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Preface to Dr. Zhu Donghua’s

From “Holy” to “ Numinous”

Rudolf Otto’ s Contributions to the Scientific,
Historical, Phenomenological Study of Religion

In a move to correct “reductive” (limiting, diminishing )
assessments of religion as merely “childlike” and “in error” that
were propounded 1) by advocates of the “social sciences”
(anthropology , psychology, sociology) , which were newly formed in
the late 19" century, and 2) by socialists, Christian liberals of the
late 19" and 20" centuries returned to an older question of how we
know “more in life than meets the eye” (that which transcends), a
question distinctly different from the mid-19th century question
“what is (mere) religion?"® In so doing, they gave rise to a
“science” of religion also known as “the history of religion” and
“the phenomenology of religion”. Taken together, the scientific,

historical, phenomenological study of religion resulted from three

@ The question “what is (mere) religion?” is a 19" century question asked by

social scientists and by socialists.
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developmental steps in the western philosophical understanding of
“phenomena” . ©

As to the first step in the 18th century, G. W. F Hegel s
(1770 - 1831) Phenomenology of the Spirit makes the claim that we
can know noumenon (the thing-in-itself) by its appearances or
manifestations here in the world to which Hegel gives the name
“ phenomena” . In short, for Hegel, that which transcends space and
time ( noumenon) can be known through study of it in space and
time manifestations ( phenomena) .

The second step in the 19th century gave ontological status to
phenomena as “facts” in the sense of “whatever can be observed” .
The study of phenomena was understood to involve descriptions of
“facts”, of what can be observed. One difficulty, however, was that
when forerunners of today’ s disciplines of anthropology, psychology,
and sociology went out to the world to observe and to describe the
“facts” or phenomena of religion, they were not yet fully aware of
their subjective involvement with what they sought to describe. For
description of facts always involves some subjective involvement with
the facts by the describer, no matter how “neutral” the describer

attempts to be. It is always the case that the describer’ s past

@ I have drawn from Arvind Sharma’s To the Things in Themselves: Essays on the
Discourse and Practice of the Phenomenology of Religion (New York, NY: Walter de
Gruyter, 2001), for these three steps, especially the first two steps. However, my
description of the third step involving Edmund Husserl and his phenomenological reduction

differs somewhat from that of Sharma’s.



experience, the describer’ s present state of mind, the describer’s
general assumptions about the world, and the describer’s long-term
“values, all substantially influence what one describes as “fact”.
Even one’ s choice of facts to be described involves subjective
influence upon what is described. Hence, there is no absolutely
“neutral” description. This is true for any empirical science.

The challenge of “controlling”, or at least limiting”,
subjective influence in description of any phenomena was addressed
by the philosophical phenomenologist, Edmund Husserl (1859 -
1938), who, in the early 20th century, took a third step in
understanding of phenomena. Husserl’ s project, begun in 1907,
was to carve out a new way of doing philosophy, which he called the
“phenomenological method”, a way of doing philosophy, which he
thought would provide foundation for all empirical science. In brief,
Husserl endeavored to provide an account of the act of “pure
knowing” in contrast to everyday “knowing” in which we bring past
experience and assumptions into the act of knowing that “reduce”
(limit, diminish) the act of knowing to mere personal opinion and
judgment rather than maintain the act of knowing as an act of
openness to something new. In contrast to this kind of “reductive”
(limiting, diminishing) everyday knowing, Husserl proposed the
“ phenomenological reduction”, a different kind of reduction from
“reduction” meaning “limiting” or “diminishing”. In Husserl’ s
usage, the term “reduction” means “to lead back to,” a meaning

which is based upon the archaic use of Latin, reducio, “to lead
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back to”. For Husserl, the phenomenological reduction leads back
to the pure act of knowing, enabling one to discern the formal
structure of any act of knowing, not yet influenced by particulars of
the perceiving subject. In this manner, employing the
“phenomenological reduction”, Husserl endeavored to provide a
unified foundation for all empirical, scientific inquiry. His purpose
was to make science more rigorous and exact.

Husserl’ s phenomenological reduction (leading back to the
pure act of knowing) involves two moves that go together: epoche
and eidetic vision. Each of these moves comes from classical Greek
philosophy :

1) “suspension of judgment” (Greek epoche “to hold back”)
regarding what is true or false in empirical sensation, and 2)
“essential intuition” or “eidetic vision” (Greek eidos means “to
see”) of an “essence” or “universal form” in contrast with empirical
sensation .

Borrowing these two Greek terms, Husserl gave them some new
meaning. For Husserl, “suspension of judgment” ( epoche) refers to
the practice of suspending (holding back) all common-sense beliefs
about the world that we have. In other words, we suspend or
“bracket” all of our everyday knowledge of the world including our
judgment that there are “objects out there” in the world. It is
important to note that suspension here does not mean “denial”.
Rather, suspension ( epoche ) means “to put aside” so that one’s

conscious awareness is ~ led back to” ( reducio ) “ pure
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consciousness ” or “ pure knowing.” This first move in
phenomenological reduction is known as the “ transcendental
reduction”, in the sense that, having suspended all common sense
knowledge of an  objective world”, we are “led back to”
“transcendental consciousness” or “pure consciousness” itself.

The second move of phenomenological reduction is “eidetic
vision”, which in Husserl’ s usage refers to “seeing” or having
access to the invariant structures of transcendental or pure
consciousness itself which are present in every act of knowing.
Taken together these two moves ‘constitute the phenomenological
reduction which “leads back to, restores” pure consciousness or
pure knowing itself. Importantly, in Husserl’ s discernment, the
phenomenological reduction is a kind of “meditative” act.

It was Rudolf Otto (1869 — 1937) who brought Husserl’ s
philosophical phenomenological method to the new science of religion
(history of religion, phenomenology of religion), giving this new
science of religion a unified theoretical foundation. A German
theologian and historian of religions, Otto traveled to Asia for
empirical investigation of non-Christian religions, particularly those
of India. A follower of Martin Luther, influenced by Kant,
Schleiermacher, and his investigations abroad, Otto argued for a
fourth formal category of the human mind (in addition to Kant’s
three categories of pure reason, practical reason, and aesthetic
judgment) , a category of mind which forms and shapes religious

experience as different from any other kind of human experience. As
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a formal category of the mind, Otto considered the category of the
“numinous” or “holy” to be natural and universal to all human
beings. What distinctively marks the category of the “numinous” or
“holy” experience is its two simultaneous, opposing aspects: 1) fear
— filled awe (mysterium tremendum ) and 2) immense attraction
( mysterium fascinans ) .© Combining both aspects at one and the
same time, numinous experience, in Otto’ s discenment, is not
able to be fully expressed in rational, logical terms. Nonetheless,
numinous experience does become rational to some extent in, what
Otto called “ideograms”, that is, in metaphors, concepts, and
doctrines that direct attention toward and provide partial expression
of that which is given in numinous experience. Because numinous
experience, in Otto’ s discemment, is natural and common to all
human beings, numinous experience enables apparently quite
different religious expressions to be brought into mutual connection.
This is to say, numinous experience is a “point of contact” enabling
diverse expressions of numinous experience to be brought into
dialogue and compared for what is shared in common and what is
different .

Otto © s phenomenological examination of “ numinous
experience”, presented in his now internationally renowned The

Idea of the Holy, was extraordinarily successful beyond his

@® Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy (1917), trans. by John W. Harvey,
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1923).



