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Foreword


My editor says that this is not a regular book like he is used to publishing, but a battle cry or a call to arms (combat et cri de guerre). Generally speaking, I agree with this assessment of the main message of the book: today the chimeras are back; they have invaded our lives and we cannot survive without a war against them. Chimeras are all the ideologies, traditions and customs that do not come from our consciousness or individual experiences. They are all that interfere with our nature, mind, freedom and earthly happiness. The amazing thing is that, over the last 10 to 20 years, our civilisation and our minds have made phenomenal progress; we have powerful social networks, artificial intelligence and forthcoming flights to Mars. At the same time, it has become difficult and dangerous for a person to live on earth without his mind regressing under the onslaught of dark forces – chimeras that pull us back into barbarism and savagery.


I blew the horn and went to war with the chimeras, although I understand well that I will not become a commander; there are so many chimeras around and they are so strong that in order to win, it would take an entire army of politicians, philosophers, historians and, simply, volunteers – an army I do not have. All I can do is to call things by their proper names and encourage people to do everything possible to protect themselves from the influence of chimeras. Although I do lead, albeit in my small but personal war; my charitable foundation Espoir (‘Hope’) quite successfully fights with extreme forms of female circumcision in Ethiopia, in the Somali and Afar regions, under the auspices of UNICEF. Ten years ago, I happened upon this criminal infamy, still thriving on our planet, and I cannot escape from the shock it has brought upon me, as if a part of my brain was infected with some form of leprosy and died off. It was from then on that I began to seriously reflect on the essence of man, and the influence of pagan beliefs on cultural traditions and religions within human civilisation.


In a more general context, I perceive this book as ‘stolen air’ – an expression I am borrowing from Osip Mandelstam. This outstanding Russian poet witnessed terrible famine and cannibalism from 1923 in Crimea, an area primarily populated by Tatars at that time. In 1933, he wrote a poem about Stalin that became one of the most famous poems of the twentieth century: ‘We are living, but can’t feel the land where we stay.’ It was Mandelstam who said that free self-expression in a non-free country reminds one of ‘stolen air’ (which I breathed enough in the ‘free’ Soviet Union). He paid for all he wrote and said with his life, dying in the Gulag in 1938. The burning, uncontrollable desire to write the book came to me only when I felt that there was no air to breathe. I felt that if I did not do something, I would lose my inner balance and start hating not the chimeras, but myself. And then, I would definitely ‘blow up’.


Today, after five years of living in Europe, I increasingly feel that this notorious ‘stolen air’ moved here with me, and I have developed an interest in understanding how people breathe it here. Or do they prefer not to breathe this air, but rather hide in an ivory tower? Look around. Do you really not see how the situation in our world has radically changed and become lethal for us all?


The powerful light of the Enlightenment turned into a barely glowing one, indicating the withering of the secular world and the radical strengthening of the religious world. The main provision of the French laïcité of 1905 is ‘The Republic doesn’t recognize any cult’. If this is the case, then soon they will forget about this law at all. Religious obscurantism is back and, if we do nothing, it will gladly destroy not only our present, but also the future of our children.


Our civil society is bent before the chimeras, weakened and split, and with each day the split deepens and expands. We are being divided into separate tribes, each of which is formed around its own One God. The policy of multiculturalism failed miserably, and the best culture in the world faded away in meaningless debates. When you read these debates, you begin to doubt the common sense not only of their participants, but also of yourself.


Totalitarian political correctness killed the beloved child of the great French Revolution – a magnificent critical tradition of free-thinking. Freedom of thought and speech shrank to the size of a flowerpot on the balcony, and disgusting hypocrisy destroyed our existence from top to bottom. And yet, instead of crying ‘Crush the infamy’, society calls for conformism and boundless respect for religious ideals that are alien to us.


Was it possible to imagine something like this only a couple of decades ago? How could I resist trying to protect my mind? I could not resist. I stopped doing anything else and devoted a few years of my life to this book, which at first glance has nothing to do with my previous occupation as a banker and senator.


*  *  *


No serious book in humanities can bypass the religion that moulded our culture and continues to actively influence our civilisation. I was always fascinated by the fact that mankind has spent trillions of hours, hundreds of millions of lives, and a huge amount of resources on various religious cults. Such a giant mountain of emotions and hopes, this peak of senselessness and a feat of worship, should not go unnoticed, and so my goal was to assess what mankind found in these cults and whether such an enormous waste of resources was justified. Therefore, I contrast two systems of values.


One of them takes the world as it is and defends the primacy of human values over all others. This means that only man himself is able to create a practical morality, and to separate what is allowed from what is forbidden in his personal and social life. Hedonism, resting on natural human features – corporality, sensuality and enjoyment – is considered in this system as indispensable for achieving social progress and has only one limit: respect for the interests of another person.


The other does not recognise the natural human values. Instead it rests on ideals and revelations that lie outside of man, denounces hedonism as the worst enemy of a religious community, and brings the artificial rules of life based on divine commandments into the world, corresponding to them the absolute notions of Good and Evil.


I’m not going to try to prove to you who is right and why; such an attempt would be doomed to failure before it even began, but it was important for me to understand which one of these two systems makes a person stronger and happier and which one people should follow in their life. Such a goal was not possible to achieve within the framework of one discipline, even such a respected one as philosophy. What we need is a symbiosis of all human sciences, which is what the discipline called ‘general culture’ (la culture générale) does. It does not divide the world into subsections and does not rely on separate ‘foundational ideas,’ since there are too many ideas in the world around us and all of them are mixed up together. For this reason, I did not want to artificially link the chapters of the book with a rigid causal link while discussing different variations of the same thesis. The book did not suffer from this in any way, because its main task is to consistently expose some of the most common chimeras – parasites that have been torturing humanity for thousands of years. The rest of them I will explore in the following books.


An honest analysis of monotheism should begin with a simple and obvious question: what does it give us and what does it take from us? I am ready to recognise monotheism as a rallying social force that forms moral guidelines. I do not deny the intensity of feelings and emotions that some people experience from the idea of the existence of the Supreme Being – the Protector, who is able to fill one with ‘spirituality,’ bring comfort in difficult life situations, help to endure extreme suffering, prepare for the most difficult event – one's own death – and bring one into the eternal Bright Kingdom. Religion certainly plays the role of a soothing and analgesic remedy for a huge mass of humanity, something like a very strong painkiller. Who wants to part with this obsession and accept that everything will inevitably end with worms? I would first publicly burn this book and rush into the nearby church to put my tent there if the existence of the Kingdom of God and eternal life would be guaranteed by fifty per cent, even only 5 per cent.


But the faith in the One God, like all other things and concepts, has its dark side, which while being bigger than the bright side, is not socially acceptable to talk about. All religious preachers enthusiastically tell us about the gifts of the One God, but none of them talk about what people have to pay for these gifts. There is nothing free of charge, neither in material life, nor in spiritual life; we have to pay for everything, especially for such a thing as hope for an eternal afterlife. Not for the afterlife itself, but for the hope of it. Alas, the promised joys are fictitious (we can also recall the promises of passionate love and fidelity to the grave). Worms are feasible, but the promise of an afterlife is not.


This chimerical tale costs a lot. For the sake of its maintenance, religion has made man – a perfect biological machine and incomparable mind – an imperfect puppet. Man is divided into two irreconcilable halves – the soul and the body – which destroys the natural harmony with oneself and the environment. Religion forced humans to give up natural morality and many pleasures, and replaced them with a senseless waste of precious time for daily worship of God and strict observance of His commandments. And most importantly, humans were instilled with panic and fear of the possibility of not being ‘saved’ and receiving an after-punishment instead of ‘resurrection’ in accordance with the concepts of good and evil described in holy books, which radically differ from the concepts given to man by his nature. The human, in fact, is pushed into the abyss; religion asks us to exchange human life for the illusion of life after the grave.


In earthly life, a person does not receive any reward from religion, either. Spiritual life as an act of creation is impossible in the religions of the Revelation. When all the values have already been created and are eternally set in the Holy Books, where is the space for creative potential? It is also impossible to use a religious base to build an idea of absolute morality, which, at the same time, all religions of the Revelation are so proud of. Each of them rests on its own One God, is intolerant to other opinions, divides believers into ‘us’ and ‘strangers’ and opposes groups of people to others. Otherwise, why did they fight each other for millennia and continue to fight today? There is only one thing that unites them: the doctrine of the fundamental insignificance of man in the face of God, who has the last word in all affairs of human existence, and the burning desire to break free from the personal sphere of the individual believing person, which is their rightful place, and to penetrate into the public sphere of the whole state.


Such a situation is quite understandable; the ideal is unattainable in principle and it was this principled unattainability that became the source of all possible illusions and the driving force of all atrocities committed in human history. The unattainable and inhuman set sky-high goals and always violently destroy the truly human around themselves, suppressing the healthy human desire to live a natural life and gradually improve the world around.


In my childhood and many years after, I remained indifferent to religion; my family did not have God, and I did not like the gods of other people. But in the process of writing this book I felt the existence of a God-Creator that was common for all people, who came to us beforehand in different pagan beliefs and radically differs from the One God of the Abrahamic religions. God the Creator is only the Creator, but not the Ruler and certainly not the Elder Brother-Dictator, who is ‘sold’ to us by the Abrahamic religions. My God-Creator never dictated any divine Revelations to anyone, did not claim to have created a man out of nothing in His image and likeness (in fact, what's so terrible about being different from Him?); nor did He insist on our human insignificance, and He always respected the human mind. His existence does not exert any influence on the life of the person (created by Him); He cannot see us, He cannot hear us, He cannot read our thoughts, and He has not promised us eternal life; and, most importantly, He is useless to pray to. He will not help and will not change anything in a human life. My God-Creator is God-the-beacon, the centre of heat and light, and fire. A person can come to Him to be inspired and get warm. A person might choose not to go and no one will punish him for it; never has there existed Paradise or Hell.


My convictions do not please me at all; if the all-powerful, all-seeing and all-knowing One God existed, He would certainly actively interfere in earthly affairs and we would live much better lives. But He is not around us and for this reason we have to blame only man for the existence of evil.


The Story of this Book


This book began with an accident. Many important and unimportant events begin with an accident that clears the way for the inevitable.


Accidentally, because of the rain, I saw a Hollywood film about family love. I have a great respect for love – there is no feeling more natural and valuable – and I have always admired its ability to survive despite all the difficulties of a long-term marriage. However, this film was filled with so many nauseating lies, and so aggressively imposed sugary and dreamlike family values on the viewer that I left the theatre with a sharp feeling, as if I could not breathe; all the diversity and richness of a romantic relationship was reduced to a vulgar and hypocritical romantic ideal. I purposely use the word ‘vulgar’; the primitive idealisation of human life depreciates natural values and discourages any desire to strive for them. Almost immediately, I felt an irresistible desire to understand how other people live and breathe in similar situations. What do they think about each other and how do they live together – in truth or in lies?


In the lives of three-dozen married couples I know, I have not witnessed much lightness in their relationships or happy family values. It is possible that I simply could not see these things behind a pile of problems and mutual irritation. All I could see was a striking disparity between reality and the ideals imposed on us. The tale of loyalty until death, which is so sweet to believe at the church altar, inexorably turned into a hateful reality of soul-eating hypocrisy, betrayal at every opportunity, and exhausting quarrels.


And, the strangest and most surprising thing is that no one in particular is to blame for this – something is wrong in the kingdom of marriage itself. Taken by a desire to help newlyweds to find true Hollywood happiness, I have decided to look at the institution of marriage with an impartial gaze of an alien looking for the origins of human monogamy. Pure science: without looking back to the past, without limitations of traditions, piety and emotions. Is this not how a real scientist should behave, while watching the process of reproduction of unicellular organisms under a microscope?


After getting acquainted with basic research on the topic of marriage, I reached the conclusion that all of it satisfies me in much the same way as does sexual life after thirty years of marriage. My enthusiasm for studying it was only enough for the first few months, after which I realised that my idea failed. Recognised scientists did not study marital problems, not because of an oversight, but because of a clear understanding that marriage itself is not an independent discipline; all of its problems are inevitable and, while being vital for each individual, are completely insignificant for the human population as a whole. It is quite possible that this explains why ancient philosophers almost completely ignored the important topic. The great Socrates, as he almost always did, said it best. When asked if one should marry or not, he gave a quick and brilliant answer: both options are equivalent in their consequences, since in any case one will have to regret it.


As a result, the importance of the problem of marriage finally faded in my eyes, from a high-priority research topic into something secondary. It became clear to me that the basis of the institution of marriage is not the couple, but the individual, and we need to start from other topics: human loneliness, secular and religious community, social norms and universal morality. In order to have the right to talk about the institution of marriage, it is necessary to involve the research of liberal arts and social sciences. And if one really wants to research this topic, then there is more than enough of material for a few human lives and dozens of doctoral dissertations. The volume and complexity of the task has increased enormously, and the familial-marital problems it contains are not the most important or the largest part.


For a long time, I did almost nothing, trying to decide whether I wanted to continue writing this book and if I had enough strength and patience for such a large amount of work. Could I see the world not through the perspective of great ideas, but with my own eyes? Would it be possible for me to clearly and succinctly talk about fundamental philosophical, historical, religious and social phenomena without losing all the wealth of their content along the way? Or was it better to forget this unrealisable idea and just enjoy the beach every day, especially since I live quite close to it?


Still, the ineradicable obstinacy that has been living in me since early childhood has not allowed me to retreat. If it worked out for others, then why would I not be able to do it? I began to slowly accumulate materials on different and, at first glance, incompatible topics related to each other only by my constantly changing interests, intuition and even caprices. I worked without any specific plan or clarity on where I would go next, what my book would be about, or whether it would be written at all. And then came the moment when the chaotic ideas surrounding me suddenly began to dissipate and I was seized with a clear, almost physiological sensation that my book as a whole was over and the one thing that remained was to write it. I was not deceived by that feeling: I wrote it.


But there was one more complication; even a superficial, brief statement of all collected materials would not fit into one book, and I could not for a long time agree to remove some of the content from it – it felt like cutting off my own hand. Such a book would be difficult to carry out of a bookstore. The only advantage would be that the book would protect from a bullet on occasion. I realised, reluctantly, that it was necessary to divide it into three separate books, the first of which you hold in your hands. I was especially worried about the choice of the name – since it is the beginning of everything, that initial will, the first knocking of wheels when a long-distance train departs. Pythagoras believed that the beginning is half the work, but Aristotle disagreed with him and believed that the beginning is even more than half. No wonder any professional publisher shouts himself hoarse when arguing with the author about the title, seeing in it half of the success or three quarters of the failure. In fact, the name reflects best the style of thinking of an author or, as happens quite often, the absence of both. Some of the names are so successful that they stand on an equal level with the rest of the content.


Gabriel Garcia Marquez called his famous novella No One Writes to the Colonel, and this title expressed the author's main idea so brilliantly that one could award him the Nobel Prize without any subsequent text. Eighteen-year-old Françoise Sagan titled her first novel Hello Sadness (Bonjour Tristesse) and almost instantly turned from an unknown girl into a respected literary author.


I do not possess such bright talent and, therefore, after a long and painful search for a suitable title, I resorted to plagiarism and wanted to use as the title of the book the popular Spanish proverb ‘El sueño de la razón produce monstruos’ (The sleep of reason produces monsters), which inspired Francisco Goya to create his most famous etching. I love the laconic imagery of Spanish proverbs and you will find a few more of them in epigraphs to the main chapters. It seemed to me that this proverb accurately reflects the main idea of this book: the sleep of the mind, that is, the refusal to perceive the world around as it is, costs a very high price to a man – he tries to find the omnipotent and all-knowing Teacher outside himself, to rely on something illusory, but finds only monsters – chimeras, devouring his life from the inside and out. Only the mind that never parts with its faithful friend and squire, common sense, is able to assess the surrounding reality and help us to find happiness in it. But then I felt ashamed of the plagiarism – a sure sign of lack of talent – and I came up with my own name for the book – Dangerous Illusions.


At first, I decided to publish the book under a pseudonym – John Doe – the traditional choice in cases when one wants to preserve the anonymity of a person who conveys important information or takes part in public discussions on sensitive issues. Anonymity, in my opinion, has major advantages for both the author and the reader. It allows the author to remain a ghost, who might be living anywhere in the world, and belong to any people, ethnicity, social group, or religion. The anonymous author does not need to tell the reader where he comes from, what languages he speaks, what he has done earlier, how he lived and what he believed in. With anonymity, it is difficult to blame such an author's prejudices and to reject all their arguments from the beginning without spending any effort to understand the essence of the matter, and, therefore, it is much easier for the author to address people directly.


It is good for the reader as well – they get rid of idle curiosity about the author's personality and do not get distracted from the book's content: information about the author is not only completely useless for understanding the ideas of the book, but also devalues these ideas. It tempts the reader to explain their appearance not by the objective reality and common sense of the author, but by his origin and way of life, which in my case has absolutely nothing to do with what I wanted to say and what I finally said. So then (in the case of anonymity) the reader has to deal with ‘orphan’ ideas, which, theoretically, induce in him an interest in reading and reflecting impartially on what has been read.


But then I rejected anonymity – would I really not be able to wake a reader's interest in reading and thinking by using my own name?


At the time of writing this book, I repeatedly asked myself the same question: Do I have the right, without having received any formal education in humanities, to engage in the most complex topics where the spheres of philosophy, history, anthropology and sociology intertwine? In the end, I still found an excuse for my literary impudence: my strong interest in the humanities that started in my early childhood, and the many thousands of books, articles and electronic publications that I read over seven years of work on this book. Of all these sources, I selected about eight thousand pages of material on specific topics, analysed them and used them to write this book. The bibliography included only a small fraction of all that I read.


Nevertheless, I decided to abandon any claims to the academic discourse, while retaining the main features of my scientific approach: an objective perception of reality, careful analysis of material, and strict systematisation of results. How else could it be done? To reveal the wide variety of all covered topics with due academic completeness would have been impossible for me – there would not be enough life or paper, but I have to convince the reader that I am familiar with the basic views of the greats and that I can defend my point of view. Taming my own ambitions allowed me to implement simple creative principles, quite natural for any book that does not have claims for academic excellence.


Firstly, I gave up on debates with other authors and references to them, which was very difficult for me, as it marked a radical departure from the scientific and publicistic canon. I felt that I was heretical, uttering my first blasphemy on the porch of the cathedral, then a freedom fighter, shouting a fiery appeal in the central square of a totalitarian state. However, I have no doubt about the admissibility and validity of my approach to presenting the material: the number of publications has grown so much that one can easily and quickly find one hundred convincing opinions ‘for’ and one hundred equally convincing opinions ‘against’ regarding any issue. (I myself can play the role of the Devil's advocate and bring as many objections as possible to my own arguments.)


Such a state of affairs turns into a problem for the reader: While stuck between the ideas of great thinkers taken out of context and contradicting each other, one cannot understand with whom and about what one should argue, and as a result the reader renounces his own opinion in favour of someone else's – capitulation before emptiness. In my case, it is different. I am perfectly aware of the diversity of existing opinions on all the topics touched in this book and, while I am not inclined to simplify the issues, I am tired of endless statements of ‘on the one hand’ and ‘on the other hand’ and I choose not to hide behind the opinions of others.


One should not think that the rejection of discussions with other authors made it easier for me to write. Rather, I lost a thick protective layer of other people's opinions and took upon myself a personal responsibility for the content of my texts. In short, I remain naked in the face of my clever reader.


Secondly, I did everything possible to avoid repetition, and usage of pseudoscientific words. But I do use a lot of sarcasm.


I’ll start with my stance on repeating.


The main reason for repetition is a lack of organisation of the author, who quickly forgets what he wrote earlier. Or he does not believe in what he wrote and tries to convince himself and his reader by constant repetition of controversial thoughts (this is especially noticeable in religious texts and catechisms of totalitarian ideologies). We also can not exclude that the author considers his reader an idiot incapable of remembering and, in order to be understood, repeats the same thought many times, just as he did with himself at school. All these reasons have nothing to do with me: I am well-organised, believe in what I have written, and appreciate the intellectual abilities of my reader. So, if you see a repetition in the book, do not believe your eyes.


Regarding verbosity: I was always unpleasantly surprised by the presence of definitions for definitions sake and long complex sentences even in great philosophical texts, not to mention journalism. In the exact sciences, it is not customary to write like this – you will be ridiculed. This does not mean at all that I deliberately resorted to simplifying the material: there is a heavy responsibility for preserving the intellectual baggage accumulated by previous generations on my shoulders. But why not explain this baggage briefly and clearly? In ancient Rome, this style of presentation was called lapidary and was used to inscribe the facades of public buildings and monuments. The authors of the inscriptions had to answer to the people for every word: you can not erase anything off the stone. The remarkable tradition of saving thoughts and words was almost completely lost by the time of the invention of printing; the Romans did not share their skills with modern authors and editors. The verbosity of both is quite understandable; they are paid on the basis of the number of printed pages. No one pays anything to me for the amount written and I did not have any incentive in inflating the text – I inflated it on my own.


Regarding pseudoscientific words: many authors use them to demonstrate their intellectual superiority, persistently developing in the reader a sense of their lack of education and inferiority. Other authors themselves do not understand what they want to say and hide their misunderstanding and their inability to present the material simply and clearly behind a screen of words which are not used in everyday life, the exact meaning of which is difficult to find even in the most respected dictionaries. I am sure that any intellectual concept in the humanities can be clearly and fully explained by ordinary words, widely used in everyday life and understandable to any high school graduate. I began the crusade against inappropriate scientism with myself. At first, I pulled the essence and the basis of the ‘quintessence’ and then I locked the annoying ‘sublimation’ in the closet, which thanks to the classics of psychoanalysis almost completely buried healthy sexuality.


Regarding sarcasm: for me there are no ‘untouchable topics’, for, as the great Russian writer Dostoevsky said, ‘if there is no God, then everything is allowed.’ A free person has every right to openly discuss any topic and express his opinion in the way he wants. Otherwise, all the values of liberalism and democracy are worthless, even though we all paid dearly for them. Sarcasm reveals the essence of the issue better than any other technique, clearly expresses the speaker's position and is pleasant to literary taste. It was very widely used in the political life of Antiquity and was the hallmark of the best orators and thinkers of all time: Demosthenes and Cicero used it, Voltaire and Rabelais used it in their struggle against theology and her beloved daughter – scholasticism – and the great Einstein said: ‘Two things are infinite: the universe and human stupidity; and I’m not sure about the universe!’ So, in terms of sarcasm, I’m just a grateful student. In this book you will meet a lot of sarcasm in relation to the widespread dogma, ideals and customs. I understand that such a style can cause irritation and even accusations of libel, but I am ready to accept any justified challenge. My sarcasm does not aim to mock and destruct, but to purify and create; by challenging the reader, I help him to strengthen his ideals and his faith, that is, to better understand what he believes in, and also what he needs this faith for and what he can expect from it.


While I was writing this book, I desperately tried to bring everything to common sense – I did not see anything else that I could rely on. I often bring my statements to extreme conclusions, but I’m not at all ashamed of subjective exaggerations. All books in the world, including the sacred ones, are absolutely subjective and rely on some sort of ideology or religion. It is possible that somewhere I lost the logic of the presentation, and somewhere else I missed something or did not think it through. And the reader has the right to make judgements about the validity of my thesis and criticise me. I offer the reader my own clear and unequivocal opinion, invite him to argue with me, and will accept any of his assessments from admiration to hatred with gratitude. It would even be upsetting for me if such criticism was absent – that would be a sure sign of total indifference to the text. Nevertheless, I would like the criticism to be substantive and substantiated, which is impossible without reading first at least a small part of the sources mentioned in the bibliography or any other books on critically discussed topics, in order to avoid the situation that Sigmund Freud described: ‘The weakness of my position does not imply a strengthening of yours.’


I believe that this book will be useful to you. Most importantly, it will save your valuable time, because almost every one of us insistently searches for the meaning of our short earthly existence or irrefutable proof of its senselessness, taking time off from our favorite pursuits. I spent several years of my life reading thousands of sources, developing a cohesive concept and writing it on paper. You will only need a few days to read it, so you would be exchanging several days for several years. It may also happen that after reading the book you will come to the conclusion that it is superficial and filled with untenable arguments, obvious delusions and slander of the holy.




CHAPTER I


Reason or Chimeras


Cría cuervos, y te sacarán los ojos.


Feed crows, and they’ll peck your eyes out.


Spanish proverb


What is a chimera? The word ‘chimera’ comes from Ancient Greek, and in ancient mythology was a monster. Chimera is first described by Homer in the eighth century BC as a fire-breathing creature with a lion's head, goat's body, and serpent's tail. The philosopher Hesiod describes the leonine part of Chimera's torso at the front as being the size of a horse, and the back part as having a goat's head in the middle, with a snake in place of a tail completing the image. All three heads breathe free. Likewise, the fourth-century poet Virgil had no doubt that Chimera was an ungainly, aggressive monster with three heads on a single body. Chimera was an object of terror and disgust for the Ancients because it embodied entirely incompatible elements, denoting a return to the primordial chaos, and symbolising the destruction of natural harmony and the cessation of rational thought – all objectionable states in the ancient value system. Ancient reason had every confidence in itself and so defined a ‘chimera’ as anything that was not reasonable. This chapter deals with chimeras, our book's target. Those chimeras that, though they poison our lives, we continue to feed and nurture – until it is too late, and they pick out our eyes. Ever since we were children and until we die, we can be attacked by these chimeras.


In principle, this affinity is unsurprising, not to say expected; first and last, things are connected by an invisible but nevertheless secure thread. Every birth carries in itself the inevitability of death. It's the same sort of thing as the advice given to children by parents and insurance companies; we are urged to think about our pensions and death while still in our childhood, to make a provision for our old age and save for our own funerals.


[image: pg18]


Chimera of Arezzo, 15th century, bronze.


Meet the Chimeras


A few years ago, I spent a fortnight travelling around Morocco, accompanied by my son and his girlfriend. The start was inauspicious; some know-it-all advised us to begin in Tangier: it's the Moroccan gateway to Europe and a stone's thrown from Spain and Gibraltar. The advice turned out to be useless. We found ourselves in a noisy, confusing and filthy city. Morocco, however, turned out to be a fascinating place with much to stimulate the normally sluggish tourist brain. The most remarkable feature was the way Islam was wondrously combined with a European-style freedom of manners. The peaceful coexistence of women clad in their niqabs and the brightly dressed, mini-skirt-wearing girls with loose hair surprised us at first, but we grew used to it. It reminded us of those un-combinable elements from our chemistry lessons. We went from the extraordinarily beautiful Fez, a focal point of early Islamic culture untouched by time, to the modern hubs of business life that are Rabat and Casablanca, to Marrakech, with its justly famous gardens and royal hotels, and to the resort city of Agadir. We spent our last two nights in a tiny hotel made of four tents in the Sahara desert.


On the final day of our trip, our Bedouin driver, burned by the unforgiving sun, was driving us to the airport in his jeep. The journey was a long one – over two and a half hours right through the desert. There were no roads there in the usual understanding of the word, or, more accurately, there was a multitude of them, as with no rain in the area everyone just crosses the desert where they please.


Our Bedouin turned out to be rather uncommunicative, while we chatted merrily amongst ourselves and recalled our simple Moroccan adventures. Suddenly, he stretched his hand forward and said, ‘Look!’ The splashing sea was right in front of me, a few hundred metres away, and what a sea.


This sea was indistinguishable from a real one; it was a deep azure in colour, with a well-defined sandy bank and even a rippled surface. It was reluctant to make our acquaintance, floating lazily away from our gradual approach and keeping us at a safe distance.


We’d all read about such optical illusions and knew perfectly well that there was no sea in this heart of the desert, nor could there ever be one. Nevertheless, dismissing this mirage was incredibly difficult. All five of us were seeing the same thing and this conferred unprecedented authenticity on our ‘common’ sea. (Later my son confessed to looking for seagulls above the water; after all, what kind of sea is it without seagulls?) Nevertheless, for some time my reason deserted me; I was ready to believe in anything at all – ghosts, demons, or aliens.


The mirage didn’t last long; fifteen minutes later, by the side of the village, the path became firm and the sand dunes vanished into the hot dry air of the Moroccan desert, taking the azure sea with them. This was my first encounter with a mirage, the simplest, friendliest and least dangerous to the human mind of all chimeras. One can only imagine how hard it would have been for a simple nomad to deal with a similar illusion many millennia ago, and consequently how easy it would have been for him to believe in the existence of miracles and gods.


This, my first encounter with a chimera, proved highly significant for my life, for it was this that first moved me to contemplate the fragility of the human mind. I began searching for information pertaining to human reason that same evening.


Reason or Faith?


With some condescension, various encyclopaedias and dictionaries of philosophy make it clear to us that we learn about the world by our reason alone. Reason enables man to navigate through abstract notions, to think critically, to establish logical connections between phenomena and concepts, and then use these connections to formulate general laws, worldview principles and ethical positions that guide his own conduct in life.


If reason represents our highest level of knowledge, then why is it so fragile and vulnerable and easily lost? Why is it that even the tiniest and briefest mirage is able to rob us of our critical facilities by which we analyse the world around us?


In order to answer this question, I have to ask another: What is the opposite of reason? The first thing that springs to mind is that reason is opposed by foolishness, but this would be a wrong answer because foolishness is the opposite of wisdom, not reason.


The opposite of reason is faith. I haven’t just made a mistake and will happily repeat myself: Faith is the antithesis of reason. Reason and faith live together as close neighbours but exist in a sort of anti-phase – the moment reason weakens, faith immediately becomes stronger and rears its head and vice versa.


Faith is a particular psychological state that is characterised by a readiness to accept any idea at face value. Sometimes it is even worse than that, and an idea that is a priori un-provable is accepted as true. Faith doesn’t want to be encumbered by the burden of proof. Usually, faith doesn’t just accept an entirely unfounded thesis as true, but actually sees the absence of evidence as valuable in itself.


Religious faith is the strongest of all faiths. It asserts the existence of supernatural things that cannot be explained by reason alone. Religious faith denies all common sense and the sum of human experience, which are replaced by the illusion of the existence of a Higher Being, the embodiment of absolute truth, trustworthiness, and the only reference for debates on the nature of good and evil. Today, a vast multitude of people prefers to live in accordance with this gigantic illusion rather than in the tangible and visible reality that surrounds them. Gustave Le Bon has this to say on the matter: Of all the factors in the development of civilizations, illusions are perhaps the most powerful. It was an illusion that built up the pyramids and covered Egypt for five thousand years with colossal stone monuments. It was an illusion that, in the Middle Ages, raised our gigantic cathedrals and induced the Western world to dispute the possession of a tomb with the East. It is the pursuit of illusions that has founded the religions which exert their influence on half of humanity and founded or destroyed the vastest empires. It is not in the pursuit of truth, but in that of error that humanity has expended the most efforts.


Le Bon's contemporary, Sigmund Freud, claimed that humans exert themselves most in the defense of their religious illusions because otherwise their whole world would collapse around them and they would be forced to question everything.


So it's hardly surprising that I decided to look at the unfamiliar world of illusion more closely; I’ve wondered for a long time what sustains it and I wanted to check my resistance to it at the same time. I’ll begin with reason. Without a clear understanding of reason, defining chimeras is impossible.


In the Ancient World, Reason was a Superstar


Man is the measure of all things: of the existence of the things that are and the non-existence of the things that are not.


Protagoras


Antique civilisation could justifiably be called a civilisation since the human mind had a cult status. The cult of reason was the main source of pride to the Ancient World, with rationality in everything as its basic principle of daily existence. Even today, a large proportion of humanity, reared on a diet of chimeras from childhood, is no more rational than the Ancient Greek civilisation. This is true notwithstanding all the attractions of our modern civilisation: aeroplanes, cars, social networks, and mobile phones.


Reason was responsible for the creation of a civilisation so sophisticated that its fruits are still enjoyed by us even to this day. Its most significant achievement was the emergence of the truly great ancient philosophy which succeeded in producing general laws dealing with the material world and developed a system of proof to support them.


The celebration of reason seen in the culture of Antiquity was the logical extension of its anthropocentric approach. After all, reason is Man's one distinguishing feature, the thing which makes Man human and allows him to learn about the world.


It's important to acknowledge the direct correlation of this cult of reason with the weak influence that religion exerted on Man's life in the Ancient World. In the 800 years of existence of the highly developed Graeco-Roman civilisation, the concept of the One God never took hold. Yet, nobody could say that this ancient civilisation was populated by idiots; even if they hadn’t thought of this by themselves, they could have easily borrowed this astonishing concept either from Jews or, later, from Christians.


However, they did have the cult of reason. The great Epicurus writes in his Letter to Menoeceus: that ‘wisdom is a more precious thing even than philosophy; from it spring all the other virtues’. And the equally important Roman philosopher Seneca, alive in the early Christian era, states firmly that ‘if you would have all things under your control, put yourself under the control of reason; if reason becomes your ruler, you will become the ruler of many’. A century and a half later, the emperor-philosopher Marcus Aurelius concurred: ‘every man's intelligence is a god’.


An absence of God in their lives didn’t hinder the ancient philosophers at all. Anaximander of Miletus, for example, anticipated the main concepts of a whole range of disciplines as far back as the sixth century BC: cosmology that stated that the universe is born, matures, and dies; physics that developed the law of conservation of matter; philosophy that proposed a theory of movement whereby any state moves to its exact opposite, which is essentially dialectics and a starting point on the road to the ‘unity and struggle of opposites’.


The pagan worldview really did operate according to the principles of dialectics, viewing the state as a union of two opposing tendencies – order and chaos. The healthy balance between the two was thought to underpin the normal cycle of life.


We shouldn’t think that the Ancient Greeks exalted reason just on a whim, ‘for the sake of art’. On the contrary, they did so for understandable and selfish reasons, common to all normal people: They firmly believed that human survival and personal happiness were found in reason alone. Happiness is the result of a reasonable view of the world.


I don’t need to prove to my reader that everything happens for a reason, but how did reason in the Ancient World achieve its superstar status?


The answer is important not only in order to understand the way the ancient mind functioned, but also for the later comparisons with the principles behind monotheistic cultures, especially Christian ones. From a contemporary point of view, the points outlined below are hardly original or in need of any commentary or explanation, but back then they would have appeared revolutionary and were entirely repudiated by the Christian civilisation that followed:


1. Irrationality reigned supreme in the Ancient World; events and phenomena occurred not according to objective or logical laws, but in obedience to the will of both a multitude of mythological deities and Man himself. A good harvest, an effective hunt, or even a death were all predetermined by the fulfilment of certain rituals, or else the occurrence of unforeseen events such as the breaking of a pot or the dropping of a piece of bread butter-side down. The French ethnologist Levy-Bruhl called this approach ‘the principle of participation’.


In only four or five centuries (from 800-700 to 400-300 BC) the Greek civilisation completed a tremendous journey, moving to an objectively rational thought process away from the irrational and mythologised thinking that was quick to ascribe all world events to the will of the gods.


2. The ancient mind's particular efficacy can be explained by the lack of constraints imposed on it by religious dogma or eternal immutable divine truths. Ancient philosophy sought to find a rational explanation for different phenomena without resorting to religion, and thus it sought to identify a purely human morality. It was reason, autonomous and self-sufficient reason, rather than faith that was the main arbiter in pronouncing judgement. The main academic discipline of the Age of Antiquity was not theology, as became the case in subsequent years, but philosophy. And it is well known that philosophy's preferred method is to start at ground zero and question everything.


3. The vast majority of trends in ancient philosophy endowed reason alone with the ability to impart knowledge to men and to provide a practical guide to a successful and happy earthly existence. Knowledge was limited by the material world around Man and was considered the highest authority in settling all questions pertaining to human life, being commensurable with the body; the body and mind are indivisible and die at the same time. Reason emanates from the body, which is why a mind never struggles against the body and its instincts and needs.


4. The flourishing of ancient culture in general, and in philosophy in particular, can be explained by the complete tolerance people then showed towards anything novel or different – new concepts about the creation of the world, new religions, gods, or simply alternative points of view. The ancient philosophers regarded individual human consciousness as the seat of higher reason, the basis of all judgements, and the criterion for establishing the truth. For this reason it was believed to be important to allow individuals complete freedom of thought and expression. In Plato's Theaetetus, Protagoras says that ‘there are two opposing judgements to every question’ and ‘as each thing appears to me, so it is for me, and as it appears to you, so it is to you’. I must note for the sake of fairness that such relativist sophistry wasn’t appreciated by all educated Greeks and that the Sophists themselves were frequently criticised for their lack of principles and their ability to prove anything they liked.


5. Ancient culture was competitive, but the Olympic Games were not the only arena for contest. Above all there was lively competition between philosophical concepts relating to ontology and the cosmos as a whole. New ideas critiqued the old, presenting an updated view of the world, and rather than seeing this criticism as a threat to society's foundations, it was considered an absolutely essential tool for its development.


6. In Antiquity, reason was placed higher than ethics and was itself a source of ethical standards. Reason fulfilled the role of Man's personal ‘higher judge’ and helped him to create an individual scale of values and morality. I must disappoint those of you who now shut your eyes in horror, imagining the streets of Ancient Rome and Athens awash with orgiastic crime; in fact these societies were distinguished by being highly ordered and having a particularly low level of crime. Socrates was wont to place morality in the sphere of human experience and considered it subject to rational examination. The choice between different kinds of pleasure or between pleasure and suffering is based on reason alone, and therefore morality is subject to reason. To be wise is the same as to be moral; a choice justified by morality will concur with a decision based on reason.


Seneca adopts an altogether harsher position in this matter; by placing a particular emphasis on individual reason, he anticipates future debates between the Pagans and Christians.


Reason, however, is surely the governing element in such a matter as this; as reason has made the decision concerning the happy life, and concerning virtue and honour also, so she has made the decision with regard to good and evil.


But we shall be healed, provided only that we separate ourselves from the vulgar.


Thus did the Ancients place reason as highest on the scale of human values. The basis of any moral code is in human values and deducing what this basis should be is a matter for reason. All things – morality included – have to account for themselves before reason.


One can confidently say that the unfettered thought of the Graeco-Roman philosophers cultivated the intellect of all civilisation. By relying on nothing but reason they managed to develop the human intellect. The evolution of the prosimian Homo superstitiosus into a creature capable of superlative thought, the man of reason that is Homo sapiens, was thus complete. Thereafter, beyond the Age of Antiquity, there began an unstoppable downward movement which lasted for centuries. Pythagoras, my favourite since school days, once said that ‘a place without numbers or rational measures is the dwelling place of chaos and chimeras’. I too reject chimeras from my system of values. When chimeras take hold of Man he is thrown back into the primitive thought processes of a savage and he begins to torment his mind. The best and the most vivid illustration of this is the chimera of religious belief. I’ve coined the term ‘religiosus’ precisely to describe such a person. In the next section I attempt to examine the process by which the reasonable man of Antiquity, intent on creating things of value, turned into a religious man intent on creating chimeras. How and why did Homo sapiens become Homo religiosus?


Homo Religiosus's Ascension,
or, a Brief History of the Depreciation of Reason


The Lord knows the thoughts of Man, That they are futile.


Psalm 94:11


Homo religiosus, a religious man, first came into being and became established as a feature of Judaism, but it was only later, within Christianity and Islam, that it assumed its full power and might.


At first glance, the idea of the One God appears altogether positive, progressive, and useful. In place of the perpetually squabbling pantheon of amoral deities, the believer was offered God-as-an-Idea, personified as an exclusive abstract order and a unity of all being. It also offered exclusively absolutist morality and law, capable of uniting humanity in the name of common earthly values and a bright future beyond the grave.


However, when you dig a bit deeper, it appears a lot less attractive. It is, unfortunately, a fact that the vast majority of progressive, positive, and useful human endeavours have a tendency to come to a bad end – the road to hell is paved with good intentions.


Against all expectations, the noble and exalted idea of the One God resulted not in the blooming of reason but in its general impoverishment. There was one entirely obvious reason for this; once the metaphysical origins of Revelation are accepted, the belief in the One God and the belief in reason become incompatible.


To understand this better, let's look at the relationship between faith and reason in the age of monotheism. In the ‘Reason in the Ancient World’ section earlier in this chapter I asked myself: ‘How did reason in the Ancient World achieve its superstar status?’ Now I pose another question: ‘How did it happen that reason lost its superstar status in the age of monotheism?’ Because not only did it lose this status, it did so only thanks to itself.


The path travelled by Greek philosophy led from irrational, mythologised thinking to an entirely rational thought process. Monotheism made the same journey in reverse, finding itself back at the irrational mythological starting point. Ancient philosophy is now supplanted by the grim and universal Written Law. All world events are now explained by the irrational will of God, and this becomes monotheism's main distinguishing feature compared to ancient mythological thought where decisions were made in accordance with human nature and individual desires.


Since the tenets of the faith are above reason, the laws of rational thinking are not applicable to faith. Thus, the irrational is placed higher than the rational and religious spirituality higher than secular materialism. As faith is higher than reason, it refuses, in principle, to attempt to prove its main propositions, and instead bases its claims on the authority of tradition and miracles. The Ancients’ well-developed rational mind struggled in the company of Revelation, tradition, and miracle. After sojourning for many centuries alongside the exacting and demanding Logos, it was then being asked to embrace the notion of metaphysical events which contradicted the all familiar logic-based order. As a result, reason became gravely ill and quickly lost its strength. No cure was attempted; monotheism, which succeeded Antiquity, didn’t attach much value to human reason, having no real use for it. Reason's increasing weakness was also due to the fact that monotheistic religions are inclined to favour ascetic practices; reasonable thought is impossible without a healthy body and the harmonious co-existence of body and soul found in Antiquity. By tormenting the body, we also torment the mind. The obvious success enjoyed by reason in the Ancient World could be explained by the complete freedom it also enjoyed in selecting its areas for research. The advent of faith in One God and in Revelation sounded the death knell for the freedom of thought. The stronger the religion, the less willing it is to allow individual thought. Faith itself exists within well-defined boundaries: God is the one and only centre of all and the source of all power. There is only one unalterable sacred text and only one worldview. Man has ceased to be the law-maker and the source of reason in the world; henceforth God is the only centre of the world, the universal source of all reason and the acknowledged authority for everything. This makes religion's endeavours to undermine the Ancients’ tradition of independence of thought logical from religion's point of view.


The weakening of reason in these conditions is par for the course; an acceptance of premises formed by the workings of one mind invariably undermines one's own.


Unfortunately, it hasn’t been possible to destroy reason completely, so the only solution was to limit the areas where it could be used. Reason became corralled off within certain boundaries and as a result it lost its zest for life. The service of God, with its purpose of attaining a more exalted spiritual state, became reason's only worthwhile purpose of existence. Thus, the summit of intellectual development was seen to be possible only through the most exhaustive study and the most profound understanding and detailed interpretation of the Revealed Truth.


In the Ancient World, reason used the consequent knowledge to improve everyone's quality of life and create a system of values. Reason was naturally attuned to the real world; it was inclined towards independent critical analysis. It demanded objective proof for everything and was ontologically opposed to mystical experiences, murky traditions and miracles. Unlike reason, religion is guided not by the world as it really is, but by the blind faith in truths dictated by the Sacred Scripture. This kind of faith is most easily embraced by the grey, nameless masses enticed by promises of personal immortality and scared of punishments for sin. From a religious point of view, Man is unable to understand the material world, let alone comprehend God's purpose with the aid of reason alone; all our logical conclusions about the world depend entirely upon the will of God. The tremendous success enjoyed by reason in the Ancient World is explained by the fact that it was based on individual consciousness and for that reason possessed absolute tolerance of all metaphysical constructs and religious beliefs, and was simply an alternative point of view.


Monotheism swiftly put an end to tolerance; the Holy Book contains absolutely everything one needs – it describes the past, lays down the rules of life for the present, and predicts the future. Within the constraints of a religious worldview, theology replaces philosophy as the most respected discipline of the Ancient World. All other disciplines suffered a complete collapse.


Theology's chosen subject is the study of the belief in God. By its very nature, theology is as authoritarian as its object of study; it denies reason any autonomous purpose on the basis that reason is also the product of God's creation. It is fundamentally inclined to irrational and subjective thinking based on the miraculous and the absurd.


Theologians claimed that once Man has been shown absolute and universal divine truth through Revelation, commandments, and dogma, he has no need to waste time on further enquiries into philosophy and science. All truths have been discovered already and further searches simply detract Man from God. divine truth must be accepted without any discussion or investigation. If I had been a theologian, I would have adopted an even firmer stance against reason. All that reason stands for is diametrically opposed to religion's purpose, which makes all attacks on reason justified from religion's point of view. Reason is a significant threat to religion. As in the struggle over Man's influence, it is religion's main rival. Let's not forget about culture either. The existence of the one dominant book has rendered all other books superfluous. Who needs them? You can’t argue with dogma; it guides the direction of Man's worthless and weak mind and forms his conclusions. All statements found in religious literature must be accepted by faith, and we must disregard any internal logical contradictions, obvious inconsistencies, and even copying errors.


A true believer should be perfectly content without empty secular education and unnecessary information about the world around him. At best, it's superfluous. At worst, dangerous and undesirable. An absence of education was frequently a source of pride, and for many centuries all that remained of great ancient philosophy was scholasticism. It's still the case today. Professional believers waste all their time in studying the divine Law for the whole of their lives. They have no interest in acquiring purely human, secular knowledge and do everything they can to avoid discussing matters which their faith doesn’t recognise. A ‘wrong’ question causes them torment and makes them lose their cool, which is why their answers never address the matter in hand but rather skirt around the issue, postulating hackneyed doctrines, and quoting their proponents.


Through developments within culture, Antiquity was facilitated by the passionate but peaceful struggle of ideas, seeking out new concepts in the understanding of the world and the principles behind human existence. A critical attitude to old ideas was very much welcomed in the world of knowledge.


The acceptance of the eternally fossilised Written Law changed this situation once and for all. Deprived of competition or criticism, reason lost all impetus for development. Henceforth, criticism was not just unwelcome, but strictly proscribed. All people capable of critical thinking were also ‘proscribed’; understandable as these were the kind of people who had particular difficulties with placing their whole faith into the Revealed ‘truths’.


This was especially true when it came to questioning Revelation's principal propositions, the kind of heresies deemed highly dangerous for the stability of the ruling religion. Asking questions such as ‘What if He doesn’t exist?’ was considered equal to treason and punishable with the whole strength of the law, usually resulting in death. The Fathers of the Church understood very well the personal dangers inherent in any impartial doctrinal criticism: Revelation could not withstand any rational analysis as it simply would fall apart. The unknowable mystery of the doctrine had to be guarded and remain inaccessible for the purposes of verification.


There didn’t appear to be many volunteers willing to take this risk and the unwillingness to assume personal responsibility for one's opinions slowly destroyed the ancient tradition of individual authorship. Names, personalities, and individual standpoints moved to the background – any author merely became the mouthpiece of the divine truth, no more than that.


The ancient thinkers prioritised reason over ethics and were convinced that, aided by reason, Man is capable of creating his own morality. After all, everything – morality included – needs a rational basis.


Through the mouths of its theologians, monotheism declared the human mind to be secondary; because of its innate inability to discern moral good independently, reason alone can’t make the right moral choice. The source of true morality is to be found outside of Man and can only be realised with the help of religious faith.


Should people, by some miracle, begin to have an ardent faith in the One God again, mankind would be immediately freed from the injustice of social inequality, offences against human beings, and wars. Once again, I must return to the fate of all good ideas. The idea that religious people are somehow endowed with a higher moral sense is not supported by facts – indeed, quite the opposite. This would be the logical conclusion of any dispassionate observer; paganism, the period immediately preceding monotheism, didn’t place faith at the top end of the scale of human values and this is precisely the reason why religious wars were unknown in paganism. With the advent of monotheism, faith became everyone's main occupation in life and, as a result, religious conflicts cut short the lives of tens of millions of people who perished in defense of the most nebulous ideas, completely removed from their daily lives.


Ancient philosophy supposed that the outside world could be comprehended by reason alone and it was this knowledge that was the key to Man's happiness.


From a monotheistic point of view, reason is unable to bring happiness, as it's unable to rise above its earthly existence, which is by definition nothing but a vale of tears, suffering, and a temporary place of preparation for the eternal life. It is only through faith that he is given the opportunity to know God, to approach Him, ‘to see His face’, and to gain hope. In this way, happiness flees life on earth for life after death.


The principles of abstract thought were first formed in ancient philosophy and science, and we continue to use these principles to this day.


Monotheism claimed that that the origins of abstract thinking lay with itself and not with Antiquity. Abstract concepts, devoid of any factual basis, were used directly in relation to objects from the material world, calling into question all previous ideas about Man's existence and purpose. In relation to this, Nietzsche said that religious faith presumes the existence of hypostatic objects – that is, objects which do not belong to the material world and exist outside of time and space, such as God, angels, and devils. It also presumes an ‘ability to communicate with these objects, accepting the existence of mythological events as a reality symbolised by religious action and the supernatural power of authorised persons (ministers of the cult, teachers, saints, prophets etc.).’


It is not the findings of enquiring reason that theology advances as its main argument to prove the veracity of Revelation, but rather an appeal to the past. No amount of progress or the latest scientific discoveries can be equal in value to the ‘eternal truths’ of the past. The truth of Revelation is not just based on God's word but is also sustained by tradition and authority. The source of both these concepts is in the past, which is also their exclusive point of reference. The ideas and opinions of contemporary believers, however well-educated and authoritative, are considerably less valuable than the opinions of authoritative believers from the past, despite being uneducated and living many millennia ago. In other words, a thing is believed to be true only because our ancestors said so. It is clear even to children that this approach does not make any sense. Freud spoke admirably about it in The Future of Illusion:


Religious ideas are teachings and assertions about facts and conditions of external (or internal) reality which tell one something one has not discovered for oneself and which lay claim to one's belief. Since they give us information about what is most important and interesting to us in life, they are particularly highly prized [...] When we ask on what their claim to be believed is founded, we are met with three answers, which harmonize remarkably badly with one another. Firstly, these teachings deserve to be believed because they were already believed by our primal ancestors; secondly, we possess proofs which have been handed down to us from those same primeval times; and thirdly, it is forbidden to raise the question of their authentication at all. In former days, anything so presumptuous was visited with the severest penalties, and even today society looks askance at any attempt to raise the question again.


In general, religion considers the past much more valuable than both the present and the future. It's hardly coincidental that the most important religious miracles took place way back in the past. The further removed a given miracle is, the more readily one is meant to believe in it. It's fair to say, however, that miracles are rather rare nowadays – God's probably very disappointed and doesn’t love us any more.


It's not surprising that all views based on the same unchanging premise are as similar to each other as identical twins. The original authors of sacred texts were the only ones displaying any degree of individuality of expression; all their successors were allowed to do was to repeat.


As a result, religious science closed in on itself; a commentary on the Book became the beginning, middle, and end of all its investigations. These were invariably followed by ‘commentaries on the commentaries’ (the Talmud being an excellent example of this) and so on AD infinitum, thus blocking the way to any new knowledge. A crowd of religious experts flapped around Revelation, like moths around a flame; their expert opinions served to strengthen tradition and attained a sacred status themselves. (Of course, civilisation's progress was consequently slower, but it couldn’t stop entirely and sooner or later new ideas forced their way through. This, however, only happened because their proponents didn’t believe as fervently as they ought to have done.) I don’t want to lay the blame for the unfortunate fate suffered by reason in the Ancient World entirely at monotheism's door. It’d be as unreasonable as blaming a lion for being hungry and devouring an antelope. What happened to reason was inevitable – no ‘monofaith’ is compatible with reason. Faith is a cage for reason. Confined to this cage, reason ceased functioning as reason and was quickly transformed into a simple interpreter of Holy Scripture. Reason became weak and atrophied, much like muscles which have wasted away without physical activity. Your arms grow spindly, your six-pack gets covered up with a layer of fat, and your glutes become soft and flabby. Anyone looking in the mirror would spot this deterioration of his body straightaway, yet the mirror unfortunately can’t show him his mind's sad deterioration.
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Duccio di Buoninsegna, Jesus Opens the Eyes of a Man Born Blind, 1308-1311.


The time has come to draw some conclusions. We were taught both in school and university that in order to conduct an unbiased investigation, we must not only question everyone's position, but also play Devil's advocate against ourselves. I’ve decided to do just that.


Does an ordinary person even need reason? Does it make life easier? Developing and maintaining reason requires self-sacrifice and a great deal of work, commensurable with the effort required in the world of professional sport, high finance, or glittering artistic success.


Wouldn’t it be easier and more logical to forego reasoning altogether and instead to live out your life steeped in religious faith in the hope of eternal life after death? Isn’t this artless life worthwhile and even enviable?


No, you can’t call this life worthwhile, still less enviable. On the contrary, it's unworthy.


In the first place, whatever anyone says about free will, for practical purposes any truly believing person is deprived of his right to make an autonomous and considered moral choice. In any case, his need for morality is in order to ensure a more successful religious life and to extract the advantages that follow it, namely a guaranteed place in heaven. If, by way of experiment, you could imagine this person suddenly learning that there is neither God nor heaven, you would see his whole earthly existence collapse forthwith. Deprived of the ability to make up his own moral code, the believer stops growing intellectually and his natural creative potential begins a slow but inextricable decline. So, instead of a creative life in the company of other people as befits a free individual, the believer ends up with an almost vegetable existence. Is this really what we all dreamed of in our childhood?
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Socrates and Moses.


Secondly, being a creature of God robs the believer of his freedom and a person that isn’t free is not capable of creating values for himself or others. His contribution is confined to creating chimeras. This isn’t because he is lacking in natural talent, but because adding anything to dogma is, by definition, impossible. The denigration of the culture of the mind and the inability to form one's own values lead to a catastrophic decline in quality of life. Instead, participating in a world of plurality of people and opinions, the believer has to content himself with living by himself with only the Book for company.


Thirdly, deprived of the ability to create his own moral code and value system, Man's multifaceted and three-dimensional nature, common to all human beings, becomes flat. Homo religiosus is a one-dimensional fellow; with dogma for a backdrop, nothing is allowed to stand out and shine.


So it's no wonder that he thinks of himself as a complete cypher rather than the master of the universe. There he stands – a single weedy stem in a field of religious similitude, a speck of dust, a lowly creature; a thin, fragile line on a single page of a colossal Book of Genesis.


Why do we Need Reason if we Have the Torah?


Seek not out the things that are too hard for thee, and into the things that are hidden from thee inquire thou not.


In what is permitted to thee instruct thyself; thou must not discuss secret things.


Jerusalem Talmud, Hagiga 2, 2; B’reshith Rabbah 8


Reason first came under attack under Judaism, the first monotheistic religion. The Revelation purported to come from God imprisoned reason within an intellectual cage and confined its activity to the ‘permitted’ areas only. God has plenty of reason to impose such limitations. He knows the thoughts of men, and that they have no value whatsoever: ‘He catches the wise in their own craftiness, and the counsel of the cunning is brought to a quick end.’ (Job 5: 13)


Judaism spares no effort in criticising Greek philosophy, so influential amongst the young educated Jews of the Hellenistic period, and explains that a philosophy seeking to find answers in a material rather than a spiritual reality will always be unable to rise to the true understanding of His Being. Indeed, analysing the reality is a heinous crime itself.


None of this means that Judaism denies the value of human reason altogether.


But reason in Judaism is intended to comment upon and disclose the meaning of the Revelation. It is only a means of knowing about God and drawing closer to Him. Judaism emphasises that God is unknowable by reason alone and even forbids any attempt to prove His existence by this means.


The first person to question this was the famous first-century Jewish philosopher, Philo of Alexandria. For him, reason (or the intellect) is a substance that is analogous to the soul.


The intellect naturally appears to be the only thing in us which is imperishable, for that is the only quality in us which the Father, who created us, thought deserving of freedom; and, untying the bonds of necessity, He let it go unrestrained, bestowing on it that most admirable gift closely connected with himself – the power of spontaneous will. For while the mind is in a state of enthusiastic inspiration, and while it is no longer mistress of itself, but is agitated and drawn into a frenzy by heavenly love, and drawn upwards to that object, truth removing all impediments out of its way, and making everything before it plain, it may advance by a level and easy road, its destiny to become an inheritor of the things of God.


At first glance, this has a fine and noble ring to it, but looking closer, it's obvious that reason in this system – very much like the soul – is presented in diametric opposition to the material world, and together they conspire to torture the body: ‘For when the mind busies itself with sublime contemplations and becomes initiated into the mysteries of the Lord, it judges the body to be a wicked and hostile thing.’


Saadia Gaon, a Jewish philosopher and a Talmudic scholar living on the cusp of the ninth and tenth centuries, had much to say on the interrelationship between faith and reason. Saadia had a milder attitude towards reason than Philo and claimed that there are two fundamental approaches to the study of the world.


The first is a scientific and philosophical approach, which consists of observing and analysing the phenomenological world.


The second, a religious approach, is based on the interpretation of the Revelation from above.


Saadia believed that these two approaches were equally valid, that is to say, a correctly formulated philosophical proposition will always be identical to the correctly interpreted Revelation. And here Saadia makes a very interesting statement: the knowledge presented by Revelation is a ‘ready truth’, intended for the obtuse, uneducated, and ignorant masses who are expected to have simple, artless and unconditional faith. The elite, on the other hand, are able to approach Revelation through philosophy, which they can access thanks to their superior education and trained minds.


In the twelfth century, Moses Maimonides, one of the most influential philosophers in the history of Judaism, followed Philo is his definition of reason as the soul's form. This approach suits Judaism as everything is subjugated to a religious worldview: reason becomes an immortal entity and at the same time remains obedient to the faith.


The problems of how to reconcile reason and faith so they can peacefully coexist becomes the central theme of Maimonides’ teaching. He declares in his seminal work Moreh Nevuchim (A Guide to the Perplexed), that there is no inherent contradiction between faith and reason. Only fools accept scriptural allegories as literal descriptions of events and then point out the way they contradict the laws of nature. These apparent ‘contradictions’ must be viewed allegorically, as metaphors.


Just like Saadia, Maimonides is full of respect and aglow with an ardent love for the simple Jewish folk:


You must know that the words of the sages are interpreted differently by three groups of people. The first group is the largest one. I have observed them, read their books, and heard about them. They accept the teachings of the sages in their simple literal sense and do not think that these teachings contain any hidden meaning at all. They believe that all sorts of impossible things must be... They possess no perfection which would rouse them to insight from within, nor have they found anyone else to stimulate them to profounder understanding. They therefore believe that the sages intended no more in their carefully emphatic and straightforward utterances than they themselves are able to understand with inadequate knowledge. They understand the teachings of the sages only in their literal sense, in spite of the fact that some of their teachings, when taken literally, seem so fantastic and irrational that if one were to repeat them literally, even to the uneducated, let alone sophisticated scholars, their amazement would prompt them to ask how anyone in the world could believe such things as true, not to mention edifying. The members of this group are poor in knowledge. One can only regret their folly. Their very effort to honour and to exalt the sages in accordance with their own meagre understanding actually humiliates them. As God lives, this group destroys the glory of the Torah of God and they say the opposite of what it intended.


I do, however, have to give Maimonides some credit. He was one of the few Jewish scholars who wrote about the necessity of studying secular disciplines and philosophy; he believed that one couldn’t receive the ‘revealed truth’ without some appreciation of the way of the world.


Another major Jewish scholar and philosopher of the fifteenth-sixteenth centuries, Levi ben Gershom (also known as Ralbag), followed Maimonides in his view that the study of the world is a necessary ‘preamble’ to the study of Revelation for, ‘by acquainting ourselves with the nature of the world, we learn of the wisdom of the Almighty as far as we are able so to do.’


Still, it's no use pretending that this favourable view of knowledge was shared by all Jewish philosophers. A negative attitude to secular learning and culture was far more common in Judaism, in which religion opposed all worldly knowledge.


Yehudah Halevi, an outstanding poet and philosopher of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, is vehement in his attack on any idea of a ‘rational knowledge’ of God and Revelation. For him, Revelation and philosophy are always in opposition; they are as far removed from us as the followers of a religion from a philosopher. The former seek God not only for the sake of knowing Him, but also for other great benefits which they derive from Him. The philosopher, however, only seeks Him that he may be able to describe Him accurately in detail.


If I had believed in God even a little bit, I would never have agreed with Saadi, Maimonides and Ralbag's opinions of reason, but instead assumed Halevi's stance. Science, particularly the science of philosophy, poses a great threat to religion because its aim is the acquisition of knowledge rather than drawing ever closer to God. Halevi was fearful that heat from the light of knowledge would melt any faith: ‘That which thou dost express is religion based on speculation and system, the research of thought, but open to many doubts.’


Medieval Judaism actively opposed reason as a proper means of learning about the world; many of the famous Jewish sages were categorically against the study of any philosophy except that pertaining to Judaism and the natural sciences. Isaac bar Sheshet, a well-known rabbi from the end of the fourteenth century, wrote:


The famous books on physics are thus not of God's Providence. It is appropriate to refrain from them in that they attempt to uproot the principles of our Holy Torah, especially the two fundamental pillars on which it rests, creation ex nihilo [...] They also maintain that God's Providence does not extend to anything below the sphere of the moon. They also wrote in their books that perfect knowledge is attainable only through investigation, not through tradition. But we have received the truth that our Torah, which came to us at Sinai from the mouth of God, through the intermediation of the master of all the prophets, is perfect. It is superior to everything and all their investigations are null and void compared to it. [...] It is thus forbidden to believe them and even to read them.


The most notable element here is not the praise of the Torah and the denigration of science – there is nothing new in this – but the assertion that ‘they maintain that God's Providence does not extend to anything below the sphere of the moon.’ For a religious mindset this represents a clear threat; the moment believers understand that they are not watched by God every second of their existence and that He is not the omnipotent and omniscient Big Brother they believed Him to be, religion as an institution will come to a speedy end. For this reason, the only proper occupation for a faithful Jew is the study of the Torah, which conveys only the truth – even regarding such miracles as the crossing of the sea on foot or the turning of rivers into blood.


The Talmud is prolific and eloquent on the dangers of secular learning: Ben Damah, the son of R. Ishmael's sister, once asked R. Ishmael, ‘May one such as I who has studied the whole of the Torah learn Greek wisdom?’ He thereupon read to him the following verse:


This book of the law shall not depart out of thy mouth, but thou shalt meditate therein day and night. (Joshua 1:8). Go then and find a time that is neither day nor night and learn then Greek wisdom’. (Menachoth 99b)


But the best thought dealing with the place of reason came from the eighteenth-century Rabbi Nachman, grandson of the founder of Hasidism: ‘Where there is knowledge, there is no need for faith.’


Contemporary Orthodox Judaism has not moved very far from its co-religionists living two thousand years ago. Compared to Christianity, it is much more suspicious of secular sciences and arts and tends to limit the number of subjects studied in religious schools, lest they introduce students to ideas contrary to Revelation. Even a cursory acquaintance with these subjects is deemed undesirable; a pious person has no need of them and education is only valued to the extent that it fosters a more rigorous observance of religious traditions and strengthens the faith of the community.


Children brought up in religious households have it bad too. As a rule, corrupting influences such as the TV and the internet aren’t allowed. Why distract the youth from serving God?


If truth be told, science and secular culture really are a threat to the religious mindset. These disciplines, especially secular philosophy, are based on rationally proven natural laws that have no use for the unproven precepts of God, and thus lose any point of contact with Him. But I have to be fair in my treatment of Judaism. Although I believe that studying the same religious texts for many years is a waste of one's intellectual and physical resources, I have to acknowledge that, when compared to the other Abrahamic religions, Judaism's attitude to intellect is by all means not the worst. Abstract thinking and a critical approach are essential for the understanding of both the Torah and especially the Talmud. That's why Yeshiva students are taught effective abstract thinking and how to construct logical arguments.


Reason will not Bring you to Paradise


Credo quia absurdum est.


I believe because it is absurd.


Tertullian


Christianity had a much longer battle with reason than the two other Abrahamic religions. It is not a purely monotheistic religion; it got stuck somewhere between pagan polytheism and monotheism. It is only in Christianity that the abstract and notional God of Judaism descends on earth and becomes a God-Man. It is only Christianity that refused to acknowledge that depictions of God and His mother (in icons and statues) are the same as the ones of the idols, the symbols of paganism, though there is really no difference. It was only the Christian religion that developed such a powerful cult of a miracle-making God, His Apostles and ordinary saints all able to make miracles. From the very beginning, Christian theology has always asserted that, along with everything else Man possesses, human reason belongs to God and that the wisdom of men and the wisdom of God exist in direct opposition to each other. Reason has three fundamental failings:


One: its inability to embrace ‘moral goodness’; that is to say, it has no inherent connection to religious ethics. What's more, it is forever attempting to construct its own moral system and a mode of behaviour independent from God.


Two: it's adversely affected by Man's inherent passions, which in turn cause Man to make mistakes leading to sin – Christianity's main enemy.


Tree, and perhaps its greatest failing: its inability to help Man reach salvation, which can only be effected through faith. And so, reason is useless for an assured entry into paradise.


This kind of backward and unspiritual reason must be converted with all due haste into a predicate of the divine soul. It must sever all connections to the body or, better still, must engage in its own battle against human nature.


Thus Christianity's first crusade was not against the heathen, but against reason. It all began with Paul the Apostle, who said that the wisdom of the world is defective if only because it regarded the commandments of Christ as folly. From God's point of view, Man has nothing to boast about since ‘the wisdom of this world is foolishness’. And again, ‘The Lord knows that the thoughts of the wise are futile.’ (1 Corinthians 3:20)


Paul is quite convinced that taking pride in one's intellect is a sure sign of haughtiness and false self-reliance; one must adopt a subservient position by acknowledging one's foolishness in order to be able to learn from God. Reason is inclined to look critically at Revelation – its way of transmission, its line of argument, and its content.


Paul also sees problems with reason's propensity to regard itself as definitive. Reason adopts a ‘superior position’ in relation to all other agencies, is intolerant of alternative points of view, and lacks the humility to be able to learn from others or simply ‘to sit in quiet admiration’ of its opponents. Adulation of worldly wisdom and, more generally, the arguments advanced by reason, sow disputes amongst Christ's brethren, destroy ‘God's castle’, and hinder the operation of the Holy Spirit.


I think that everything said here by Paul can be also successfully applied to religion. It would seem as though he is unwilling to notice the log in his own eye.


In agreeing with Paul's view, Christianity applies the basic principle of juxtaposing the divine soul and the unworthy body with the interrelationship between faith and reason. Henceforth, there are two ways to acquire knowledge – by faith or through the rational mind. It goes without saying that, as God can’t be known by reason, faith must first and foremost be one's guide. ‘The mind must be lodged in the heart,’ as the ascetic Fathers declared.


The early Christian martyr, Justin the Philosopher, wrote that the Revealed Word ‘disdains to fall under any skilful argument, or to endure the logical scrutiny of its hearers. But it would be believed for its own nobility, and for the confidence due to Him who sends it.’


His disciple Tatian, one of the founders of the ascetic Encratite (self-controlled) sect, was highly disdainful of the human intellect. For the Encratites, extreme asceticism was a prerequisite for salvation; they abstained from all meat and wine, not to mention sex. Tatian would later declare that, ‘Obeying the commands of God, and following the law of the Father of immortality, we reject everything which rests upon human opinion.’


So you see, Tertullian's famous saying – ‘I believe because it is absurd’ – that proud hymn to irrationality, which I chose as this chapter's epigraph, didn’t just appear out of nowhere. All Christians would do well to call this statement to mind frequently, just to remind themselves what their faith is based on. He places faith unequivocally higher than reason and makes another remarkable statement to this effect: ‘and the Son of God died; it is by all means to be believed because it is absurd. And He was buried, and rose again; the fact is certain, because it is impossible.’


Tertullian was categorically opposed to the allegorical interpretation of the Scripture and regarded all debates about the hidden meaning of the biblical texts as fruitless ponderings which ‘upset the stomach’ and frequently lead to heresy. If a certain text appears absurd to our mind, this is only an indication that it contains some divine truth. The more absurd, unfathomable, and implausible the text, the more reason for us to place all our faith in its divine origins and meaning.


‘But, after all, you will not be “wise unless you become a fool to the world by believing the foolish things of God”.’


‘There is one, and therefore definite, thing taught by Christ, which the nations are by all means bound to believe.’


‘We want no curious disputation after possessing Jesus Christ, no inquisition after enjoying the Gospel! With our faith, we desire no further belief.’


Now, that's what I call taking pride in one's religion. Something for our contemporary fanatics to envy. All of this is not to say that Tertullian forgot about philosophy. The truth was revealed by God and is therefore entirely free from sin. By contrast, philosophy is a product of the human mind, which is affected by the Original Sin along with the rest of the human body. Philosophy is thought to give rise to heresy, whereas the soul, having no part in popular culture, perseveres in Christian virtue. Philosophy must confine itself strictly to the interpretation of the Holy Scripture. After many years of studying pagan (ancient) philosophy, Tertullian's contemporary Clement of Alexandria concluded that no philosophy by itself is capable of understanding the world. Only Revelation has a direct and complete access to truth, bypassing any need for proof.
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Benozzo Gozzoli, Saint Peter and Simon Magus, 1461-1462.


Saint Peter prevented Simon the Sorcerer from flying by invoking the name of Christ.


Arnobius, the acknowledged critic of paganism, seconds Paul and declares all educational instruction futile. What's the use of knowing grammar, rhetoric, and especially how to ‘decline nouns according to cases and tenses’? Gregory of Nyssa, the philosopher-bishop of the fourth century, describes the situation thus:


And let no one interrupt me and say that what we confess should be confirmed by constructive reasoning. It suffices for the proof of our statement that we have a tradition coming down to us from the Fathers, an inheritance as it were, by succession from the Apostles through the saints who came after them.


Man has no further need for scientific knowledge. What's the use when the believer who belongs to Christ already rules the whole universe? Faith has no need for proof; the witness of the past is entirely sufficient.


Augustine supposed that Man's happiness consists of knowing God, and since Man's God-given soul already possesses all knowledge, rational truth can be comprehended by a simple act of faith. Faith, most commonly the possession of the least educated people, becomes higher than any philosophical truth: ‘Let us therefore believe if we cannot understand.’


John Chrysostom, true to his reputation as a master preacher, used to console those less skilled thus: ‘If your soul is chaste, you will lose nothing from being a stranger to eloquence’, and he generally warned against relying too much on reason: ‘There is nothing worse than Man measuring and judging divine things by human reasoning. For thus he will fall from that rock a vast distance and be deprived of the light.’


Indeed, why would anyone need the evidence of reason if there is a miracle? God is omnipotent and can alter natural laws whenever he wishes: he can part the sea in order to save his people, make old men and women fertile again, and young people conceive innocently; he can walk on water, heal the incurable and resurrect the dead. Christianity is way better off with miracles than any other Abrahamic religion.


Thanks to Christianity, the ghost of miracles is still out there, allowing the reasonable part of humanity to make acrimonious commentaries about it. Christopher Hitchens writes in God is Not Great:


However, there has not been a claimed resurrection for some time and no shaman who purports to do it has ever agreed to reproduce his trick in such a way as to stand a challenge. But according to the New Testament, the thing could be done in an almost commonplace way. Jesus managed it twice in other people's cases, by raising both Lazarus and the daughter of Jairus, and nobody seems to have thought it worthwhile to interview either survivor to ask about their extraordinary experiences. Nor does anyone seem to have kept a record of whether or not, or how, these two individuals “died” again.


I am quite convinced that simple, believing folk have always rather liked this negative view of reason and knowledge; education has long been seen as an identifying feature of the aristocratic oppressor. The best way to avoid having to engage in ‘fruitless ponderings’ was to receive no education whatsoever. There is a good reason why the Rule of the Franciscan Orders states clearly that ‘if they do not know of letters, take no trouble to teach them’.


It was therefore entirely natural that the Ancients’ regard for reason went into a steep decline at practically the same moment that Christianity became universally established.


It began to recover almost a thousand years later, at the time of the Renaissance, but even that recovery was far from complete. Scientists, philosophers, and apostate theologians (Giordano Bruno) were still being happily burnt at the stake or poisoned (Pico della Mirandola) at the beginning of the seventeenth century.


In the Middle Ages, attitudes to reason didn’t improve – quite the reverse. They became much more intolerant, and seemingly innocent areas like art became governed by strict canon. Art was to be used only for depicting religious themes, a kind of Bible for the illiterate. For many centuries, the Holy Scripture became the dominant theme in the prevailing Christian culture.


When Peter Damian, a cardinal and Catholic saint of the eleventh century, made his famous statement – ‘Philosophy should serve theology as a handmaid serves her mistress’ – he expressed the view that reason has nothing to say, not just on the questions of faith but on all spiritual and vitally important matters too. There can be only one true guide on the quest to know God and to attain salvation, only one intermediary between God and Man – the ‘lament of prayer’.


His contemporary, archbishop Anselm of Canterbury, also placed reason after faith: ‘For I do not seek to understand in order to believe, but I believe in order to understand. For I believe this: unless I believe, I will not understand.’


Bernard of Clairvaux, a most authoritative theologian and mystic, suggested the dedication of oneself wholly to the study of religion. ‘To be sure, all knowledge is good in itself, provided it be founded on the truth. But you, who hasten to work out your salvation with fear and trembling because of the brevity of time, should take care to know more that what you feel is closely bound up with your happiness.’


The renowned church authority, Thomas Aquinas, is in agreement with them:


This science can in a sense depend upon the philosophical sciences, not as though it stood in need of them, but only in order to make its teaching clearer. For it accepts its principles not from other sciences, but immediately from God, by revelation. Therefore it does not depend upon other sciences as upon higher authority, but makes use of them as of the lesser, and as handmaidens.


Gregory Palamas, the Byzantine mystical theologian, considers a recognition of one's intellectual frailty an important prerequisite of salvation:


Moreover, for our intellect to know its infirmity and to seek healing for it, it is incomparably greater than to know and search out the magnitude of the stars, the principles of nature, the generation of terrestrial things, and the circuits of celestial bodies, their solstices and risings stations, retrogressions, separations, conjunctions and, in short, all the multiform relationships which arise from the many different motions of the heavens.


What a wonderful use of scientific heritage of Antiquity. If society had blindly followed this opinion, we would still have only the bow and arrow to protect us.


I have no way of knowing what sort of mystical ‘light of knowledge’ Palamas is talking about, but the inability to challenge the ‘truth of Revelation’ has caused a profound decline in the study of science. From the time of the establishment of Christianity as the state religion of the Roman Empire until the end of the eighteenth century, Europe existed on a diet of the same ‘divine truths’ and developing ‘proofs’ for the existence of God. The absence of any logical proofs inspired Ignatius of Loyola to call for the intellect to be sacrificed to God. This call, alien and unacceptable though it is to the rational intellect, is easily embraced by a religious mindset. Something which looks like healthy intellectual curiosity to a rational mind is regarded within the religious value system as a form of ‘lasciviousness of the eyes’.


By the same token, the brilliant preacher Martin Luther declared reason to be religion's greatest enemy and issued many warnings as to the dangers it poses:


Reason is the greatest enemy that faith has; it never comes to the aid of spiritual things, but more frequently than not struggles against the divine Word, treating with contempt all that emanates from God…Reason should be destroyed in all Christians. Whoever wants to be a Christian should tear the eyes out of his reason. Reason is the Devil's harlot, who can do nought but slander and harm whatever God says and does.


The intellect, which is a priori incapable of abandoning its imperative subjection of everything and everyone to analysis, conceals itself in the darkest corner of our ego, ever ready to introduce doubts into the God-bound soul. In order for true spiritual progress to be achieved, one must lock away one's physical sentiments, muffle the imagination, and renounce all forms of intellectual enquiry. In other words, one must empty oneself entirely, ready for the coming of the Holy Spirit, who will help to purge any lingering sin and evil inclinations.


It would be wrong to omit to mention the views of Pascal: ‘He who knows Jesus, knows the reason of all things,’ and, ‘It is the heart which is conscious of God, not reason.’ Pascal believed that, following Revelation, Man lost his title as the ‘crown of creation’ and ‘the king of nature’, becoming as insignificant as ‘an atom’ and his life a ‘shadow which endures only for an instant and returns no more’.


I have to disagree with Pascal on this; humanity had its geniuses both before and after the advent of Revelation. As for Pascal himself, his initial life of research and many brilliant scientific discoveries in the fields of mechanics, mathematics, physics, and philosophy lost all of their creative impact after he abandoned science for religion. His life became subsumed in religious monotony and indeed became a ‘shadow which endures only for an instant’.


However, by no means did all of the great minds of the Middle Ages agree that faith was more important than reason. As the Age of Enlightenment advanced, proponents of the Christian worldview began to shrink exponentially. The English philosopher and scientist Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) became the first defender of reason, a view he expounded in his famous ‘natural law’: ‘A law of nature (lex naturalis) is a command or general rule, discovered by reason, which forbids a man to do anything that is destructive to his life or takes away his means for preserving his life.’


Spinoza was convinced that the Holy Scripture wasn’t God's Revelation beyond the limitations of the human mind. It contains no proofs for the existence of God as a supernatural being and, unlike reason, is of little value for learning the truth. This is the conclusion he reached after a thorough critical analysis of the texts of the Scripture: discovering a mass of contradictions and absurdities. Adam was not the first man; Moses could not have written the Pentateuch; various holy books weren’t written by their supposed authors but by a collective of writers working many years afterwards (it's true that the Gospel writers’ accounts diverge greatly in their description of various mythical details; each presents different versions of the Sermon on the Mount, the anointing of Jesus, the betrayal by Judas, and Peter's ‘denial’).


All this leads Spinoza to make the following conclusion: No wonder there's nothing left but credulity and prejudices. And what prejudices. They turn men from rational beings into beasts because they won’t let anyone use his free judgement to distinguish the true from the false, and seem deliberately designed to put out the light of the intellect entirely.


Neither the Early nor the Late Modern periods brought much change. Not much could change anyway; the irrational nature of religion remained the same and wasn’t going anywhere.


Søren Kierkegaard didn’t shy away from the absurd in religion. In his opinion, Christian faith begins at the point where rational thinking ceases. To illustrate this point, he expounds the story of Abraham and Isaac.


Wishing to test Abraham, God orders him to sacrifice his one and only son Isaac, whom Abraham ‘begat’ at the age of seventy after many years of trying. Despite the fact that this order is both cruel and senseless, Abraham abandons the realm of rational and ethical thinking and makes a ‘leap of faith’; he entrusts himself to God in spite of all reasonable human conventions. The moral here is quite simple: the more absurd the call of faith, the greater the determination needed to follow it.


According to Kierkegaard, this kind of desperate ‘leap of faith’ is only possible if one believes in a Higher Being who exists beyond human comprehension. The divine truth cannot be understood by any other means.


The Russian religious philosopher and existentialist Nikolai Berdyaev wrote that Christianity's main achievement was liberating mankind from the power of the Greek Cosmos and from the false impression that Man is able to comprehend and exist in the world autonomously. I wonder where we all would have been now if we had all recognised the ‘main achievement’ of Christianity? In the monastery rooms?


Roger Mehl, the well-known French Calvinist and sociologist, suggested that the existence of reason cannot be understood only in a positive light since what is commonly known as the ‘light of knowledge’ carries the marks of the Original Sin. Paul's ‘renewal of the mind’, which he connects with the faith in the Saviour, is a far better proposition. It alone opens to us new paths of knowledge, which were hitherto concealed from our mind.


In other words, we began with Paul and to Paul we returned.


John Hick, a famous British theologian and philosopher of religion, explains the process whereby Man receives his knowledge about God and the way faith differs from other forms of knowledge. I very much appreciated reading this from Who or What is God?:


God can and does perform miracles, in the sense of making things happen which would not otherwise have happened, and preventing things from happening which otherwise would have happened. These interventions are either manifest or – much more often – discernible only to the eyes of faith. But it is believed that God does sometimes intervene in answer to prayer. Otherwise, what is the point of those prayers?


This is one of those far-from-rare cases when one attempts to prove one thing and ends up proving something quite different. If Gods miracles are seen only by believers, then He is useless to unbelievers. What's more, if you follow Hick, it transpires that God is of little use even to the believer; He reveals Himself on earth only ‘sometimes’, and only ‘sometimes’ does He respond to the prayers addressed to Him. I agree with Hick that prayer is meaningless.


C.S. Lewis had the same ideas about miracles: If God were good, He would wish to make His creatures perfectly happy, and if God were almighty He would be able to do what He wished. But the creatures are not happy. Therefore God lacks either goodness, or power, or both.


This aforementioned ‘part of Christian faith’ would undoubtedly be bigger and stronger if the ‘miracles’ occurred more regularly. I don’t know about you, but I certainly wouldn’t mind seeing a real resurrection from the dead for myself – or at least a man walking on water.


The negative attitude exhibited by Christianity towards reason is easy to understand. If the world could be ‘saved’ by reason alone, no advent of Christ would have been needed. Thus, as far as religion is concerned, all of these eminent human disciplines (philosophy, history, anthropology, sociology, and psychology) achieved precisely nothing since they entirely failed to ‘save’ humanity from sin.


And then down came religion with its higher knowledge and saved everyone. Never mind that the very question of Man's need for salvation effectively finished him of as a rational being. He becomes a cipher, because all irrational propositions undermining the fundamental principles of human thought are anti-human by their very nature. The intellectual revival of the Western world, that is, the very civilisation that I like living in so much, was stimulated by a general trend, rejecting religion in favour of reason and the acquisition of knowledge. So you see, our ‘salvation’ originated not from God, but from reason.


I would like to end my tale of struggle between reason and faith with this wonderful piece of reasoning by Nietzsche from The Antichrist:
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Rembrandt, The Sacrifce of Abraham, 1635.


Abraham takes the ‘leap of faith’.


Under Christianity neither morality nor religion has any point of contact with actuality. It offers purely imaginary causes [“God”, “soul”, “ego”, “spirit”, “free will” – or even “unfree”], and purely imaginary effects [“sin”, “salvation”, “grace”, “punishment”, “forgiveness of sins”]. Intercourse between imaginary beings [“God”, “spirits”, “souls”]; an imaginary natural history [anthropocentric; a total denial of the concept of natural causes]; an imaginary psychology [misunderstandings of self, misinterpretations of agreeable or disagreeable general feelings, for example of the states of the nervus sympathicus with the help of the sign-language of religio-ethical balderdash, “repentance”, “pangs of conscience”, “temptation by the devil”, “the presence of God”]; an imaginary teleology [the “kingdom of God”, “the last judgment”, “eternal life”]… the whole of that fictitious world finds its sources in the hatred of the natural…


The Quran Cannot be Understood by Reason


A man of reason is the one who submits to God.


Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, Revival of the Religious Sciences


In common with the other Abrahamic religions, Islam distrusts reason and seeks to limit its use as much as possible.


Reason is understood in exclusively religious terms by Islam; the intellect is a gift of God and so its function is governed only by divine principles. If the whole of Man is created by God, then the mind is also His creation. Reason can’t embrace the divine and the mystical; all it can do is make insolent demands for proofs and engage the believer in endless philosophical discussions. Yet divine teaching has no need for any discussion; the commandments of God are simply to be accepted without any discussion or questions. That's why reason's main function is to be found not in its capacity for free analytical thought, but rather in its ability to heed God, to obey Him, and to inspire Man to constant prayer. Also, reason is not intended to be used for making free choices in a secular society; its use is confined to making choices between good and evil within Islam's well-defined boundaries. Its sole use to the believer is the help it gives him in scaling moral heights, a process which, in itself, exposes his soul to divine intervention.


The intellect becomes an object of great interest to the Islamic mystics (the Sufis) of the ninth to the eleventh centuries, the ‘golden age’ of Islam. This period saw a great deal of Islamic rehashing of Ancient Greek philosophy heritage, particularly the ethical parts of the philosophy of Aristotle.


One of the first Islamic followers of Aristotle was ninth-century philosopher Al-Farabi. Al-Farabi preached that reason was a tool for choosing between good and bad actions: ‘In everyday language, “an intelligent man means a man of reliable judgment who knows what he has to do as right and what he has to avoid as wrong”.’
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