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Dedicated to Carl Eugene Bruce and Josephine Saturday Bruce
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My father, Carl Eugene Bruce, died on 24 October 2013. He used to work for Ohio Power, and at one time, his job was to shut off the electricity of people who had not paid their bills. He sometimes would find a home with an impoverished mother and some children. Instead of shutting off their electricity, he would tell the mother that she needed to pay her bill or soon her electricity would be shut off. He would write on a form that no one was home when he stopped by because if no one was home he did not have to shut off their electricity.

The best good deed that anyone ever did for my father occurred after a storm that knocked down many power lines. He and other linemen worked long hours and got wet and cold. Their feet were freezing because water got into their boots and soaked their socks. Fortunately, a kind woman gave my father and the other linemen dry socks to wear.

My mother, Josephine Saturday Bruce, died on 14 June 2003. She used to work at a store that sold clothing. One day, an impoverished mother with a baby clothed in rags walked into the store and started shoplifting in an interesting way: The mother took the rags off her baby and dressed the infant in new clothing. My mother knew that this mother could not afford to buy the clothing, but she helped the mother dress her baby and then she watched as the mother walked out of the store without paying.

***
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The doing of good deeds is important. As a free person, you can choose to live your life as a good person or as a bad person. To be a good person, do good deeds. To be a bad person, do bad deeds. If you do good deeds, you will become good. If you do bad deeds, you will become bad. To become the person you want to be, act as if you already are that kind of person. Each of us chooses what kind of person we will become. To become a good person, do the things a good person does. To become a bad person, do the things a bad person does. The opportunity to take action to become the kind of person you want to be is yours.

Human beings have free will. According to the Babylonian Niddah 16b, whenever a baby is to be conceived, the Lailah (angel in charge of contraception) takes the drop of semen that will result in the conception and asks God, “Sovereign of the Universe, what is going to be the fate of this drop? Will it develop into a robust or into a weak person? An intelligent or a stupid person? A wealthy or a poor person?” The Lailah asks all these questions, but it does not ask, “Will it develop into a righteous or a wicked person?” The answer to that question lies in the decisions to be freely made by the human being that is the result of the conception.

A Buddhist monk visiting a class wrote this on the chalkboard: “EVERYONE WANTS TO SAVE THE WORLD, BUT NO ONE WANTS TO HELP MOM DO THE DISHES.” The students laughed, but the monk then said, “Statistically, it’s highly unlikely that any of you will ever have the opportunity to run into a burning orphanage and rescue an infant. But in the smallest gesture of kindness — a warm smile, holding the door for the person behind you, shoveling the driveway of the elderly person next door — you have committed an act of immeasurable profundity, because to each of us, our life is our universe.”

In her book titled I Have Chosen to Stay and Fight, comedian Margaret Cho writes, “I believe that we get complimentary snack-size portions of the afterlife, and we all receive them in a different way.” For Ms. Cho, many of her snack-size portions of the afterlife come in hip hop music. Other people get different snack-size portions of the afterlife, and we all must be on the lookout for them when they come our way. And perhaps doing good deeds and experiencing good deeds are snack-size portions of the afterlife.
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PREFACE
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This book consists of a number of philosophical arguments that I find interesting and that I think that some other people may find interesting.

May you be struck by philosophical lightning.

My series of books on interesting philosophical arguments mainly consist of notes in essay form that I have made on the various books that I have used as textbooks in the philosophy courses that I have taught at Ohio University. These textbooks include various editions of the following:

• Exploring Ethics, by Donald M. Borchert and David Stewart

• Exploring the Philosophy of Religion, by David Stewart

• Fundamentals of Philosophy, by David Stewart and H. Gene Blocker

• An Introduction to Modern Philosophy, by Alburey Castell, Donald M. Borchert, and Arthur Zucker

I hope that other people find these notes in essay form useful.
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INTRODUCTORY ESSAYS

Chapter 1: David Bruce (born 1954): What is Philosophy?
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What is philosophy? Usually, it is defined in two ways, neither of which tells the whole truth. First, philosophy is defined as the “love of wisdom.” That’s OK, but don’t many people who aren’t philosophers love wisdom? Scientists and teachers come to mind. Philosophy is also defined as the search for truth. Once again, that’s an OK answer, but don’t many other people also do this? Scientists, teachers, and many other professionals do this. What sets philosophy apart from these occupations?

Philosophy is different from these other occupations in part because of the questions it tries to answer. The questions philosophers ask are magnificent. Philosophers try to answer these questions: 


Are we immortal or mortal? 

Are we determined, or do we have free will?

Are we just a body, or do we also have an immaterial mind?

Is there something outside of nature?

Does God exist?

Do good and evil exist?

If good and evil exist, how can we tell the difference between them?

What ought we to do?



The questions a philosopher tries to answer are not empirical, that is, the philosopher cannot find their answers through use of the senses: sight, hearing, taste, touch, and smell. Instead, the philosopher has to use a method different from a scientist’s observation and experimentation to discover the answers to questions of philosophy. This method uses arguments and logic. A philosopher uses arguments to make as strong a case as possible for his or her answer to a question of philosophy. 

Since we cannot test the answers to questions of philosophy by observation and experimentation, how can we tell if the answers are adequate? Several ways exist. Logic provides a way to test arguments. We can certainly demand that a philosopher’s argument follow the rules of logic. We can also demand consistency from the philosopher. If the philosopher believes two things that are contradictory, we know that there is something wrong with the philosopher’s position.

But logic isn’t enough, although it’s a good start. The methods of philosophers include more than rational thought and logic. What do we do when two contradictory positions both exhibit good reasoning and consistency? A philosopher sometimes chooses between two positions on the basis of their consequences.

When writing, a good philosopher does certain things. When arguing for a position, the assumptions that the philosopher makes are clearly stated, the arguments that the philosopher uses are logically reasoned, and the consequences of the position are clearly derived. 

In philosophy, clearness should be a virtue, as it is in other types of writing and in other types of communicating. Not all philosophers are clear, but often this can be attributed to the difficulty of the questions to which they try to find answers and to the specialized words and concepts that philosophers use.

We will look at some philosophers’ answers to philosophical questions, and we will also look at how the philosophers arrived at these answers. In looking at these, we shall be able to learn what philosophy is, what philosophers do, and how they do it. 
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Chapter 2: Socrates (Circa 470-399 B.C.E.): The Examined Life
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The ancient Greek philosopher Socrates (circa 470 B.C.E.-399 B.C.E.) was a model philosopher and so reading Plato’s “Apology” is a good place to start a study of philosophy.

First, a little background information. Despite the name of “Apology” for this dialogue by Plato, Socrates did not apologize for anything. Instead, he offered a spirited defense in the Athenian law courts after being accused of corrupting the young of Athens and of not believing in the gods that everyone else believed in. (The Greek word used for the title of Plato’s dialogue means “defense,” not “apology.”)

In addition to being a model philosopher, Socrates was a model teacher. He never took money for teaching, but among his pupils was Plato, who later became the teacher of Aristotle, who in turn later became the teacher of Alexander the Great of Macedon. 

Students should be aware that Socrates did not write any of his ideas down. However, in most of the dialogues written by Plato, Socrates was the main speaker. Scholars disagree over how much of what the character “Socrates” in Plato’s dialogues said can actually be attributed to the real, historical Socrates; however, scholars believe that the earlier dialogues state the historical Socrates’ ideas. In the later dialogues, Plato built on the philosophical foundation of Socrates’ ideas. 

The “Apology” is probably an early dialogue. Note that Plato attended Socrates’ trial. 

The Wisdom of Socrates

To begin his defense, Socrates told the story of how he acquired his reputation for wisdom. Apparently Socrates was always a debater, for his friend Chaerephon went to Delphi to ask the priestess there whether Socrates was the wisest man on earth. 

(The Delphi Oracle was dedicated to the Greek god Apollo and the priestesses there had the reputation of being able to foretell the future. Unfortunately, the priestesses acquired this reputation by being vague in their replies. When the king of Lydia, Croesus, asked the priestess whether he should attack Persia, she replied, “If you attack Persia, a mighty kingdom will fall.” Croesus did attack Persia, but the mighty kingdom that fell was his own. Note: The word “oracle” means prophet or prophetess.)

The priestess replied to Chaerephon (in non-vague language) that Socrates was the wisest man on earth, thus shocking Socrates, who felt that he knew very little. To prove the priestess false, Socrates began questioning people, especially people who had a reputation for being wise. Unfortunately, Socrates discovered that these people did not deserve their reputation for wisdom. Although they often knew things that Socrates did not, they made the mistake of thinking that they knew things that they did not know. This is a mistake that Socrates did not make; when he didn’t know something, he was aware of his ignorance. To show people that often they didn’t know something although they thought they did, Socrates used the philosophical technique known as indirect proof.

Indirect Proof

Basically, the method of indirect proof works likes this. First you start with an assumption. Then through a series of logical steps you show that the assumption leads to a contradiction. If an assumption logically leads to a contradiction, we know that the assumption must be incorrect and therefore we are justified in rejecting it.

In Plato’s dialogue “Euthyphro,” we can see Socrates in action using indirect proof to show that Euthyphro, a reciter of poetry, has opinions that are incorrect. Socrates asked Euthyphro for a definition of piety, and after some wrangling, succeeded in getting this definition out of him: What is pious is pleasing to the gods, and what is impious is not pleasing to the gods. (The ancient Greeks believed in many gods, unlike today’s Jews, Christians, and Muslims.)

Socrates then showed that this assumption logically leads to a contradiction by pointing out that what pleases some gods will not please other gods. For example, if you remember your Homer, you know that the Trojan War was fought between two groups of people: the Greeks and the Trojans. Some of the gods favored the Greeks, while others favored the Trojans. (Aphrodite, goddess of sexual passion, favored the Trojans, while Athena, goddess of wisdom, favored the Greeks.) Thus, a battle that the Trojans won would please Aphrodite but not Athena.

As you can see, Euthyphro’s definition (his assumption) leads to a contradiction: the same action (the battle) is, at the same time, both pious (because pleasing to Aphrodite) and impious (because not pleasing to Athena). One fact of logic and of mathematics that cannot be disputed is that something cannot be what it is and, at the same time, not what it is. It is impossible for a triangle to be both a triangle and a square at the same time. It is impossible for a positive integer to be both a positive integer and a negative integer at the same time.

Socrates as a Critical and as a Constructive Philosopher

Obviously, Socrates was a keen critic of others’ ideas, as we saw above in his criticism of Euthyphro’s definition of “piety.” An important function of philosophy is to show us when our ideas are contradictory or otherwise confused. However, Socrates was also a constructive philosopher. He performed a valuable function by showing people when their ideas were confused. After all, you are not likely to seek knowledge of something you think you already know. Only after you discover that you don’t know something will you take steps to remedy the deficiency in your thinking.

After all, when Euthyphro thinks that he knows what piety is, he doesn’t consider searching for knowledge about piety. Why try to learn something that you already think you know? However, once Socrates showed that Euthyphro was mistaken in his definition of piety, then Euthyphro may become willing to begin the search for knowledge about piety.

Why People Disliked Socrates

People disliked Socrates for at least two reasons. First, Socrates was like a stinging fly to the important people of Athens. In his dialogues with these VIPs, Socrates consistently showed that these people thought that they knew something when they did not really know much — if anything — at all. Even when Socrates found someone who knew something that he did not know, such as a potter, the person who knew something in one area thought that he knew something in an area where he had no knowledge at all. Socrates had the advantage over these people because at least he knew when he had no knowledge — Socrates was aware of his ignorance.

The second major reason that people disliked Socrates was because young people imitated him. Young people followed Socrates and learned his techniques of debate through watching him debate other people. The young people would imitate Socrates by engaging VIPs in debate and showing — in front of other people in public places — that the VIPs were ignorant.

It’s no wonder that Socrates was so hated because both he and his followers used indirect proof to show that many people who were reputed to be wise were actually ignorant. At the trial, the accusers represented different groups of people who were angry at Socrates. Meletus, a poet, was angry at Socrates. Anytus, a politician, was angry at Socrates. Lycon, an orator, was angry at Socrates. All three accusers wanted Socrates to be condemned to death.

Socrates as a Defender of Free Speech

Greek trials had two parts. In the first part of the trial, the prosecutors and the accused presented their cases and then the jury voted the defendant either guilty or not guilty. If the defendant was found guilty, then the trial moved on to the second part, in which both the prosecutors and the accused proposed different punishments. Of course, the prosecutors would ask for a harsh penalty, and the accused would ask for a light penalty. The jury would then vote on which penalty would be given to the accused (who, of course, had already been found guilty).

Before the vote to determine his guilt was taken, although Socrates knew that he could probably get off by promising to stop engaging people in philosophical dialogue, Socrates declined to restrict his free speech; instead, he told the jury that he would continue to do philosophy just as he had done before the trial. 

Socrates was found guilty, so the jury then listened to different penalties that could be assessed against Socrates. The accusers asked for the death penalty. Scholars believe that if Socrates had proposed exile as a penalty, that the jury probably would have accepted this. However, Socrates rejected exile: He said that if he left Athens and went to another city-state to live, he would continue to do philosophy and thus run into the same trouble as before. Socrates stated, “Athenians, I hold you in the highest regard and affection, but I will be persuaded by the god rather than you. As long as I have breath and strength I will not give up philosophy ....” Indeed, Socrates believes that an unexamined life — a life without philosophy — is not worth living.

Socrates then spoke about how valuable he was to Athens. By engaging the citizens of Athens in dialogue and by showing them where their ideas were confused, Socrates involved the citizens of Athens in philosophy. Of course, some of the citizens did not like this process — at the end of the “Euthyphro,” Euthyphro couldn’t wait to get away from Socrates! However, Socrates compared himself to a stinging fly that won’t let the citizens rest. 

Because Socrates regarded himself as so valuable to Athens, after he had been found guilty and was asked to propose a punishment for himself, Socrates proposed that he be given free room and board at the public expense! However, some of his friends at the trial, including Plato, asked that he instead propose a fine of money, which these friends would pay for him.

Death

Because he declined to stop philosophizing, the jury rejected Socrates’ proposal of a fine of money as penalty and instead condemned him to death. A month later Socrates was executed; he was given poison hemlock to drink. However, Socrates’ death was not for nothing — he died as a martyr to both philosophy and to free speech. (Without free speech, philosophy cannot flourish.)

Interestingly, Socrates was not afraid of death. He said at the end of the “Apology” that death is one of two things, neither of which is to be feared:

1) Death is like a long dreamless sleep. In this case, death is the extinguishing of consciousness. We will not feel pain or anything else, so we ought not to fear this kind of death.

2) Death is a journey to another place where we shall live again. There Socrates will meet the heroes of ancient Greece and engage them in philosophical dialogues. This, Socrates says, would be very good indeed.

Other dialogues of Plato, such as the Phaedo, make clear that Socrates believed in immortality. I encourage you to read the last scene of the Phaedo, which tells the death of Socrates. 

Plato’s “Apology” is one of the great books of Western civilization; it should be re-read annually. 

Note: The quotations by Plato that appear in this essay are from his “Apology,” translated by F.J. Church.
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Chapter 3: Jay F. Rosenberg (1942-2008): The Character of Philosophy
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I can definitely recommend Jay F. Rosenberg’s Practice of Philosophy: A Handbook for Beginners, which is available in many libraries, especially university libraries. Rosenberg is a very clear writer who has many interesting things to say about philosophy. Rosenberg writes, “Philosophy as a discipline is perhaps thought of most fruitfully as being distinguished by its method rather than by a subject matter.” 

The reason for this is philosophers investigate so much. For nearly every subject that is studied, there is a “philosophy of” that subject. For example, at Ohio University (located at Athens, Ohio) you can study the Philosophy of Sex and Love! In addition, many universities offer courses in Medical Ethics, Business Ethics, Philosophy of Mathematics, Philosophy of History, Philosophy of Literature, etc.

First-Order and Second-Order Questions

We can make a distinction between first-order and second-order questions. According to the glossary of Fundamentals of Philosophy, by David Stewart and H. Gene Blocker, “A first-order intellectual activity (talking, thinking, describing) is one which is concerned with the things we experience in the ordinary world. A second-order intellectual activity is one which is concerned with a first-order activity; for example, thinking about thinking, talking about talking.”

Philosophy is known as an area of inquiry that asks second-order questions. Practitioners of other areas of inquiry ask first-order questions, but as soon as these practitioners of other areas of inquiry ask about the basis for what they are doing, they are asking second-order questions and thus engaging in philosophy.

For example, a critic might ask, “Was her second novel more fully realized than her first?” In asking this question, the critic is engaging in a first-order activity and asking a first-order question; in other words, the critic is doing what a critic is supposed to do. However, the critic may also ask, “What does it mean to say that her second novel is more fully realized than her first?” In asking this question, the critic is engaging in a second-order activity and asking a second-order question; in other words, the critic is asking about the basis of criticism and thus engaging in philosophy.

Another example: Lawyers ask a first-order question when they ask, “Is the person guilty?” Examples of second-order questions about law that a philosopher could ask include “What does it mean to be guilty?” and “What is justice?”

The Cutting Edge

Rosenberg also writes about cases in which philosophy and other disciplines blend together: “For it is precisely on the frontiers of any discipline that the characteristically philosophical concerns of sense (What does it mean?) and justification (How could we tell?) arise with special force and immediacy.” 

Here’s an example. One of the new areas of physics is quantum physics. One interpretation of the way quantum particles behave is that they behave randomly — that is, they are not caused to move in a certain direction or with a certain velocity, but instead, their direction and velocity are random.

One of the most important questions that philosophers have been trying to find the answer to is whether we have free will or are determined. According to determinism, everything is caused and we have no free will despite our feeling that what we do is up to us. According to determinism, whatever decision I make has been determined by my heredity and environment (nature and nurture). Thus, I am not a center for the Boston Celtics today because of my heredity (I am short and old and have slow reflexes) and my environment (in the neighborhood where I grew up, the kids played lots of baseball and very little basketball). 

On the other hand, according to indeterminism (the free will theory), I am not a center for the Boston Celtics today in part because I chose to devote my energies to education rather than athletics. (It’s true that if I had chosen to devote my energies to playing basketball that I still would probably not be playing center for the Boston Celtics, but that does not refute indeterminism because indeterminism recognizes that we are each born into a certain situation; for example, I am not free to choose to grow until I am seven feet tall.)

So we see that on the cutting edge of physics arises the philosophical question of whether we are free or determined. After all, determinism says that everything is caused, and if quantum particles behave randomly they are not caused and thus determinism has been refuted. (However, this does not prove that human beings have free will because indeterminism may exist only at the quantum level and not at the level of human beings.)

Philosophical questions also arise on the cutting edge of medicine and doctoring. Abortion is such a divisive issue because people can’t agree on such philosophical questions as “What is a person?” If agreement could be reached on when an embryo or fetus becomes a person, agreement would be reached on when — if ever — abortion is moral.

Criticisms of Philosophy

Many people complain that philosophy seems rarified and abstract, elusive and arbitrary in its methods, lacking in a firm sense of direction, that it fails to achieve results, and is generally detached from the real world. Rosenberg believes that part of the reason why people believe this is because philosophy is a second-order discipline. After all, philosophers do not share such things as the results of empirical experiments.

However, according to Rosenberg, one thing helps philosophers to stay on track: the history of philosophy. All contemporary philosophers have studied the great philosophers of the past — Plato, Descartes, Locke, Hume, Berkeley, Kant, etc. — and thus have a common heritage. By referring to this heritage, and finding out with which philosophers they agree and why, contemporary philosophers “can find the beginnings of a process which might resolve their disagreement in their diverse commentaries on and assessments of these views and the arguments mobilized in their support.”

A Recommendation

I enthusiastically recommend that you read Jay F. Rosenberg’s Practice of Philosophy: A Handbook for Beginners, 2nd edition (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1984. For one thing, he has very interesting things to say about George Berkeley, whose philosophy of Idealism many beginning students of philosophy find strange. (When I first heard about Idealism, I asked, “Do people really believe that?”) Rosenberg shows that Idealism makes much more sense than first appearances indicate. Look for The Practice of Philosophy: A Handbook for Beginners in your local library, and if it’s not there, don’t forget why Interlibrary Loan was invented.

Note: The quotations by Rosenberg that appear in this essay are from his Practice of Philosophy: A Handbook for Beginners.
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Chapter 4: David Stewart (born 1938): The Philosopher as Detective
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David Stewart (born 1938), in his article “The Philosopher as Detective,” argues that detective fiction and philosophy share several characteristics. He writes, “What attracts me to detective fiction is also what attracts me to philosophy: dependence on reason, the search for moral order, the development of analytic skills, the desire to find things out.” 

A Dependence on Reason

Certainly both detective fiction and philosophy share a dependence on reason. One important part of philosophy is logic — the analysis of arguments. Most introductory philosophy textbooks leave out logic; however, Stewart and his Fundamentals of Philosophy co-author H. Gene Blocker believe that logic is so important in philosophy that they included a section titled “Thinking about Thinking (Logic)” in their textbook.

Reasoning is also important in detective fiction, as the detective must logically figure out who is the culprit. Without a conclusion in which the solution to the mystery is explained, there cannot be detective fiction. Of course, in detective fiction there are two contests. The first contest is between the detective and the culprit. Can the detective solve the mystery? The second contest is between the reader and the author. In a good mystery, the author does not hide clues from the reader; the reader has the same clues as the detective and the reader must try to correctly interpret the clues and unmask the culprit.

The Development of Analytical Skills

Detective fiction also shares with philosophy an interest in the development of analytical skills. In unmasking the culprit, the detective uses a form of reasoning known as inductive reasoning. Stewart describes inductive reasoning as “reasoning backward (from effects to causes).” The detective is presented with a murder (the effect) and must reason backward from clues to unmask the culprit (the cause).

In addition, the detective must form hypotheses just as a scientist must form hypotheses. It is impossible to come up with a step-by-step method for the formulation of good hypotheses (creativity cannot be reduced to step-by-step methods); however, Stewart does mention a few pieces of advice that can be used in hypothesis formulation:


1) Sufficient factual detail is important. The detective must search for all available clues to arrive at a good hypothesis.

2) “[T]he detective should abandon a hypothesis when the facts no longer support it.”

3) “[O]ne should not abandon a theory that fits the facts no matter how improbable the theory may be.”



The Desire to Find Things Out

Of course, both the detective and the philosopher are engaged in a search for truth. The detective wants to find out who the murderer is. On the other hand, the philosopher is engaged in a search for the answers to important questions such as “Does God exist?” and “Am I immortal?” and “How can I tell right from wrong?”

The Search for Moral Order

Detective fiction also shares with philosophy a search for moral order. For example, let’s say that a murder has been committed in a detective mystery. The moral order has been violated and the detective must restore the moral order by unmasking the murderer. An important part of philosophy is ethics, which is concerned with right and wrong. In detective fiction, the detective is usually a moral character. In hard-boiled USAmerican novels of the type Raymond Chandler and Dashiell Hammett wrote, the detective may be the only moral character in the novel.

In addition, the philosopher Immanuel Kant believed that in a rational world morally good people would be happy and morally bad people would be unhappy. Of course, we know that the world in which we live is often not rational. In this world, drug dealers sometimes seem very happy (and very rich) indeed, and murder is often unpunished. In detective fiction, however, murder will out, and the murderer is always unmasked. In detective fiction we often find a world that is more rational than the world in which we live.

Aristotle and Detective Fiction

Stewart writes that detective fiction has “certain definite structural constraints. Among these are concern for plot development, the buildup of dramatic tension, and the final resolution of that tension. Or to use Aristotle’s words, detective stories have a beginning, a middle, and an end.”

In detective fiction, we can have what Aristotle calls a catharsis. This means that by feeling pity and fear we can somehow be purged of these emotions. Catharsis is felt to be beneficial to the person — whether a reader of detective fiction or a viewer of an ancient tragedy — undergoing it.

Hermeneutics and Detective Fiction

Hermeneutics is the theory of interpretation. Originally, the term referred to the interpretation of religious texts; now, it refers to texts of any kind. For example, Wilhelm Dilthey believed that “human society should be investigated as a kind of text consisting of human actions, cultural creations, and so forth that stand in need of being interpreted.” If Dilthey is correct, then detective fiction presents the detective with a text that needs to be interpreted. The detective is presented with a chaotic situation, which is made meaningful through an interpretation by the detective.

Conclusion

Stewart concludes his essay in this way: “While you read detective stories or see them unfold on television or the stage, look for philosophical themes yourself. Not only might you discover that you are a closet philosopher; you will also have enormous fun.”

Note: The quotations by Stewart that appear in this essay are from his “The Philosopher as Detective,” which appeared in Philosophy: Paradox and Discovery, 3rd edition, by Arthur J. Minton and Thomas A. Shipka.
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PHILOSOPHY OF RELIGION

Chapter 5: Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910): To Know God is to Live
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Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910) is a writer who is famous both for his classic novels such as War and Peace and Anna Karenina and for his book on his religious beliefs, A Confession and the Gospel in Brief (translated by Aylmer Maude in 1921). In this book, Tolstoy tells how he made his “leap of faith” and believed in God. 

An Eastern Fable

In his Confession Tolstoy tells the following Eastern fable:


[...] a traveler [is] overtaken on a plain by an enraged beast. Escaping from the beast he gets into a dry well, but sees at the bottom of the well a dragon that has opened its jaws to swallow him. And the unfortunate man, not daring to climb out lest he should be destroyed by the enraged beast, and not daring to leap to the bottom of the well lest he should be eaten by the dragon, seizes a twig growing in a crack of the well and clings to it. His hands are growing weaker and he feels he will soon have to resign himself to the destruction that awaits him above or below, but still he clings on. Then he sees that two mice, a black and a white one, go regularly round and round the stem of the twig to which he is clinging and gnaw at it. And soon the twig itself will snap and he will fall into the dragon’s jaws. The traveller sees this and knows that he will inevitably perish; but while still hanging he looks around, sees some drops of honey on the leaves of the twig, reaches them with his tongue and licks them.



In the fable are many symbols. The Twig is life itself, which can snap at any moment. The White and Black Mice represent day and night; the Mice go around and around the Twig of Life, gnawing at it, until it finally snaps. The Dragon and the Enraged Beast, of course, are death. The Honey, finally, represents the pleasures of life — pleasures that divert us from the inevitable death all human beings will eventually face.

Aware that someday he must die, Tolstoy wonders about the meaning of life. Are humanly constructed answers to the meaning of life satisfactory? Unfortunately, Tolstoy’s answer is no. Previously, the two drops of honey that had given him satisfaction were Family and Writing. But to Tolstoy, neither of these is an adequate meaning of life. He knows that each member of his family will eventually die. In addition, Writing is an adornment of life and an allurement to life. However, knowing that he will eventually die, Tolstoy realizes that life has lost its attraction to him; therefore, he cannot create art to attract others to life.

Four Ways Out of Our Horrible Predicament

Each of us is placed in a horrible predicament — we are trapped in a life that seems to have no meaning and will eventually end in death. Tolstoy — until he finds God — finds only four ways out of this predicament.

1) Ignorance: Being Unaware of the Problem. If we are ignorant of the predicament we are in, we are unaware of it and so can be happy. Tolstoy, however, is aware of the predicament and so this way is closed to him.

2) Epicureanism: Enjoying Life’s Pleasures. Although we know that we will eventually die, we can yet enjoy the pleasures that life offers. This means licking the drops of honey while holding on to the twig above the Dragon. According to Tolstoy, this is how most people live their lives — especially if they are fortunately blessed with material goods. Still, Tolstoy cannot forget the Dragon. The traveller in the Eastern fable takes the way of Epicureanism.

3) The Way of Strength and Energy: Committing Suicide. Strong people commit suicide. Knowing that life has no meaning, they end their life.

4) The Way of Weakness: Staying Alive Although Aware of the Problem. This is Tolstoy’s choice (at first), although he is unhappy with it. He realizes that he will die, and he despairs because of this knowledge, yet he chooses — weakly, he believes — to stay alive.

The Answer: God is the Answer

Eventually, Tolstoy comes up with the answer to life and the meaning of life. This meaning is God. Tolstoy realizes that he feels alive — really alive — only when he believes in God and so he decides to believe in God. Tolstoy does not use his reason to choose to believe in God; instead, his belief in God appears to rest on nonrational grounds. (As you may know, love and music are nonrational, while math is rational. Sticking your hand in a blender just to see what it feels like is irrational.) 

A Voice within Tolstoy tells him: “What more do you seek? This is He. He is that without which one cannot live. To know God and to live is one and the same thing. God is life. Live seeking God, and then you will not live without God.”

And so Tolstoy believes.

Addendum

Tolstoy believed that Christians ought to live very simple lives. He tried to give away all his money, and he became a schoolteacher to peasant children. I disagree with the idea that one needs to live so simply to be a Christian. It would have been better for the world if Tolstoy had used his time to write classic novels and had used the money thus earned to pay someone else to teach the peasant children. I do believe that one ought to give part of one’s disposable income to charity; however, I think that one can keep part of the money one earns honestly to keep oneself comfortable. (However, Jesus Himself may have wanted His followers to give everything to the poor.)

Note: The quotations by Tolstoy that appear in this essay are from his A Confession and the Gospel in Brief, translated by Aylmer Maude.
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Chapter 6: David Bruce (born 1954): Mystical Experiences
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Are mystical experiences common? 

It wouldn’t seem so; however, Andrew Greeley reported in “Mysticism Goes Mainstream,” an article published in the January-February 1987 issue of American Health that “a full 35% of Americans reported they had had a mystical experience: feeling ‘very close to a powerful, spiritual force that seems to lift you out of yourself.’ And one seventh of those who have had such experiences — 5% of the whole population — have literally been ‘bathed in light’ like the Apostle Paul.”

Apparently, mystical experiences are common. If so, then why aren’t we hearing more about them? Why aren’t they being talked about more?

One possible answer, of course, is that they are being talked about, though maybe not to you or me. Chances are, a Christian who has had a mystical experience would be willing to talk about it to another Christian. Thus, I wouldn’t be surprised if those who are known to be religious — a priest or nun, for example — have heard other people talk about their mystical experiences.

In addition, if mystical experiences are being talked about, the people who have experienced them are probably relating them only to very close friends. In his book Everyday Ethics, philosopher Joshua Halberstam points out that Fritz Perls of Esalen fame has identified three levels of conversation. The first level is “chicken-talk,” talk that is “small, light, and easy.” As examples of questions at this level, Halberstam cites “Seen any good movies lately?” and “Been working hard?” The next level is “bull-talk,” in which “we exchange genuine information and our questions are personal.” As examples of questions at this level, Halberstam cites “Is your work satisfying?” and “Are you happy?” The deepest level is “elephant-talk,” in which “the content is weighty, and the questions are accompanied by the body language of dramatic gestures.” As an example of a question at this level, Halberstam cites “What do you mean by happiness?” Elephant-talk most likely will not be engaged in between people who are not intimates, and I imagine that talk of mystical experiences falls into the category of elephant-talk.

So, when talk of mystical experiences occurs, it probably occurs between intimates, particularly intimates who are both known to be religious.

Anyway, most of the time people are silent about their mystical experiences. There are probably many reasons why this is so — certainly people are afraid of not being believed. Here are some probable reasons why people do not often speak of their mystical experiences:

1) We live in the age of science. Science has been very successful, and we see evidence of that success in the many wonderful inventions around us: electric lights, stereos, televisions, radios, personal computers, etc. One assumption made by science is not to posit the existence of any supernatural (that is, outside of nature) being. A scientist would probably interpret a mystical experience as a psychological problem.

2) Sometimes, mystical experiences can be interpreted as a sign of insanity. Occasionally, people will hear voices telling them to do strange things, such as to take their children to the top of a high building and jump. Of course, when they jump, they do not float gently to the ground safe in the hands of angels; instead, they are seriously injured or killed. Many people in mental institutions think God speaks to them.
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