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CHAPTER 1
The Rational And
The Non-Rational

It is essential to every theistic conception of God, and most of all
to the Christian, that it designates and precisely characterizes deity by
the attributes spirit, reason, purpose, good will, supreme power, u-
nity, selfhood. The nature of God is thus thought of by analogy with
our human nature of reason and personality; only, whereas in our-
selves we are aware of this as qualified by restriction and limitation,
as applied to God the attributes we use are ‘ completed’ , i. e. thought
as absolute and unqualified. Now all these attributes constitute clear
and definite concepts; they can be grasped by the intellect; they can
be analysed by thought; they even admit of definition. An object that
can thus be thought conceptually may be termed rational. The nature
of deity described in the attributes above mentioned is, then, a ra-
tional nature; and a religion which recognizes and maintains such a
view of God is in so far a ‘rational’ religion. Only on such terms is
belief possible in contrast to mere feeling. And of Christianity at
least it is false that  feeling is all, the name but sound and
smoke’ ;@—where ‘¢ name’ stands for conception or thought.
Rather we count this the very mark and criterion of a religion’s high
rank and superior value—that it should have no lack of conceptions
about God; that it should admit knowledge—the knowledge that
comes by faith—of the transcendent in terms of conceptual
thought, whether those already mentioned or others which continue
and develop them. Christianity not only possesses such conceptions but

@® Goethe, Faust.
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possesses them in unique clarity and abundance, - and this is, though
not the sole or even the chief, yet a very real sign of its superiority o-
ver religions of other forms and at other levels. This must be asserted
at the outset and with the most positive emphasis.

But, when this is granted, we have to be on our guard against an
error which would lead to a wrong and one-sided interpretation of reli-
gion. This is the view that the essence of deity can be given complete-
ly and exhaustively in such °rational’ attributions as have been re-
ferred to above and in others like them. It is not an unnatural miscon-
ception. We are prompted to it by the traditional language of edifica-
tion, with its characteristic phraseology and ideas; by the learned
treatment of religious themes in sermon and theological instruction;
and further even by our Holy Scriptures themselves. In all these cases
the ‘rational’ element occupies the foreground, and often nothing
else seems to be present at all. But this is after all to be expected. All
language, in so far as it consists of words, purports to convey ideas or
concepts ;—that is what language means;—and the more clearly and
unequivocally it does so, the better the language. And hence exposi-
tions of religious truth in language inevitably tend to stress the ‘ra-
tional’ attributes of God.

But though the above mistake is thus a natural one enough, it is
none the less seriously misleading. For so far are these ‘rational’ at-
tributes from exhausting the idea of deity, that they in fact imply a
nonrational or supra-rational Subject of which they are predicates. They
are ‘essential’ (and not merely ‘accidental’) attributes of that sub-
ject, but they are also, it is important to notice, synthetic essential at-
tributes. That is to say, we have to predicate them of a subject which they
qualify, but which in its deeper essence is not, nor indeed can be, com-
prehended in them; which rather requires comprehension of a quite dif-
ferent kind. Yet, though it eludes the conceptual way of understanding,
it must be in some way or other within our grasp, else absolutely noth- .

ing could be asserted of it. And even mysticism, in speaking of it as
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10 dppmrov, the ineffable, does not really mean to imply that abso-
lutely nothing can be asserted of the object of the religious conscious-
ness; otherwise, mysticism could exist only in unbroken silence,
whereas what has generally been a characteristic of the mystics is their
copious eloquence.

Here for the first time we come up against the contrast between
rationalism and profounder religion, and with this contrast and its
signs we shall be repeatedly concerned in what follows. We have here
in fact the first and most distinctive mark of rationalism, with which
all the rest are bound up. It is not that which is commonly asserted,
that rationalism is the denial, and its opposite the affirmation, of the
miraculous. That is manifestly a wrong or at least a very superficial
distinction. For the traditional theory of the miraculous as the occa-
sional breach in the causal nexus in nature by a Being who himself in-
stituted and must therefore be master of it—this theory is itself as
massively ‘rational’ as it is possible to be. Rationalists have often e-
nough acquiesced in the possibility of the miraculous in this sense;
they have even themselves contributed to frame a theory of it;—
whereas anti-rationalists have been often indifferent to the whole con-
troversy about miracles. The difference between rationalism and its
opposite is to be found elsewhere. It resolves itself rather into a pecul-
iar difference of guality in the mental attitude and emotional content of
the religious life itself. All depends upon this: in our idea of God is
the non-rational overbome, even perhaps wholly excluded, by the ra-
tional? Or conversely, does the non-rational itself preponderate over
the rational? Looking at the matter thus, we see that the common dic-
tum, that orthodoxy itself has been the mother of rationalism, is in
some measure well founded. It is not simply that orthodoxy was pre-
occupied with doctrine and the framing of dogma, for these have
been no less a concern of the wildest mystics. It is rather that ortho-
doxy found in the construction of dogma and doctrine no way to do
justice to the non-rational aspect of its subject. So far from keeping

the non-rational element in religion alive in the heart of the religious
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experience , orthodox Christianity manifestly failed to recognize its val-
ue, and by this failure gave to the idea of God a one-sidedly intellec-
tualistic and rationalistic interpretation.

This bias to rationalization still prevails, not only in theology but
in the science of comparative religion in general, and from top to bot-
tom of it. The modern students of mythology, and those who pursue
research into the religion of *primitive man’ and attempt to recon-
struct the ‘bases’ or ‘sources’ of religion, are all victims to it. Men
do not, of course, in these cases employ those lofty ‘rational’ con-
cepts which we took as our point of departure; but they tend to take
these concepts and their gradual ‘ evolution’ as setting the main prob-
lem of their inquiry, and fashion ideas and notions of lower value,
which they regard as paving the way for them. It is always in terms of
concepts and ideas that the subject is pursued, ‘natural’ ones, mo-
reover, such as have a place in the general sphere of man’ s ideation-
al life, and are not specifically ‘religious’. And then with a resolu-
tion and cunning which one can hardly help admiring, men shut their
eyes to that which is quite unique in the religious experience, even in
its most primitive manifestations. But it is rather a matter for astonish-
ment than for admiration! For if there be any single domain of human
experience that presents us with something unmistakably specific and
unique, peculiar to itself, assuredly it is that of the religious life. In
truth the enemy has often a keener vision in this matter than either the
champion of religion or the neutral and professedly impartial theorist.
For the adversaries on their side know very well that the entire ‘poth-
er about mysticism’ has nothing to do with ‘reason’ and °rationali-
ty’

And so it is salutary that we should be incited to notice that religion is
not exclusively contained and exhaustively comprised in any series of ‘ra-
tional* assertions; and it is well worth while to attempt to bring the relation

of the different ‘moments’ of religion to one another clearly before the mind,
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so that its nature may become more manifest.
This attempt we are now to make with respect to the quite dis-

tinctive category of the holy or sacred.
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