brecht seems to feel that this
unscientific prejudice against belief in God is an accidental
feature of scientific value relativism. Yet, according to Strauss’s
analysis, modern positivism was from the start antireligious,
antitheological. It saw belief in God as the inevitable oppo-

2 PAW, p. 14. Ct. ibid., pp. 21, 24-25, 36, 46-60.

38 Cf. ibid., pp. 14, 298-99; WIPP, pp. 56-77, 221-32; PAW, pp. 22-32; 89-41,

92-94, 100, 108-09, 128.
34 Brecht, op. cit., pp. 459-76.
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nent of any real improvement in the human condition. Man
must be liberated from religion, from any belief in God, and
enlightened to his real condition. Both religious and philo-
sophic longing for knowledge of the Divine are futile and divi-
sive. Modern philosophy opposed both classical philosophy
and Biblical theology.*®* But while modern philosophic and
academic man may have sounded the death of God, he has
not yet utterly sounded the death of reason, though he may
have contracted the sphere of her reliability. There are rea-
sons for believing that any attempt to make man aware of
what it means to exclude the Divine, to be oblivious of the
eternal, must be advanced from the standpoint of philosophy
and natural theology rather than from the standpoint of re-
vealed religion. To cultivate reasons, without any reliance on
Revelation, would constitute a prudential judgment of the
highest order. This prudential or practical reason would ex-
plain the necessity of Strauss’s silence or his circumlocution.
However uneasy the alliance between classical philosophy and
the Biblical message, it is still an alliance. Silence about the
deep difficulties which exist between the partners would be as
compatible with deep religious piety as with philosophic dis-
belief in the God of Revelation. Moreover, this would explain
another curious feature of Strauss’s defense of classical phi-
losophy, his insistence that philosophy as such, including clas-
sical philosophy, constitutes a threat to man, morality, and
political order. His defense of philosophy includes an eloquent
warning about the dangers of philosophy and science.*

An alliance based on expediency is not likely to last. The
expedient or the useful tends to change in the course of time.
The partners to the alliance begin to seek hegemony over one
another, to be critical of one another. Each forgets its need
for the other or believes (whether prudently or not) that the
need has ended. Perhaps one of the permanent problems of

5 Thoughts, pp. 280-31; WIPP, pp. 54-55; Hobbes, pp. 71-78 with WIPP, pp.
182-90. In addition all of the Spinoza volume ought to be read in the light of
PAW, pp. 142-201.

% CM, pp. 1, 11; PAW, pp. 140-41.
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mankind is that the alliance between philosophy and religion
and revealed theology can never be eliminated without harm,
not only to each partner but to mankind. This might suggest,
however, that the alliance is based on something other than
the expedient.

Modern philosophy opposed the classical viewpoint because
it did not believe that the heterogeneity of nature could be
demonstrated and, hence, it denied that the proper under-
standing of nature could offer man standards for his moral
and political life.*” Modern philosophy asserts the oneness of
man with nature or the homogeneity of nature. The same
natural necessity controls man as controls the rest of nature.
However, modern philosophy sought to conquer nature and
it admitted, therefore, a distinction between the realm of neces-
sity and the realm of freedom where the realm of freedom is
the human realm. But modern philosophy denied that there
was any fundamental difference between men. The realm of
freedom or history becomes the realm of the equality of all
mankind or the inexorable march toward the full equality of
men which will overcome the accidental differences between
men.** Man has no essential nature. He is a creature of his-
tory. In opposing the principle of heterogeneity or essential
differences, modern philosophy also rejected the Bible for, as
St. Thomas argues, the grace of God perfects, it does not
change, the nature of man. But as long as it is denied that
man has a nature, the character of that perfection can not be
intelligently discussed.® The restoration of Christian theology

3" In what follows the term “modern philosophy ” is simply taken over from
Strauss and is meant to describe the many political thinkers who take their bear-
ings from the primacy of rights, subjective claims which originate in the human
will, as contrasted with the classical and medieval view which spoke of natural
law or right as an objective rule or order, independent of the human will. Cf.
Hobbes, xi-xii, xix-xx, and the essay “ What Is Political Philosophy? ” in its
entirety.

38 NRH, pp. 252-94; WIPP, pp. 51-55. Cf. Joseph Cropsey, “ Political Life and
a Natural Order,” Journal of Politics XXIII (Feb. 1961), 46-56. Rousseau’s
Discourse on the Origin and Foundation of Inequality Among Mankind is basic for
understanding this issue.

% NRH, p. 81; “ Preface ” to Spinoza, pp. 10-11.
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must be preceded by the restoration of a proper understanding
of man’s nature entirely on the basis of reason.

Modern philosophy rejected the meaningfulness of nature
and radically rejected religion or the worship of a God who
is the cause of the order in nature. Classical philosophy,
though skeptical of particular religions or of the belief that a
satisfactory answer has been given to the question about the
nature of God, nevertheless did not radically oppose religion.
Classical philosophy sought to understand, imitate and culti-
vate nature. But according to Strauss, the belief that the
old is identical with the good or the belief that there is a provi-
dential God is a “ natural belief.” Such a natural belief cannot
be rejected out of hand, for one cannot expel nature with a
pitchfork nor can one understand man as a being without
sacred restraints.** By reflecting on nature, the classical phi-
losopher seeks to ascend to the truth about things. But this
ascent culminates in the classic case in Socrates’s claim of his
ignorance concerning the highest things. The classical phi-
losopher is neither dogmatic nor skeptical in the ordinary sense.
He is not opposed to religion, for he knows that he does not
know, though he may oppose those who, whether for sincere
or insincere motives, use religion to harm mankind or those
who forget that their commitment of faith, however sincere,
is beyond reason. The philosopher’s position is perfectly com-
patible with the mysterious character of the Bible, a book
sealed with seven seals whose secrets can be made known by
God alone, and of the God of Revelation, who will be what
He will be. As St. Thomas insists, reason informed by faith
and not natural reason teaches that God is to be loved and
worshipped.*

° Spinoza, pp. 86-87, 90-92, 107-09 et passim. Cf. “ Comments on Der Begriff
des Politischen by Carl Schmitt ” in Spinoza, pp. 831-51; Hobbes, pp. 123-26, 166-
68; Thoughts, pp. 92, 126, 165-66; NRH, pp. 201-02, 129-30, 22; T, p. 205; CM,
Pp. 240-41,

“ WIPP, pp. 38-40; CM, pp. 18-14, 33-34, 180, 228-80; PAW, pp. 41-69; Spinoza,
pp. 19394 f£. Cf. St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theol., I-I1, q. 104, aa. 1-3; Thomas
More, “Letter to Dorp ” in St. Thomas More, Selected Letters, Elizabeth Rogers,
ed. (New Haven, 1961), pp. 33-35.
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Modern philosophy was generated by moral objections to
premodern thought more than by theoretical arguments. Its
generosity and humanity objected to the strict morality of
classical and Christian thought, to the belief that the city
ought to play a central role in the development of moral virtue,
and to the tendency to encourage men to aim too high. Modern
philosophy sought to liberate man from his bondage. But to
do so, it had to radically criticize the bondholders, classical
philosophy and Biblical theology. To do so, it rejected teleo-
logical nature as a positive standard for morality and political
order. But it retained nature as a negative standard. Man’s
destiny is to escape from the bondage of nature. But know-
ing from whence he must flee did not tell man to where he
must go. The critique of order in nature culminated in utter
moral relativism, the belief that all moral and political stand-
ards are entirely conventional. Upon reaching this conclusion,
modern philosophy, impelled by moral fervor, discovered what
was known in a sober manner by the classical thinkers and
the theologians: moral virtue is weak and exposed unless it is
aided by powerful allies. Moral virtue is exposed because it
is and is not an end in itself or because, though it is an end for
most men, it is not necessary from every point of view or for
all men. According to St. Thomas, all moral virtue can be
directed to something else, for moral virtues are concerned
with the moderation of man’s passions and the control of
things. But such moderation and control is not the end of
man’s life or man’s ultimate happiness does not consist in acts
of moral virtue. The moral virtues are inferior to the intel-
lectual virtues and the intellectual virtues, prudence aside,
may exist without the moral virtues. According to the clas-
sical view, the moral virtues are the end of the city, but man
and the city gain their dignity by that which transcends the
city. Intellectual excellence, philosophy, is that which tran-
scends the city for the city as city cannot philosophize.*?

Awareness of the limitations of moral virtue may be de-

2 Hobbes, pp. 123-26, 166-68; * Preface,” pp. 28-29; I1I Cont. Gent., qq. 84, 37;
Summa Theol., I-II q. 59, a. 5; q. 65, a. 2; q. 66, a. 3; CM, pp. 26-28, 49.



332 JAMES STEINTRAGER

scribed as qualified moral relativism—a relativism which at-
tempts to avoid both rigid moral absolutism (i. e., that moral
rules are sacred and without exception) and utter moral
relativism (i. e., that no moral rules are sacred or natural).
Unfortunately, any such moral teaching has a tendency to
collapse either into dogmatism or relativism. The question
then becomes: Does the nature of man demand stressing the
strictness of morality or does it permit greater flexibility? i. e.,
are men individually capable of sober moral responsibility?
On the basis of their understanding of the strength of the
human passions in most men, both the classical philosophers
and St. Thomas (and the Bible which is his guide) tended
to stress the strict demands of morality. On the other hand,
the modern philosophers tended to believe (as in the case
of Hobbes) that the very brutality of human nature insured
the observance of minimum moral codes; or they believed
(as in the case of Nietzsche) that modern man, at least, was
so tame that one could publicly reject all sacred rights and
duties. The modern philosophers were aided in their argu-
ments by the fact that the support for moral virtue within
the Western world was the sacred code of Judaic-Christian
Revelation. A moral code revealed by God is more strict than
a natural moral code. Exceptions to the code can only be
made by God or His agents. But this extra-mundane support
for natural morality led to well-known abuses. Especially after
the Reformation any attempt to defend morality on religlo-
theological grounds was apt to result in divisiveness and to
endanger morality. In the face of these facts, the prudent
man who is concerned with morality will seek to defend mo-
rality on other grounds.** He will be silent about religion
and even about God.

JAMES STEINTRAGER
The University of Texas
Austin, Texas

#Cf. T, p. 205; WIPP, pp. 54-55; NRH, pp. 2-3, 163-64; PAW, pp. 140-41.
Cf. the closing remarks Strauss makes in “Social Science and Humanism,” The
State of the Social Sciences, L. D. White, ed. (Chicago, 1956), pp. 415-25.



GOD IN THE ETHICO-RELIGIOUS THOUGHT
OF HENRI BERGSON

[ 14

ENRI BERGSON’S Two Sources of Morality and
H Religion appeared in 1932. There had been a lapse

of some 25 years since the publication of his last work,
the celebrated Creative Evolution. During this time, Bergson,
involved in a battle with serious illness, was nevertheless put-
ting his immense powers of research and analysis to work on
the problem of God, which he thought to be inextricably bound
up with the question of morality. His researches carried him
into sociology, anthropology, psychology, and comparative
religion. They led him also into a thorough study of the
Christian mystics. The product of his long labor shows an
extraordinary command of the subjects he investigated and
reveals many important insights into morality, religion, and
natural theology that will continue to have an influence on
philosophical thought.

We propose to summarize the doctrine of the Two Sources
and to relate it back to the dominant themes of Bergson’s
entire philosophy, as we find them in his earlier works. We
hope to be able to show that Bergson’s Two Sources, separated
by 25 years from his earlier works though it is, and concerned
with apparently quite different questions, is altogether of a
piece with all his previous thought and brings it to completion.

I. Crosep MorarITY

Bergson’s ethico-religious thinking takes up from the point
emphasized throughout his previous works, especially Creative
Evolution,® that all life is social. Even man, coming at the
end of the process and rising above the other species of life

* Henri Bergson, Creative Evolution, tr. Arthur Mithchell (New York: Modern
Library, 1944), 284-84. This work will be cited as CE.
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by reason of his full consciousness and freedom, is naturally a
social being. He needs other men to live his life. And he
wants to live with others. It is from this need and this desire
that morality is born.

Bergson brings forward a pair of good examples to enforce
his contention about man’s gregariousness.®* The first is the
instance of the criminal who voluntarily gives himself up. By
his crime he has cut himself off from the group. Even if he
remains undiscovered, it is not his real self with whom society
deals and continues amicable relations. He is as isolated in
his being as if he were on a deserted island. To restore the
former solidarity, even if it means punishment, he gives him-
self up. The other example Bergson adduces is that of the
man put in solitary confinement. In solitary confinement
man’s spirit dies, and often he loses his mind. These two
extraordinary examples reinforce the point made by history
and our ordinary experience that man is a social being.

This fact of the organization of all life fits into Bergson’s
broad evolutionary context. It is verified at all three levels
of individual organism, instinctual society, and human society.*
In the individual organism, the cell exists entirely for the
good of the whole. In the societies of ants, bees, wasps, again
the individual is subordinate to the society. There is a divi-
sion of labor and a kind of instinctual fidelity to duty in the
interests of the group. This 1s pre-conscious and amounts to a
strict necessity. Now man, too, is social. But it is not by
the same kind of necessity.

The new factor that enters the picture at the human level
is intellect. Whereas it is the cumulative function of life that
accounts for the cohesion we have just spoken of, the dissocia-
tive function of life comes to the fore in man’s intelligence.
Its effect is to try to separate him from the group in the inter-
ests of self-aggrandizement. Man is free to follow this second
kind of natural inclination.

2 Henri Bergson, Two Sources of Morality and Religion, tr. Audra & Brereton
(New York: Doubleday, 1935), 9-10. This work will be cited as TS.

3 TS, 16-18,

¢ TS, 29.
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Social pressure is effective in preventing him from doing so.
Working on him from his earliest days, it engenders habits of
conformity in man that keep him inside the group. The pres-
sure of society does not constitute a strict necessity but rather
imposes itself on a free being as moral obligation.

We did not fully realize this, but behind our parents and our
teachers we had an inkling of some enormous, or rather some
shadowy thing that exerted pressure on us through them. Later
we would say it was society. And speculating upon it, we should
compare it to an organism whose cells, united by imperceptible
links, fall into their respective places in a highly developed hier-
archy, and for the greatest good of the whole, naturally submit
to a discipline that may demand the sacrifice of the part. This,
however, can only be a comparison, for an organism subject to
inexorable laws is one thing, and a society composed of free wills
another. But, once these wills are organized, they assume the
guise of an organism; and in this more or less artificial organism
habit plays the same role as necessity in the works of nature. From
this first standpoint, social life appears to us a system of more
or less deeply rooted habits, corresponding to the needs of the
community.®

Notice that it is not sanction but rather force of habit that
makes man a moral being. “ Obligation is to necessity what
habit is to nature.”® This moral habit becomes a kind of
second nature, so deeply engrained as to be almost, but not
quite, necessitating. Bergson does not emphasize law or law
enforcement in this closed system.” Nor does he say anything
about objective right or wrong. Society is the norm, and its
power to enforce comes from man’s tendency to form and live
by habits. This thought was presaged in Bergson’s earlier
affirmation that man tends to let his freedom dissolve in habit
and routine.

There is little function left for reason in this type of mo-
rality.® Reason can come to the assistance of the compulsion

5TS, 9-10.

° TS, 14.

" For this he is taken to task by W. Stark, “ Henri Bergson: A Guide for

Sociologists,” Rewue Internationale de Philosophie, 10 (Oct., 1949), 422.
8 TS, 22-26.
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proceeding originally from society when man’s passion rises
against it. But it would never have enough force of itself
to make man moral. Kant’s categorical imperative, held to
be from above, is really just the natural force of habit, halfway
between automatism and the search for reasons.

Closed morality operates in a closed society. Man tends
naturally to form small rather than large societies, and then to
close his doors to the rest of humanity.? Even inside these
societies he tends to form smaller groups with the same exclu-
sive quality. A thing like patriotism takes a mighty effort.
Only the necessity of uniting for war, or the being severally
conquered in war, results in a larger-scale cohesion; and as
soon as the mastering force is removed, there is disintegration
again. Witness the breakdown of the Roman Empire into
the manors of medieval Europe. Bergson goes so far as to say
that war is natural among societies, and it is partly in defense
that societies are formed in the first place. This reminds us
of the general characteristic of selfishness which Bergson attrib-
utes to all life in its evolution.* The elan vital is constantly
impeded by the species to which it gives rise, each of which
tries to take the elan and make it its exclusive possession.
Just as the species as a whole does this, so do smaller groups
within the species (cf. groups of animals and men), and so
finally does the individual in the species. This is only partially
overcome by the morality of closed society. There the indi-
vidual sacrifices his personal interest to the group insofar as
he must, but the group turns a cold shoulder to the world.
Universal brotherhood will never develop out of such an ethic.

This points up some of the shortcomings of closed morality.
It is not really a human morality. It is rather the “ morality ”
of the herd, or at best a social-contract type morality springing
from motives of pure utilitarianism. It is stifling, stereotyped,
dessicated. But Bergson is right in saying that it does serve a
useful function, and that it does in fact exist. Whether it can
really be called a morality or not is another question.

® TS, 275-77.
1° CE, 142-44.
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II. OreN MoRALITY

Closed morality is not really sufficient unto itself. It needs
help from open morality, which strikes out in quite a different
direction. Whereas the motive force in closed morality is com-
pulsion, the motive force in open morality is attraction.* It
1s a morality of the leader taking a stand out front and calling
the race after him. In every age men of this stamp are to
be found. And there is in the rest of men an inclination to
make a response to such an appeal. The lure is emotional,
and the horizons are unlimited. This type of morality gets
us back into the evolutionary stream of progress.*? The
hero, an exceptional individual, succeeds in making a renewed
contact with the vital impulse, and, filled with the desire to
carry forward its creative work, he makes an appeal to the
rest of men in the same terms and gets an enthusiastic response.
The exceptional individual becomes a kind of new species in
the evolutionary process and realizes in himself what could not
be realized in humanity as a whole in one creative leap because
of the resistance of matter. He is a great liberator from matter
and the conditions of matter, not only for himself but, gradu-
ally and to a limited extent, for the human race at large.
A kind of brotherhood of all men is achievable by such a
morality. It is open rather than closed. It is not interested
in self-protection and self-preservation as much as it is in
human progress, and hence it tends to break down barriers
and unite mankind. Smaller differences are dissolved in the
response to the attraction incarnate in the leader.

This second type of morality is quite different from the first,
but it is not any more rational. It is dominantly emotional.
Bergson devotes some space to refuting the notion that an idea
must always precede an emotion.** Often enough, he main-
tains, the emotion precedes the idea, as in art. Art proceeds

TS, 87-59.

12TS, 52-53.

18 TG, 40-49. He says, for instance, that Christian charity comes before a
person subscribes to the Christian Weltanschauung and is the principal reason for
his doing so.
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from a creative urge, which comes only gradually and painfully,
and with some losses, into the physical form of words or forms
or concepts. So too with open morality. It is not conceptual,
though it can come to be conceptualized. In its pristine form,
it is simply the creative urge born in the hero from his contact
with the source of life. In his followers it is the emotional
response to his personal attractiveness and to the opportunity
to create that goes with his call.**

Bergson locates reason midway between his two moralities."
They meet in conceptualization, which is the domain of reason.
In this sphere man can bandy reasons with reasons for the
clarification of his obligations, or he can lend rational support
to obligations constituted elsewhere. Reason is too weak of
itself to have a fundamental role in morality. This is con-
sistent with Bergson’s whole approach to intellect, running
through Time and Free Will, Matter and Memory, and Crea-
tive Evolution.® There are very few things intellect is useful
for, and morality is not one of them. In the domain of morals
reason has a merely ancillary role.

By contrasting the two moralities in different respects, we
can perhaps get a clearer conception of both.’* Closed morality
is incomplete and minimal; open morality is complete and
maximal. Closed morality is impersonal and preceptive; open
morality is personal and suasive. Open morality makes an
appeal, whereas closed morality compels. Open morality is
human, whereas closed morality is purely conventional. Open
morality is always incarnated in a hero, e.g., the sages of
Greece, the prophets of Israel, the Arahants of Buddhism, the
saints of Christianity. The contrast is seen in the statements

* One cannot help thinking in connection with this contrast between closed
and open morality of the parallel contrast in Henri Bergson, Time and Free Will,
tr. F. L. Pogson (New York: Macmillan, 1928), 158-170, between acting on
conceptual motives from without and acting from internal self-creating spontaneity.

15 TS, 81-85.

For the Bergsonian critique of intellect, see Time and Free Will, 137-39; Matter
and Memory, tr. N.M.P. & W.S. Palmer (New York: Macmillan, 1912), 148-54.
259-62; CE, 164-81.

18 TS, 34-36.
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of Christ in the Sermon on the Mount, in that whole series
where he says: “You have heard it said . . . but I say to
you . . .,” and he proceeds to replace old eye-for-eye ideas
with the new law of unlimited Christian love. Bergson finds
an apt parallel for his two moralities in Spinoza’s natura
naturans and natura naturata, the first dynamically creative
and the second hardened in its situation. In Bergson’s own
framework they correspond respectively to the elan and to the
species in which matter halts it. In both cases morality is
radically biological and is placed by nature in the service of
life. Closed morality never evolves into open morality, but
in the concrete they are always found in a blend” To the
closed morality of social necessity open morality lends some of
its attractive motive power. And to the purely emotional
appeal of open morality closed morality contributes some of
its compulsion.

* * * * * *

Bergson’s moral theory has its deficiencies, but there is much
merit in it.'* He makes us see what a powerful force society
exerts upon us in moulding our conduct. No one can deny
that at least a great deal of efficacy in keeping man in line
comes from this quarter. And Bergson shows us that this is
not the most glorious way to live. It can become very stereo-
typed and effete. In his open morality of attraction and imita-
tion Bergson again points up something important. Men do
need heroes to incarnate moral ideals, to take cold precepts
and convert them into personal nobility and attractiveness.
Again, for efficacy in the moral life, some emotional motiva-
tion is indispensable. But in addition to the fact that, pushed
to its limits, closed morality merges into totalitarianism and
open morality into sentimentalism, the two systems are subject
to the criticism that they pass by the heart of human morality
on both sides.

7TS, 49-50.
18 For a fuller critique, see J. Maritain, * Sur L’ethique bergsonienne,” Rewvue
Metaphysique et Morale, 64 (1959), 141-60.
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Bergson’s theory of closed morality dissects the psychological and
sociological coordinates of the moral act, whereas his description
of open morality calls attention to some of the higher, personal
phases of the moral life. But the structure of morality, as a prop-
erly human perfection, eludes his analysis, which is attuned only
to the evolutionary description of functions. Closed morality has
an infraintellectual basis; open morality has a supraintellectual
foundation; but there is no provision for human morality, precisely
as a perfection stemming from the practical intellect and will.*®

This shortcoming should not be surprising to anyone ac-
quainted with Bergson’s philosophical presuppositions, espe-
cially his critique of intellect. It is precisely because intellect
has been long since eliminated as a significant factor in the
more important phases of human speculative and practical life
that Bergson has to have the kind of recourse that he does to
social compulsion and emotional attraction in the moral life.

ITI. Static RELIGION

The passage from morality to religion is a passage from the
part to the whole. Religion covers more ground. But their
extensive coincidence results in many of the same issues com-
ing up in the discussion of Bergson’s two kinds of religion
that arose in the consideration of his moralities. Closed mo-
rality is in correspondence with static religion, as open morality
is with dynamic religion. We will discuss static religion first.

There has never been a society without religion.?® It is a
perfectly natural development among men. Much of it has
been quite unreasonable, full of superstition, foolishness, and
crude practices. But it perdures even to the present, when
men are supposed to be so cultured and intelligent. Bergson
links the phenomenon of religion to the possession of intelli-
gence, for reasons which we will shortly see. Only man has
religion. And he always has had it, and always will, because it
is natural to him.

1% James Collins, A History of Modern European Philosophy (Milwaukee: Bruce,
1953), 845-46.
20 TS, 102-04.
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One of the things religion does is to reinforce the moral order
as social exigencies establish it. It promises ““ an extension and
rectification of human justice by divine justice: to the rewards
and punishments established by society, whose application is
so far from perfect, it adds others, infinitely higher, to be meted
out to us in the City of God, when we shall have left the city
of men.”** In this way, religion lends both greater precision
and greater force to morality.

In addition to that, it unifies a group of men in a society
more closely than their own social norms could do.

To preserve, to tighten this bond is incontestably the aim of the
religion we have found to be natural; it is common to the members
of a group, it associates them intimately with each other in rites
and ceremonies, it distinguishes the group from other groups, it
guarantees the success of the common enterprise and is an assur-
ance against the common danger.??

It is natural in the development of such a religion that each
society adopt its own personal patron god, who watches over
that society and takes care of its interests as against other
societies and their gods. This and the common religious prac-
tices internal to the society make for a strengthened unity and
solidarity among the members.

At the same time, religion and morality do not simply corre-
spond.”® Morality is bent on the good, but this is not neces-
sarily the case with the gods. Gods have been known to com-
mand immoral acts. This kind of thing does not usually
happen, but it is possible, and it happens often enough to
warrant a real distinction between morality and religion.

* * * * * *

So much for the relationship between morality and religion.
The important question is: what are the roots of religion?
If religion is a natural phenomenon, what in nature gives rise
to it? And how is it that religion has been able to perdure in

21 TG, 98,
22 TG, 906.
28 TS, 205-7.
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rather gross forms into our own day? Bergson’s answer is
intelligence.

This takes us right back into the evolutionary context in
which Bergson has his bases.** The source of all becoming is
consciousness, and from its one-many plenitude it begins to
gush into actual differentiation, striving always for full realiza-
tion of its consciousness. The first big evolutionary divide is
that between plants and animals. Plants have a low level of
consciousness, amounting almost to torpor. Animals, includ-
ing man, are in quite a different case. They enjoy rather com-
plete consciousness in different ways. In animals, conscious-
ness is instinct, which enables them to know at a distance the
things which it is immediately necessary to know for the
preservation of life. Their actions are rather rigidly deter-
mined at the same time that they show a marvelous complexity
in the employment of highly developed organic instruments
(witness the spider). In man, the evolutionary development
reaches its peak with the birth of intelligence. This faculty
makes man potentially the most powerful of the species, though
it will take some time for him to convert its indetermination
to effective determinacy. With his endowment of intelligence,
man is maximally self-conscious and free. But nature, in
making such a bestowal, is taking serious chances.

There is no problem with getting the plants to fulfill their
role in the universe.”* They know not what they do. There
is not even a problem with animals. The worker bee and the
ant condemned by nature to play the lesser and more difficult
roles in their respective societies, do not rebel. Instinct insures
their cooperation. Alternatives do not occur to them, nor do
comparisons; they are neither reflective nor free. And so they
live out their span of life in faithful fulfillment of their assigned
tasks. With man the situation is different. In Bergson, inde-
terminacy is practically equivalent to freedom, and man is
quite indeterminate.”® Man thinks a lot, and he is free to act

¢ CE, 109-203.
TS, 116-22.
% CE, 160.
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on his knowledge. Intelligence therefore threatens to disrupt
the social solidarity which belongs to life as one its essential
constituents. The individual man all too easily realizes that
he could carve out a fuller existence for himself if he broke
out of the role society has assigned him and put his powers
entirely in the service of personal interest. This natural tend-
ency of intelligent beings, if followed, would result in the
destruction of society.

If intelligence now threatens to break up social cohesion at certain
points—assuming that society is to go on—there must be a counter-
poise at these points to intelligence. If this counterpoise cannot
be instinct itself, for the very reason that its place has been taken
by intelligence, the same effect must be produced by a virtuality
of instinet, or, if you prefer it, by the residue of instinet which
survives on the fringe of intelligence: it cannot exercise direct
action, but since intelligence works on representations, it will call
up “imaginary ” ones, which will hold their own against the repre-
sentation of reality and will succeed, through the agency of intel-
ligence itself, in counteracting the work of intelligence, This would
be the explanation of the myth-making faculty.?”

Here we have the substance of Bergson’s theory of static
religion. It follows smoothly and naturally from his whole
evolutionary philosophy. Nature endows men with intelli-
gence with all its disruptive potential. And in the very same
act it puts down with intelligence what Bergson calls the
“ myth-making faculty ” as a counterpoise to that disruptive
tendency. Man is not supposed to live for himself alone nor
with himself alone. It is through the intelligence of the indi-
vidual that society is to continue to make evolutionary progress.
Hence social cohesion must be preserved. To secure this, na-
ture (itself somehow never intelligent nor purposeful in Berg-
son) puts in man a faculty of deception to fabricate such
fictions as are necessary to keep man in line. This myth-
making faculty is fully as natural to man as the intelligence
which demands its existence. Thus Bergsonian philosophical
method states:

*' TS, 119.
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Starting from a biological necessity (social cohesion), we search
for the corresponding need in the living creature. If this need
does not actually create a real and active instinct (in man there
is not the social instinct found in ants and bees), it conjures up,
by means of what we call a virtual or latent instinct, an imaginative
representation (a myth) which determines conduct in the same
way as Instinct would have done.?®

The myth-making function “ belongs to intelligence, though
it is not pure intelligence.” *® It works through intelligence,
proposing counter-representations to the representations of
reality which intelligence receives from the real world.

The threat of selfishness is not the only problem in man’s
intelligence which the myth-making function has to take care
of. Reflective man has trouble at the personal level with
thoughts of ineluctable death and the general uncertainty of
success in the face of the unforeseeable.”® The specter of death
would block all initiative, if death were thought to be the end
of everything. This is a problem the animal kingdoms do
not face. They live in the present only and do not span the
course of years seeking some holistic justification for all their
efforts. But man is prone to this, precisely because he is intel-
ligent and can reflect on his own situation and on what he has
learned from history. A myth must be slipped into this dead-
end spot, and the myth that is called for is that of immortality
in life after death. This renews man’s hope, and with it his
courage, and once again he takes his place in the ranks.

The problem of the unforeseeability of the future is a simi-
lar one, though it is not quite as drastic. Man’s intelligence
puts him in a position to recognize the gap that lies between
his effort and the result at which it is aimed. Success is by no
means certain, especially in long-term projects, and man cannot
extend his dominion over the whole intervening gulf. Propiti-
ous forces in nature are called for to take man’s interests to
heart and guarantee his project’s success. Here again the
myth-making faculty is active, filling the interval with spirits

28 TS, 186. Parentheses ours.
2 TS, 205.
80 TS, 129-31, 138-42.
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or gods to be propitiated for assistance. In both these cases
we can discern the basically optimistic tonality of religion.
Accompanying the recognition of favorable forces in nature
and happiness in the afterlife is undoubtedly the recognition
of unfavorable forces and punishments, but the favorable pre-
dominate and are the more characteristic content of religion.
The occurrence of chance events does its part to enforce the
claims of static religion.® Man naturally attributes the unac-
countable to occult intention. Ordinary physical events are
explained by ordinary physical causes. But when something
extraordinary happens that has an effect on human life, espe-
cially a harmful effect, we do not feel that physical causes
adequately explain it. Over and above the physical agencies
involved, there must be some kind of conscious intention in
nature; otherwise the cause is not commensurate with the effect.

He (primitive man) sees, for instance, that a man has been killed
by a fragment of rock dislodged during a gale. Does he deny
that the rock was already split, that the wind loosened the stone,
that the blow cracked the skull? Obviously not. He notes, as
we do, the operation of these proximate causes. . .. What he
explains here by a “ supernatural ” cause is not the physical effect,
it is its human significance; it is its importance to man, and more
especially to a particular man, the one who was crushed by the
stone. There is nothing illogical, consequently nothing * prelogi-
cal ” or even anything which evinces an “ imperviousness to experi-
ence,” in the belief that a cause should be proportionate to its
effect; that, once having admitted the crack in the rock, the direc-
tion and force of the wind—purely physical things which take no
account of humanity—there remains to be explained this fact, so
momentous to us, the death of a man.®?

Bergson is at his best in this kind of penetrating analysis of
human events.

* * * * * *

Now let us look a little more closely at some of the actual
fabrications of the myth-making function.** Religion begins

3 TS, 142-47.

321TS, 145.

32 Here Bergson’s sociological studies assume considerable importance. For an
evaluation of his positions, see W. Stark, op. cit.
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with a belief in spirits rather than gods.®* There is in it the
beginning of an anthropomorphism, but not a complete anthro-
pomorphism. Nature is at first personified only slightly, some
useful function in it being attributed to a beneficent spirit, at
first identical with the function itself (e.g., the god of the
spring) , then gradually filled in with more personal qualities
and separated from that over which it presides. These spirits,
or gods in fully developed form, are thought of primarily in
terms of their power to help man and they are treated accord-
ingly. They tend to become multiplied and to take up their
stations over all natural phenomena. They champion certain
households and certain cities. As individuals they come into
existence and pass out of existence by as slight a thing as the
decree of a ruler. What is permanent is the existence of
dwinity. Numbers do not matter, and neither do particular
divine personalities. But the element that cannot be dispensed
with is the reality and function of spirit in nature, This endures
through all the flux of genealogy and office.

Bergson contrasts religion and magie, and sees them as alter-
native courses taken by the indigenous myth-making faculty.*
Magic can be seen springing naturally from the helplessness
man feels in trying to see his enterprises through to success.
What is called for is a force working in nature which has
man’s interest at heart and which he can manipulate to his
ends. The instrument of manipulation is magie, and the
method is to describe in some sort of sketchy way the action
to be achieved and then depend on the magic forces to come
through.

Magic then seems to us to resolve itself into two elements: the
desire to act on a thing, even on that which is out of reach, and
the idea that things are charged, or can be charged, with what we
should call human fluid.*

The contrast between magic and religion is best brought out
in the following text:

# TS, 152-60, 180-1, 187-201.
38 TS, 165-75.
378, 170.
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It goes without saying that religion thus conceived is the opposite
of magic. The latter is essentially selfish, the former admits of
and often even demands disinterestedness. The one claims to force
the compliance of nature, the other implores the favor of the god.
Above all, magic works in an environment which is semi-physical
and semi-moral—the magician, at all events, is not dealing with a
person; whereas on the contrary it is from the god’s personality
that religion draws its greatest efficacy. Granted that primitive
intelligence thinks it perceives around it, in phenomena and in
events, elements of personality rather than complete personalities,
religion, as we have just understood it, will ultimately reinforce
these elements to the extent of completely personifying them;
whereas magic looks upon them as debased, dissolved, as it were,
in a material world in which their efficacy can be tapped. Magic
and religion, then, go their separate ways, having started from a
common origin, and there can be no question of deriving religion
from magic: they are contemporaneous.®”

Religion has all the trappings of rite and sacrifice.*® These
might be expected, as expressions of the relationship obtaining
between the gods and their human charges. Prayer and sacri-
fice are very much in order. But Bergson is equally interested
in the function of prayer and sacrifice as substantiating the
existence of gods. In other words, they are not logical deduc-
tions from the existence and nature of the gods in any greater
measure than they are some of the strongest supports for the
belief in gods. They induce the desired mentality, especially
when they are done publicly. Bergson says that the blood of
sacrifice is useful in “ giving the god strength,” thus enabling
him better to help man and also in ensuring him “a more
substantial existence.” *

* * * * * *

By this time the question has probably occurred: what
makes people actually believe in all these things? Bergson
gives a double answer, the first part containing his deeper
thought, the second lending it support. In Bergson, action

7 TS, 175.
TS, 201-8.
TS, 208.
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always comes before thought. The intellect of man is not for
speculation but for practical operations in the interests of
life.** Man is better named Homo Faber than Homo Sapiens.
It is a mistake to think that the machinery of static religion is
summoned up by man’s speculations. It is all born of the
needs which come with action. Man feels himself a speck in
an alien universe, and he cannot take up living seriously until
he has changed the interpretation of nature as unthinking
necessity into that of a system of spirits with human interests
at heart. So he posits spirit. He cannot throw himself into
his work until he has made provision for some kind of personal
immortality, so he posits immortality. He cannot succeed in
his enterprises unless an impersonal force or personal gods in
nature will pick up the slack in his efficacy and carry his
work through to completion, so he fabricates forces and gods.
Action is always first; conceptualization and formalization and
the deduction of consequences always follow in a less important
phase of the process. This is the big reason why magic and
religion continue to be realities even to our own sophisticated
day. They are needed for life.*

Bergson’s second reason is brought out in the contrast be-
tween the artistic and the religious functions of the myth-
making faculty.”* From this same faculty, which we have been
describing at length in its religious operation, come all the
works of art. Art, too, is illusion. Drama is a notable exam-
ple, or painting. Everyone knows that they are not reality.
We submit to the illusion of the theater, but we know all the
while that it is an illusion, and we drop it when we leave the
stage behind. The reason why religion is held to be real is
that everybody is doing it. It is in the blood. People have
been talking about it from age to age, and its explanation of
events and its recourses in need have been invoked time and
time again. There are public ceremonies in which the gods are
propitiated, and public buildings set up in their name, and

4 CE, 164-82.
T8, 176-7.
4TS, 198-99.
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works of art paying them tribute. Religion gets universal
assent, and there is no surer guarantee of the truth than uni-
versal assent. “ Nay, truth will as a rule be this very assent.” *3
Independent canons of scientific intellect do not have the
strength to counteract this kind of movement. Hence the
myths of static religion are taken for reality.

* * * * * *

In attempting to evaluate Bergson’s theory of static religion
we have to keep in mind what he set out to do. We could
level the criticism that what he is speaking of is not really
religion at all but fictional fabrication serving to travesty re-
ligion. He would probably agree. Besides, static religion is
only half of his thought on religion. What he seems to be try-
ing to do in his treatment of static religion is to discuss the
findings of his studies in anthropology, sociology, and compara-
tive religion, and set forth the historical facts. Here no one
can argue with him. All the paraphernalia of magic and deities
run through historical civilizations. Beyond this bare report-
ing, he is attempting to explain why things have developed this
way. And he answers in terms of his biological philosophy.
Everything that comes to pass comes to pass in the interests
of life. When evolutionary progress reaches the point where
intelligence 1s given to man, the interests of life demand that a
counterforce be posited to intellect’s selfish and crippling machi-
nations. Hence nature bequeathes to man the myth-making
function, in the same evolutionary deposit. This faculty does
everything needful to hold the human-life-society together and
ensure its continued development. One may not like to see
such a reduction made of religion. But it must at least be
conceded that the historical record has been quite accurate
and that the explanation advanced for it has been plausible.

A serious question might still be raised as to how all these
marvels come to be accomplished by the blind force of evolu-
tion or “ nature,” which possesses no intelligence. And there
is a final criticism, well-stated by Maritain.

TS, 198.
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In my opinion what spoils the Bergsonian theory of static religion,
despite his many profound observations, is his refusal to discern
in it the natural energy of human reason, as it operates in the midst
of those incoherences and contradictions which Bergson so well
analyzes, and which relates to a mental universe bathed and
inundated by the waters of the imagination; the obscure natural
workings of the metaphysical intelligence, the natural pursuit of
and feeling for the absolute, are thus disregarded.**

In other words, Bergson is content to call all static religion
imaginary and fictional. Maritain thinks he sees in it at least
a desire and a search for the truth. And he thinks there is a
truth.

IV. Dynamric Revigion

When we reach Bergson’s treatment of dynamic religion and
mysticism, we come to the high point of his philosophy. It is
a chapter beautifully written and marvelously full of insight,
especially remarkable in a man outside the Catholic Faith. Not
only does it deal with the highest kind of human perfection,
but it fits solidly into Bergson’s philosophical framework and
reveals itself in retrospect as the only culmination Bergson’s
philosophy could have come to.

What is mysticism?

One may give words whatever connotation one likes, provided one
begins by defining that meaning. In our eyes, the ultimate end
of mysticism is the establishment of a contact, consequently of a
partial coincidence, with the creative effort which life itself mani-
fests. This effort is of God, if it is not God himself. The great
mystic is to be conceived as an individual being, capable of tran-
scending the limitations imposed on the species by its material
nature, thus continuing and extending the divine action. Such is
our definition.*®

Mysticism is a getting back through intuition to the source
of all life. This vital principle is either “ the transcendental
cause of all things,” or its “ earthly delegate,” in either case
the center of gushing which is at the heart of evolution. It

¢ ¥ Maritain, Bergsonian Philosophy and Thomism, tr. M.L. & U. G. Andison

(New York: Philosophical Library, 1955), 834.
4TS, 220-21.
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takes an extraordinary individual to achieve this. There seems
to be a potential in all of us for some approach to it, but if
metaphysics is open only to the few on account of the effort it
takes to put oneself directly into contact with the flowing real,
mysticism is a possibility for still fewer, because it requires a
second intensification. Mysticism lies a step beyond the bend-
ing back by which we enter into ourselves and get an intuition
of our internal duration. It is aimed directly at the source of
life, with which it somehow effects a kind of * coincidence.”

From this we can clearly see the difference between static
and dynamic religion. Static religion dwells on the plateaus
of evolutionary stasis, at the place where a species has been
put down. The movement of life has ceded to the resistance
of matter and come to a halt, and static religion steps in to
preserve the gains that have been made. Dynamic religion,
on the other hand, is interested only in more progress.** In
the mystic, the elan has succeeded in making another forward
thrust, in setting down, as it were, a new species, the extra-
ordinary individual, whose task it is to bring mankind up to
his own level. When this has been achieved, another individual
will be put forward, and the pull will take up again. The evolu-
tionary effort never ceases. Although it is true that the human
species is the last massive leap of the elan, and the term of its
thrust, there is no end to the progress the human species can
make within itself, in the direction of universal brotherhood
and the contemplative life.*” Dynamic religion is the only
road to this goal. Static religion, with its closed societies sub-
sisting on fictions, pales beside this second kind of religion
which makes actual contact with the source of life and cooper-
ates with it in divinizing the race.

A soul strong enough, noble enough, to make this effort would
not stop to ask whether the principle with which it is now in
touch is the transcendent cause of all things or merely its earthly
delegate. It would be content to feel itself pervaded, though re-

8 TS, 218-16.
478, 238-35. On this point Bergson’s thought corresponds closely to Teilhard
de Chardin’s.
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taining its own personality, by a being immeasurably mightier than
itself, just as an iron is pervaded by the fire which makes it glow.
Its attachment to life would henceforth be its inseparability from
this principle, joy in joy, love of that which is all love. In addi-
tion it would give itself to a society, but to a society comprising
all humanity, loved in the love of the principle underlying it.*®

The elan seems to pervade and completely take over the
privileged individual. Sometimes Bergson’s language of co-
operation passes into the language of identification, so that
the mystic is the elan in its creative activity.* In authentic
mysticism there are two moments. The first is the moment
of vision or contact. The individual loses himself in the source
of life. Then comes “ a boundless joy, an all-absorbing ecstasy
or an enthralling rapture: God is there, and the soul is in
God.” * But there can be no stopping there in this life, be-
cause all life i1s movement and creation. Mysticism is complete
and genuine only if the mystical transport of love issues in
practical action on behalf of the human race. The text cannot
be improved upon.

For the love which consumes the mystic is no longer simply the
love of man for God, it is the love of God for all men. Through
God, in the strength of God, he loves all mankind with a divine
love. This is not the fraternity enjoined on us by the philosophers
in the name of reason. . . . It is not the extension of an instinct,
it does not originate in an idea. . . . Coinciding with God’s love
for his handiwork, a love which has been the source of everything,
it would yield up, to anyone who knew how to question it, the
secret of creation. It is still more metaphysical than moral in its
essence. What it wants to do, with God’s help, is to complete
the creation of the human species and make of humanity what it
would have straightaway become, had it been able to assume its
final shape without the assistance of man himself. Or to use words
which mean, as we shall see, the same thing in different terms; its
direction is exactly that of the vital impetus; it is the impetus
itself, communicated in its entirety to exceptional men who in their
turn would fain impart it to all humanity and by a living contra-

TS, 212.
4TS, 234.
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diction change into creative effort that created thing which is a
species, and turn into movement what was by definition a stop.’*

This is a rather complete summary. We might call atten-
tion also to the mystic’s detachment from matter, which in
Bergson is the practical equivalent of barrier. The mystic
generally is an overcomer of barriers, and very notably of
those almost insuperable barriers which split mankind up into
a medley of hostile island societies. This is something which
we saw static religion to be incapable of doing. No gradual
expansion of sociability from family to state to world-at-large
is possible within the limits of static religion. Says Bergson:
“The social instinct would be far more likely to prompt socie-
ties to struggle against one another than to unite to make up
humanity.” ®*> What is needed is an impulse of a different
kind, and dynamic religion supplies it in the form of God’s
creative love for all his creatures, now taking over and operat-
ing through the mystic. This love transforms the individual
first, in a painful “ dark night ” experience. And then it begins
to move through the species at large. In the soul of the leader
there is a “ boundless impetus; there is an irresistable impulse
which hurls it into vast enterprises; a calm exaltation of all its
faculties makes it see things on a vast scale only, and in spite
of its own weakness, produce only what can be mightily
wrought,”

* * * * * *

Dynamic religion has a long history, even though it reaches
its perfection only in the great Christian mystics. Bergson
traces it through the Greeks, the Buddhists, and the Jewish
prophets.

He points out that Greek philosophy both begins and ends
with mysticism. Platonism, which might be viewed as the
center of Greek philosophy, looks backward to Dionysian frenzy

518, 234-36.
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and forward to Plotinian ecstasy. Platonism springs imme-
diately from Pythagoreanism, which is continuous with Or-
phism, which develops out of the orgiastic cult of Dionysius.
And at the end of the road is Plotinus, himself something of
a mystic and the high point of the Greek development. But
dynamic religion is not perfect in Plotinus because it is not
dynamic enough. His mysticism does not overflow into action.
He goes into God and remains there, and so his mysticism lacks
the second fundamental characteristic. Its impulse is too weak.

Indian mysticism, in its twin forms of Brahminism and
Buddhism, has the same basic notes and the same basie failure.
Indian mysticism aims at escape. It runs from life in a kind
of hopelessness fostered by the extreme poverty and hardship
under which the Indian people have so long lived. What is
sought is personal liberation in the state of Nirvana, high above
the plain of mortal cares, beyond the realm of desire. There is
something mystic about this, but it is not dynamic religion.
There is no genuine self-giving in such mysticism, no vast enter-
prise on behalf of the race. Perhaps there hardly could be in a
culture which has no hope.

The Jewish prophets come closer. They make contact with
God. And the divine impulse which fills the prophets is always
communicated to the Jewish people. They are urged to main-
tain a closer contact with the living God, to do penance and
put off their vices, to house the widow and the orphan, and to
free the slave. Bergson’s criticism of Jewish mysticism is that
it is still too much confined to a closed society. The Jewish
God is an improvement on other gods, but he confines the exer-
cise of his power and his justice to his Chosen People, and they
themselves are anxious to preserve their nationalism at all
costs. The God of the Jews is not yet the God of love,

Mysticism comes to full flower in the giants of Christianity.

For the complete mysticism is that of the great Christian mystics.
Let us leave aside for the moment their Christianity, and study in
them the form apart from the matter. There is no doubt that most
of them passed through states resembling the various culminating
phases of the mysticism of the ancients. But they merely passed
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through them: bracing themselves up for an entirely new effort,
they burst a dam; they were then swept back into a vast current
of life; from their increased vitality there radiated an extraordinary
energy, daring, power of conception and realization. Just think
of what was accomplished in the field of action by a St. Paul, a
St. Teresa, a St. Catherine of Siena, a St. Francis, a Joan of Arc,
and how many others besides! 5

Bergson is singularly taken with the Christian mystics, de-
spite his personal commitment to Judaism. He finds in them
all the requisite characteristics: the personal integrity, the
detachment, the vision, the enterprise, the powered success.
What he fails to recognize is the radically supernatural quality
of their distinctive attributes and the helplessness of any man
to reach such heights unless God calls him. No mere natural
intuitive effort, however intense, suffices to reach the kind of
contact with God that is at the heart of authentic Christian
mysticism. Bergson does not realize this; but he does recognize
excellence when he sees it.

We have pointed up the contrast between static and dynamic
religion already. Let us complete this consideration by show-
ing their interpenetration.’® Bergson gives to both the common
name of religion because both are biological in origin, and both
serve the same purpose of giving the soul security in life.
Then, too, though they are essentially different, they mingle
in a whole continuum of degrees in the various societies of the
world. The mixture can be seen to advantage in Christianity,
which has both static and dynamic elements. These elements
exert a mutual causality on each other, with the priority going
to mysticism. Christianity inherits a great deal from older
static religions and philosophies, and this is the base from which
the mystic begins. This is where he gets the theology in terms
of which he will try to express his experience. His experience
in turn will pattern itself on static religion. He pours his new-
found wealth back into its moulds, and communicates to its
doctrine something of his own ardor. In this way, dynamic

54 TS, 216-28, 227-28, 239-40.
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religion becomes in some measure available to the masses, and
the next mystic has better foundations for a new leap. The
priority in this seeming circularity goes to mysticism primarily
because of Christ, who, whether or not he be called a man,
stands at the origin of Christianity. And “if the great mystics
are indeed such as we have described them, they are the imita-
tors, and original but incomplete continuators, of what the
Christ of the Gospels was completely.” *

V. Bereson’s Narurar TurEOLOGY

The question is not inappropriately raised at this point
whether Bergson the ethico-religious thinker, with his literary
flair for a philosophy of the changing and for mysticism, has a
genuine natural theology. Do we find in his works a science
of the existence and nature of God? The answer is yes. There
seems to be a rather deliberate natural theology in the latter
part of Two Sources, though, of course, the character of that
theology is of a piece with the rest of Bergson’s methodology
and emphasis.

The Bergsonian natural theology is not continuous with the
Greek tradition. It is rather a reaction against it. The critique
of Greek thought begins in Creative Evolution,” and it is com-
pleted specifically on the God question in the Two Sources.™
Aristotle’s God is the apex of the Greek propensity to glorify
immobility. In all Greek philosophy, the immobile is more
noble than the mobile, and the Idea or Form suffers diminution
when it is plunged into matter and the changing conditions
of concrete existence. God, therefore, as the supreme being,
must be at the far distant pole from this degradation, the Idea
of Ideas, the Self-Thinking Thought, absolved from all fluctua-
tion and operative only by the appeal of his perfection. In
Bergson’s view, this is a sketch not only of the Greek God:
this is the God of traditional natural theology, and he is in
dire need of replacement.

56 TS, 240.
57 CE, 841-57.
58 TS, 241-44,
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So remote is this conception from the God most men have in mind
that if, by some miracle and contrary to the opinion of philoso-
phers, God as thus defined should step down into the field of ex-
perience, none would recognize Him. For religion, be it static or
dynamic, regards him above all as a Being who can hold com-
munication with us: now this is just what the God of Aristotle,
adopted with a few modifications by most of his suecessors, is
incapable of doing.?®

Such a God has given rise to insoluble problems in natural
theology, and he is, in any case, “ a being whom mankind has
never dreamed of invoking.” ¢

It is plain that Bergson must strike out in quite a different
direction in natural theology, if only in view of his metaphysics
and his theory of knowledge.”* Both preclude the use of any
of the ordinary “ ways” to the existence and nature of God.
There is no radieal contingency in the beings of Bergson’s uni-
verse, no temporal suspension over nothingness. There are no
efficient causes at work in the evolutionary process. There is
no intelligence directing the forward movement. Nor is there
any substantiality in the flux of our experience. In a word,
there is no toehold whatever in the Bergsonian universe from
which a philosopher might begin the ascent to God. Further-
more, man’s intellect is not serviceable in such an attempt. It
makes no contact with being. It attains only to its shadow—
geometric solids which can be turned to some practical use.
The true nature of reality, through which alone an approach
could be made to the source of that reality, passes intellect
right by.®2 It is therefore not only consistent with Bergson’s
previous philosophy that in the Two Sources he should espouse
a natural theology of intuition; there is no other way; it is the
only open road.

There are two things to be noted about such a natural the-
ology. One is that it is a theology of testimony, the other is

5° TS, 241,
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that it is a theology of probability. It must be based on testi-
mony, because only the privileged few, the mystics, can make
the kind of intuitive contact with God that is needed for a
knowledge of his existence and nature. And because it is a
theology of testimony to an experience which the philosopher
himself cannot reach, and because the domain in which it
operates is fraught with the perils of illusion, it can only be a
theology of probability. But we should not sell this probability
too short. For “ probabilities may accumulate, and the sum-
total be practically equivalent to certainty.”

A surveyor measures the distance to an unattainable point by
taking a line on it, now from one, now from the other of two points
which he can reach. In our opinion this method of intersection
is the only one that can bring about a decisive advance in meta-
physiecs.®*

The intersecting lines Bergson has in mind here are the line
of evidence for the source of life from biological data and the
line of evidence for the same source from mystical data. Being
asked at the end of his life about the certitude of this approach
to God, Bergson replied: ‘ Philosophicament, non; mais hu-
mainement, ma conviction est entiere.”

He first establishes the sanity of his mystic witnesses, as
this has sometimes been called in question.®® His recourse is
to the principle that a good tree bears good fruit, and a bad
tree bad fruit. The mystics are great personalities, who make
light of their visions and ecstasies and show a marvelous prac-
ticality, simplicity, and devotedness in their work for men. As
to their testimony, it is strengthened by the fact that they
agree, To a great extent, they relate the same experience
and in the same language. They take up the testimony of
previous non-Christian mystics and continue it in the same
direction. And they all go through basically the same purify-
ing process to their lofty goal.

¢ TS, 248.
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One of the great difficulties with a natural theology of this
kind is that the intuitive cannot be adequately conceptualized
in intellectual terms. This is why the language of the mystics,
and likewise the language of the philosopher of intuition, is so
fraught with metaphor. All ordinary words and concepts are
merely symbols. Each is “invariable by definition, being a
diagram, a simplified reconstruction . . . , in any case a mo-
tionless view of the moving reality.” ¥ We have to keep this
essential inadequacy of the language of the mystics in mind
as we review their testimony.

* * * * * *

The fact of mysticism itself testifies to the existence of God.
For it is God who is the object of the mystical experience.
We accept this on their word. Again, it seems to be a matter
of the extraordinary type of experience the ecstatic mystic has,
the kind of enthusiastic witness he subsequently bears to the
reality of the unseen, and the kind of loving enterprise he
launches on behalf of men, that lets us know he has made
contact with God.

And what is the nature of this God?

God is love, and the object of love: herein lies the whole con-
tribution of mysticism. About this twofold love the mystic will
never have done talking. His description is interminable, because
what he wants to describe is ineffable. But what he does state
clearly is that divine love is not a thing of God: it is God himself.
It is upon this point that the philosopher must fasten who holds
God to be a person, and yet wishes to avoid anything like a gross
assimilation with man.®®

This is the heart of the mystic testimony. God is love, and
love is identical with his being. Love is generative, and it
joys in generation. Hence God is the source of life, and from
him all creation springs with love’s impulsion.

As a matter of fact, the mystics unanimously bear witness that
God needs us, just as we need God. Why should he need us unless

8% Introduction to Metaphysics, 47-48.
8 TS, 252.
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it be to love us? And it is to this very conclusion that the phi-
losopher who holds to the mystical experience must come., Creation
will appear to him as God undertaking to create creators, that he
may have, besides himself, beings worthy of his love.*®

This love overflows from God into the mystic, who becomes
in turn a creator from whom love overflows onto the human
race, drawing the whole of conscious being into a unity. This
participated divine love enables man to rise above the condi-
tions of sluggish matter and return to God in love. And this is
the completion of Bergson’s evolutionary philosophy.”

There is one other point of mystical natural theology to
which we should call attention. It is that God is completely
“ other,” and should not be thought of in terms of the ordinary
reality of our experience. The object of mystic contemplation
and the source of mystic creative operation is “ an energy to
which no limit can be assigned, and a power of creating and
loving which surpasses all imagination.” ™ The mystics “ teach
us of a Being who transcends tangible reality as he transcends
human consciousness,” "® and it is the grossest kind of philo-
sophical incompetence to attempt to make him conform to
a priori conceptions or standards.

* * * * * *

Bergson has often been charged with pantheism, and it will
be worth our while to review some of the evidence on this
question by way of a critique of his natural theology.

It should be said at the outset that pantheism is foreign to
the intention of Bergson. For instance, to Father de Ton-
quedec he writes:

I speak of God as of the fountain-head from whence come one
after the other, through an effect of his liberty, the ‘ currents’ or
‘impulses’ each one of which will form a world: he therefore
remains distinet from them.™

S TS, 255.

7 Bergson himself gives us an excellent resumé of his whole philosophy, somewhat
too lengthy to quote here, in Two Sources, 256-58.

TS, 262,

2 Ibid.

" Ltudes, Feb. 20, 1919, Ire Lettre (May 12, 1908), p. 517.
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And again:

From all this we get a clear idea of a creative and free God, genera-
tor of both matter and life, whose effort of creation continues on
the side of life, through the evolution of species and the constitu-
tion of human personalities. From all this, consequently, we get
the refutation of pantheism and monism in general.™

In actual practice, we get three kinds of statements. The
first suggests an attempt to flee the issue; the second seems
to renounce pantheism; the third seems to affirm it. As an
instance of the elusive type, we have such statements in the
Two Sources as: “ Whether the principle with which it (i.e.,
the mystic soul) is now in touch is the transcendent cause of
all things or merely its earthly delegate.” > And: * This
effort (i.e., the creative effort which life manifests) is of God,
if it is not God himself.” ™

There are several texts which declare a distinction between
God and the world.

Creation will appear to him as God undertaking to create crea-
tors, that he may have, besides himself, beings worthy of his love.?”

Distinet from God, who is this energy itself, they (men) could
spring into being only in a universe, and therefore the universe
sprang into being.”®

Granted the existence of a creative energy which is love, and
which desires to produce from itself beings worthy to be loved,
it might indeed sow space with worlds whose materiality, as the
opposite of divine spirituality, would simply express the distinction
between being created and creating.”®

Finally, there are a number of texts which make pantheistic
conclusions very difficult to escape.

Everything is obscure in the idea of creation if we think of things
which are created and a thing which creates, as we habitually do,
as the understanding cannot help doing. . . . Things and states
are only views, taken by our mind, of becoming. There are no
things, there are only actions.®

™ Ibid., IIe Lettre (June 12, 1911), p. 515.
TS, 212. TS, 255. 7 TS, 256.
76 TS, 220. TS, 257. o CE, 270-71.








































































































































































































































































