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  A feeling for the gods




  In which the reader will discover what happened in Book One of the Iliad, will discover many curious facts about Greek gods and goddesses, will remark a strange

  similarity between English Romantic poets and German theologians, will come to suspect that Descartes, though he doubted everything, did not quite doubt enough, will find Schleiermacher lying on

  the bosom of the infinite world, will discover what terrified Professor Otto, and why certain German professors talk to trees, will be forced to distinguish between symbolic and literal speech, and

  may develop a feeling for the gods.




  God, literalism and poetry




  Traditional images of God seem to have lost their appeal in modern American and European culture. It is not that God’s existence has been disproved – philosophers

  continue to debate the proofs inconclusively, and no informed and honest observer of the philosophical scene really thinks a case has been established either way, or ever will be. No, God has

  simply become boring and irrelevant. We no longer care for big men with white beards. We no longer feel the weight of tremendous guilt that drove the Pilgrim onto his Progress. Jesus has sunk into

  the pages of irrecoverable history, and it seems impossible to draw him out again in a new resurrection which might make him a powerful image of infinity for more than a tiny

  handful of our contemporaries.




  The sad thing – and it is sad, for it is a loss of a kind of perception, the atrophy of a distinctively human way of seeing – is that there seems to be nothing to replace such

  images, to show us how ‘to be one with the infinite in the midst of the finite and to be eternal in a moment’ (Schleiermacher, Speeches on Religion, second speech, 1799).




  Spirituality, the cultivation of exalted states of consciousness, may thrive in the borderlands of our culture, but religion, the organised official cult of worship of God, is dying. This is

  most obvious in Europe, where places of pilgrimage have become tourist attractions, churches have become architectural monuments, and religious rituals have become performances to be observed by

  anthropologists with camcorders. But in America too, while popular religion remains strong, there is a widespread intellectual revulsion against organised religion. There is a hostility to the

  seemingly naive biblical literalism of many Christian churches, which is met by an equal hostility on their part to many of the teachings of modern science. In the furious battles about creationism

  and fundamentalism, it often seems that we in our age have simply lost a sense of what religion is really about. We argue about theories and doctrines and facts which are very hard to establish,

  and in the process we reduce religion to a sort of argumentative and speculative science. We very often seem to lack a feeling for God or for the gods, the primal vision which lies at the roots of

  religion.




  Why is this? I think it is partly because people have come to take the traditional images of God too literally. In an age where science is the queen of the academy, it is widely thought that the

  literal, the countable and weighable real, is the true, and the only form of truth. So God, if there is a God, must be the sort of being the sciences could describe – God must be a

  super-person, making differences to the world which we can test and verify. God must be a cause whose effects we can discover by experiment and observation. Yet that God has turned out to be

  superfluous to requirements. God is, to put it bluntly, redundant. No special divine effects have ever been recorded in the laboratories of science, and science explains the

  world very well without God. So that God, the God who ought to be another fact that we can record and document, seems to have disappeared from the modern world.




  This prompts the thought that maybe what has gone wrong is the idea of God as a sort of literal extra fact. But what else could God be? To discover that, we might need to return to the roots of

  religious belief in human experience, and try to see how talk of God, or of the gods, arises and what it is meant to express. Is there such a thing as a feeling for the gods, which the modern

  emphasis on factual knowledge has somehow suppressed? It may be illuminating to look at one of the earliest literary works in Western history, Homer’s Iliad. The subject of the epic is

  the Trojan war, but it is filled with references to the gods, who appear to its human characters, take part in their battles and ultimately dictate their fortunes. The Iliad could be read as

  a literal text, for which clearly fictional supernatural persons walk and talk with Greek and Trojan warriors. Indeed, the New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary suggests such an

  interpretation:




  

    

      

        god – ‘a superhuman person regarded as having power over nature and human fortunes’.


      


    


  




  But the Iliad is, after all, poetry, and so we may suspect that Homer (let us follow tradition in allowing there to be such a poet who is the author) is doing something

  else with his stories of the gods, something that may still have the power of shedding light on human experience, and counteracting the sense of irrelevance that God and the gods now so often seem

  to have. The gods and goddesses might not have been thought of as real persons, who lived on top of Mount Olympus, who feasted and quarrelled and indulged in plots of many sorts. After all, Mount

  Olympus was not too difficult to climb, and it could quickly be discovered that Zeus had no palace on top of it. Perhaps if we explore the Iliad as poetry, we might gain a better sense of

  the feelings that Homer was seeking to express in writing as he did of the gods.




  A world full of gods




  ‘Sing, goddess, of the anger of Achilles . . .’ So begins the Iliad. Here is a god, or at least a goddess, already, in the first line. The poet is not telling

  someone else to write the poem for him. Or is he? The goddess will sing through him. He will write the words, but they will come from a source from beyond his conscious mind, from an inspiring

  power, creative, expressive, truly supernatural since it is beyond the natural powers of most humans (who are not all poets, thank goodness).




  Homer conjures up the goddess or her power to infuse his mind, filling it with imaginative power and beauty. That is not just some archaic, primitive fantasy. It is a wholly contemporary

  fantasy, too. When we sit down to write that great novel which, we are told, lies within each of us, we wait for the Muse to inspire us. Unfortunately, the Muse usually seems to be on vacation, and

  the great book does not get written.




  

    

      

        muse – Each of nine (occasionally more) goddesses, the daughters of Zeus and Mnemosyne (memory), regarded as the inspirers of learning and the arts,

        especially of poetry and music again (the New Shorter OED).


      


    


  




  There is something almost supernatural about Homer, about Mozart and Bach, about Leonardo and Rembrandt. Mozart, we are told, could be a puerile prankster, but sublime music

  poured out of him. I sometimes look intently at pictures of J.S. Bach, as if trying to discern the genius, the difference that marks him out from other men. But however hard I look, he just looks

  quite ordinary, a bourgeois gentleman in a conventional wig, with a rather plebeian, fleshy, complacent face. Where is the B minor mass, the St Matthew passion, the hundreds of deeply moving

  chorales? Not written on his face, anyway. Amazingly, all those beautiful, passionate, inspired faces with flowing hair, high foreheads, aquiline noses and piercing eyes seem to belong to actors,

  who could not write a note of music. The trouble with the really great is that they look like gardeners (no offence). The aristocrats of the spirit, the gods of art, tend to have

  coarse features and bulbous noses. (I am thinking of Rembrandt, admittedly. You must admit he does have a rather bulbous nose.)




  Well, obviously then, these flesh-and-blood individuals can’t be the source of all that beauty of sound and vision, that miraculous order and heart-wrenching feeling. They are taken over,

  those earthy instruments, and used by the daughters of memory to spin evanescent images of the immortal world in which the gods, the truly beautiful, play.




  This is the first lesson to learn about the gods. They are poetic, symbolic constructs of human imagination. The Muses, the nine goddesses, are not pretty young women who live on top of Mount

  Olympus with their parents, and come down to earth every now and then to write poems and sing songs. The Muses are imaginative symbols of the creative energies of wisdom and beauty which seem to

  inspire rare human individuals (but maybe most of us very occasionally), and which come and go, as if from beyond the control of the conscious mind.




  Why nine? The number corresponds to the various different sorts of creativeness – singing, playing, dancing, etc. – that were distinguished in ancient Greece.




  Why young women? Because masculinity has tended to be associated, certainly in ancient Greece, with the virtues of war – courage, heroism and aggressiveness. In the Iliad the young

  men spend all their time either killing one another or thinking of better ways to kill one another. Femininity is more associated with care, sensitivity, and the virtues of leisure and home life.

  The nine Muses symbolise the ‘softer’ creative energies of song and dance, rather than the more savage energies of storm and sea.




  Why the daughters of Zeus and of memory? ‘Memory’ is taken in a very wide sense here, to mean the whole store of knowledge and experience that exists in a human mind. The creative

  energies of wisdom and art use that store of experience to fashion stories and images which give new insights into the human condition. They are ‘daughters’ in the sense that they

  spring from, or arise out of, the mind’s store of experienced images and feelings. They also spring from Zeus, who is the final controlling will of all things in human life, and so they act

  under the general will of the ultimate creative energy underlying this human world.
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    Apollo dances decorously with nine buxom Muses in this painting by the Italian artist Baldassarre Peruzzi.


  




  So these goddesses are constructs of the human imagination? Yes – they are not ‘superhuman persons’, real distinct individuals who have parents, brothers and sisters. In their

  particular form and number, they are products of art. They are, in short, symbols and not real living persons, superhuman or otherwise.




  But that does not mean they are false. They represent deep and important powers which can transform human life. The creative energies of art inspire and enthuse human beings. They possess human

  lives and transport them beyond the everyday. They arise from the mind’s experiences (and so are daughters of Memory), and express the hidden things of human reality, the ultimate causes of

  human life (and so are daughters of Zeus), in indirect and mysterious ways. Any aspiring artists would be well advised to invoke the Muse, to raise their minds to superhuman insights and,

  hopefully, fashion immortal works of beauty.




  The creative energies are not persons. But they are addressed as persons. And what that says is that the energies that set boundaries to human life, some of which can be

  channelled through human consciousness in moments of ‘possession’ or inspiration, are not simply impersonal unconscious forces. They have something akin, however remotely akin, to human

  will and consciousness.




  This is the second lesson to learn about the gods. To see the world as ‘full of gods’, as the Greeks did, is to see the world as fundamentally personal in nature. Many of its active

  energies have or express something like purpose (will) and responsiveness to environment (consciousness). That sense has been completely lost to many in the modern world. If we see nature as the

  Great Machine, of which we are tiny computerised parts, then the personal aspects of nature will become invisible. Many people see the progress of modern European thought in this way. Enter the

  Great Villain, with a Faustian promise of complete knowledge and control of nature, and a determination to drive the gods out of the machine altogether.




  Descartes and the cosmic machine




  The French philosopher René Descartes (1596–1650) thought, therefore he was, but he was not what he thought he was. He had thought he was a living, feeling

  person, but what he discovered, apparently by sitting for a long time in a hot stove, was that he was essentially a purely thinking thing, whose body was a sort of optional extra.




  This is a bit of a travesty, but it is true that Descartes divided reality into two sorts of things, bodies – which are spread out in space and visible to everyone – and minds

  – which are not in space at all and are quite invisible to everyone but their private owners and occupiers. In the mind all sorts of interesting things can happen – free will, logic and

  mathematics, feelings of happiness and, unfortunately, physical pain. But the body is a machine which proceeds in accordance with deterministic laws of physics, and is totally unfeeling and

  unconscious.




  Body and mind had to be connected, and the obvious place to connect them was the brain. (Descartes suspected the pineal gland specifically, which was a bad guess, as it turned

  out. But the brain was right, and a much better bet than the stomach, which was where the Greeks placed their thoughts – thinking that the brain was a sort of air-conditioner.)




  However – and this was the villainy – Descartes believed that only humans had minds. Other animals only had brains, with no minds in them. Animals were not conscious, and they were

  not free agents. They were just machines, and could be dissected and experimented on and pieced together in various ways just like watches or steam engines.




  More recent philosophers have not been impressed with the idea that chimpanzees, whose DNA differs from ours by only one per cent, are just machines, while we are free and responsible agents.

  Surprisingly, however, many philosophers have not concluded that chimpanzees really have free will. What they have concluded is that we do not. They agree with Descartes that chimpanzees have no

  consciousness and free choice, but add that humans have none either. Consciousness is just a function of the physical brain, and freedom is the feeling that our brains have not yet decided what to

  do. Will and consciousness are driven out of the universe altogether, and replaced by the laws of physics, which make the little bits of matter out of which our brains are made act in extremely

  complicated but totally automatic ways.




  Obviously, if human minds have been driven out of the universe, there is not much room for the gods. But the gods have been defeated, not by a human hero, but by a set of rather inefficient

  robots (a latter-day description of Homo sapiens) which suffer from the illusion that they are something special – and which will themselves probably be superseded by a more efficient

  set of machines which are even now on the horizon, as the supercomputer Deep Blue beats the human world chess champion resoundingly.




  Now, Descartes himself believed in God, just as he believed in the immortal soul, which would go on doing allegedly interesting things like pure mathematics long after its body had rotted in the

  grave. But his God did not have much to do. Having designed and set up the perfect machine, God was virtually redundant. According to one of the philosophical successors of

  Descartes, Gottfried von Leibniz, if anyone prayed to God to ask God to change the future, God would have to say, ‘My dear sir, I have already designed everything for the best. If I changed

  the future to suit you, it would only make things worse. So please stop praying; it is interfering with my perfect design.’




  Wordsworth and Blake: the gods and poetic imagination




  But all this was going to happen about two-and-a-half thousand years after the Iliad. In the ancient Greek world, still full of gods and unaware that it was really a

  machine, prayers were a very important part of military strategy. The story of the Iliad begins with an insult to a priest of Apollo, which has dire results for the Greek army besieging

  Troy.




  

    

      

        Apollo – originally the patron of shepherds: after his installation at Delphi he acquired power over archery, music and medicine. As Phoebus Apollo, he is the

        god of the sun (A Dictionary of World Mythology).


      


    


  




  Chryses, a priest of Apollo whose daughter had been captured by the Greeks, came to King Agamemnon with a ransom for her, but King Agamemnon refused the money and sent him

  packing. The priest prayed to his god to avenge this insult, and, Homer relates of Apollo: ‘Down he came from the peaks of Olympus with anger in his heart, his bow on his shoulders, and the

  enclosing quiver.’ He shot his arrows at the Greek army, and they were felled by the plague. The plague did not end until the priest’s daughter was returned to him, and a hecatomb (a

  hundred oxen) or two was sacrificed to Apollo. The Greeks offered the sacrifice. They all shared the meat (a great amount, one would think), and drank in honour of the god (also a great amount, no

  doubt). So they ‘appeased the god with music, singing a lovely hymn and dancing . . . and he listened with delight in his heart’.




  Poetic imagination is hard at work here, seeing the plague which raged through the Greek camp as the arrows of the archer god. As with the Muses, it is hard to believe that

  Homer did really think a young man flew down from a mountain with his bow and arrow. He depicts the furious energy of the plague as the arrows of an angry god. This is not exactly creative energy.

  It is destructive energy, but it is certainly energy. The Greeks saw that many of the energies of the world were far from creative. Hurricane, earthquake, storm and plague – these are

  gigantic energies, and they course through the world, apparently indifferent to human fate.




  When we get through the veil of literalisation, we see that we are not dealing with quarrels among a race of superhuman persons. We are dealing with the raw energies of the natural world,

  beautiful and terrifying in their power. We can see that there was really no Apollo, who enjoyed the roasted meat, the poured wine and scattered barley-grains, the songs and the dances. But Apollo

  stands for something real, something the modern world has lost, a sort of perception of the world that is now very difficult, but not impossible, to recapture.




  For a scientific, post-Cartesian, mind, we relate to nature by poking about in it and tinkering with it. We look for the causes of disease, and try to counter them with anti-viral drugs. Very

  sensible, too, and few would recommend sacrificing a hundred cows to Apollo instead of taking antibiotics. Antibiotics are much more reliable, since who knows whether Apollo will like our

  sacrifices or not?




  Still, there may be another way of relating to nature. As we might expect by now, art and imagination give the clue.




  

    

      

        

          

            I have felt




            A presence that disturbs me with the joy




            Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime




            Of something far more deeply interfused,




            Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,




            And the round ocean and the living air,




            And the blue sky, and in the mind of man:




            A motion and a spirit, that impels




            All thinking things, all objects of all thought,




            And rolls through all things.




             




            WORDSWORTH; ‘Lines composed a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, 13 July, 1798, The Penguin Book of English Verse, p. 262


          


        


      


    


  




  Even after Descartes, something stirs beneath the machine. Something ‘interfused’, ‘deep’ and ‘rolling’. What can it be? Is it nothing but

  engine oil? Or is this sense of presence a symptom of the suspicion that the machine itself is a construct of the human mind, and an especially desiccated and abstract one at that? When the god is

  evicted from the machine, the machine becomes god, but a particularly impersonal, heartless, disinterested god, indifferent to all purposes, intentions and values, and to all things human. The

  English Romantic poets rebelled against that vision.




  William Blake (1757–1827) has the distinction of having painted one of the most frequently misinterpreted pictures in the history of art. Publisher after publisher has used his

  painting The Ancient of Days on the cover of books about God. The solid human figure in the sun, shattering the dark clouds of chaos with shafts of light, white hair and beard flowing,

  holding in his left hand a pair of compasses as if to measure out the universe that he is about to create, has become an image of God comparable to the equally human figure by Michelangelo on the

  ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. It is a powerful image, clearly irresistible to publishers.




  Yet what Blake meant to portray in this painting was not the true and living God, but the pseudo-God of Newton, of the machine. His compasses are measuring out the universe. They represent the

  mechanistic approach to nature, always measuring, dissecting and putting things in their place. This is, for Blake, the Great Mathematician, the killer of life and joy, the supreme artificer and

  impartial surveyor of all things.
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    The picture publishers cannot resist – The Ancient of Days, by William Blake.


  




  The greatest of all Scottish philosophers, David Hume (who during his life was never considered good enough to be appointed to a chair in philosophy at any Scottish

  university), died in 1776. In his posthumously published Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, he analysed in devastating detail the arguments that were then fashionable from the evidences

  of design in the universe to the existence of the Great Designer in the Sky. It was precisely that designer god to whom Blake was so completely opposed. If we had come to a stage in religion where

  God could not be discerned within the universe, but had to be inferred from the elegant construction of an unconscious and purposeless cosmic machine, religion had already died. ‘We do not

  want inferred friends,’ remarked a once-famous Oxford philosopher. The believer does not want an inferred God, a compass-wielding God, whose existence depends on the strength and validity of

  the arguments that philosophers devise for proving or disproving his likely existence.




  What then does the believer want? Blake the poet knew:




  

    

      

        

          

            To see a World in a Grain of Sand




            And a Heaven in a Wild Flower,




            Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand




            And Eternity in an hour.




            ‘Auguries of Innocence’, Penguin Book of English Verse, p. 243


          


        


      


    


  




  In this Blake and Wordsworth are in entire agreement. The authentic religious sense is to discern infinity and eternity in the bounded and transient, to see in all particular

  forms of beauty a Beauty which is unlimited in perfection and everlasting in value. The sense of an interfused presence, living in the light and air and sky, and in the mind of man: the sense of

  such a presence, splitting, like light, into a thousand glittering shafts of individuality, each taking on the character of its own environment: the sense of a world filled with presences sublime

  and interfused, many and yet one, beautiful and harsh, wine-dark and rose-fingered: that is the sense of the gods, who excite human reverence and awe, dread and delight.




  Conflict among the gods




  Wordsworth’s sense of the gods was very English. Dove Cottage, now the mecca of thousands of tourists, filling the roads in droves in their search for the solitude and

  tranquillity of Wordsworth’s poetic visions, was once a small isolated cottage in a rain-green valley. No tornadoes or hurricanes disturb the gentle drizzle of the rain, shot through on rare

  occasions with a sun which does not burn or scorch. No vast deserts or bare mountains interrupt the vistas of rounded hills, leafy trees and tastefully purple moorlands. There is, it is true, a

  hint of danger and risk, in the rushing mountain streams and the fogs which descend on the sharp crags. It is possible to get lost or fall among the rocks, but it takes a bit of effort to do so. It

  is more likely that one will wander lonely as a cloud among a host of golden daffodils, feeling how beautiful and gentle nature is, how bountiful her gifts, and how very kind she is to grant such

  great beauty at so little cost.




  Greece, too, is beautiful. Thousands of tourists, fed up with the incessant rain at Dove Cottage, book package holidays to Greece, and lie on the beaches in wine-soaked stupor: worshippers of

  the sun, offering up their bodies in sacrifice to Apollo the shining one, god of the sun and now, perhaps, of package holidays.




  But in the days before bottled water, flush lavatories and frozen lasagne flown in from factories in Athens, the sun was an enemy as well as a friend to life. The search for water and shade was

  serious. And when the rains came, they beat down in torrents, with winds raging from the sea and storms threatening homes and human lives in their fury. In the Mediterranean world, nature is harsh

  as well as beautiful. The gods are not by any means wholly benevolent. What presence is to be discerned in the earthquake and hurricane? Not the gentle green goddess of Cumbria and the English

  lakes, but the thunder and lightning of Zeus, warrior god and victor over the Titans, and the burning arrows of the sun god, who so often kills that to which he has given

  life.




  For the ancient Greeks, there was not one infinite presence ‘rolling through all things’. There was a multitude of presences, some benevolent and some threatening, all unreliable,

  and the Greek religious sense was not that either of a Romantic English poet or of an even more comfortable international tourist. It was of something ambiguous or many-sided. The intrigues and

  quarrels of the gods of Olympus express the uncertainties and conflicts of the energies of the natural order, of sun and storm, fertility and death, victory and plague.




  There was little or no idea of one supreme creator God, according to whose will everything happens. The creative and destructive energies of the cosmos relate to one another in an almost

  haphazard way. They have wills of their own. In the first book of the Iliad, Athene, power of war and wisdom, restrains Achilles’ anger at the request of Hera, power of earth and

  protectress of the Greeks. Achilles, smarting under his humiliation by King Agamemnon, goes to talk to his mother, Thetis, a goddess who is the daughter of Nereus, a god of the sea. Thetis is the

  power of sea-mist: ‘She rose up from the grey sea like a mist . . . she rose through the swell of the sea at early morning, and went up to the vast sky.’ She pleads with Zeus to find a

  way to bring honour to her son, Achilles, and he agrees to her request. Then Hera, wife of Zeus, attacks Zeus with words, accusing him of making secret plots without her knowledge. A quarrel

  ensues, with Zeus asserting his ultimate power over the gods. All ends harmoniously, however, as Hephaistos, power of fire and trickery, persuades all the gods to a feast, and Apollo plays the lyre

  as they descend into uncontrollable laughter and sleep.




  At one level, this is a simple story of intrigues in the court of the gods, who interfere in human affairs at will, look down at human joys and tragedies with distant amusement, and are easily

  appeased by vast amounts of roast meat and wine. And of course Homer is telling a story, and he is concerned with developing the characters of the gods in various ways, and involving them in an

  Olympian soap opera of his own devising (soap opera: a serial story dealing with sentimental or melodramatic domestic themes, so called because they were first sponsored on

  American radio and television by soap manufacturers).




  It is also possible that Homer was an early example of the ancient Greek scepticism about the gods that characterised the plays, about three or four hundred years later, of Sophocles and

  Aristophanes. To that extent he was able to write about the awe-inspiring powers worshipped devoutly in an earlier age in a very human and humorous way. Homer, together with Hesiod (author of the

  Theogony, the first attempt to give a systematic genealogy of the gods), was said to have ‘given the Greeks their gods’, But perhaps in fact in Homer’s work the gods were

  already losing their ancient power.




  Yet even in the first book of the Iliad one can discern traces of a more archaic sense of that power. When Achilles decides not to fight Agamemnon, it is Athene, wisdom, ‘visible to

  him alone’, who restrains him. That wisdom is prompted by the thought of the well-being of the Greek army in general (‘the white-armed goddess Hera sent me, as she loves both of you

  alike’). Achilles sits by the sea as the morning sun draws the mist from the sea, to ponder his future. However unfathomable it is, all this will be ‘the working of Zeus’

  will’. That will is hidden even from the immortals.




  But the powers have their own purposes. Thetis, mother and protectress of Achilles, cares for the honour of her son. Hera, protectress of the Greeks, cares for the preservation of the Greek army

  from destruction. The powers that care for humans are divided: ‘There was uproar among the heavenly gods.’ Each spiritual power has its own devotees. Like the guardian angels of later

  Christianity, when their devotees come into conflict, so do they. The honour of Achilles contends against the safety of the Greek army. The gods are the projections of this conflict onto the

  Olympian screen.




  Ultimately, however, the will of Zeus prevails, and the best thing is for the gods to make their peace with their father Zeus. Although there is little sense of one all-determining will, there

  is an awareness of a power which is ‘far stronger than all of us’. It may listen, it may be cajoled, it may scold, and it may even sulk. But in the end, as Zeus says

  to Thetis, ‘no word of mine can be revoked, or prove false, or fail of fulfilment, when I nod my head in assent to it’.




  So, though there is often conflict among the gods, harmony is possible, when the Muses sing, Apollo plays, the wine is poured, and the gods laugh. Human destiny will play itself out, through all

  the conflicts of purpose and desire, until in the end, just possibly, the world may reflect, as in a mirror, the laughter of the gods.




  Right at the beginning of Homer’s epic we see the wisdom and honour of Achilles, the precarious situation of the Greek army, made up as it was of potentially conflicting city-states, the

  ultimate power of destiny, and the possibility of reconciliation by submission to that inscrutable power. All these factors are symbolised in the acts of the gods, active powers which determine the

  future, and which work in and through the events of history, the forces of nature, and the minds and hearts of men.




  It should not be thought that this is a reduction of the gods to ‘mere symbols’ of natural powers and processes. The gods are symbols. But what is symbolised is not

  ‘natural’, in the sense of being purely physical, or explicable in terms of laws of physics or the other experimental sciences alone. The gods do not symbolise natural phenomena. It

  would be truer to say that they empower natural phenomena to symbolise other powers that lie beyond them. Nor do the gods symbolise what is ‘supernatural’, in the sense of being a sort

  of immaterial duplicate of the material, a shadow world which mimics this substantial world in a ghostly way. What then is symbolised?




  There is a story of a Russian ballerina who gave a superbly moving performance at the Kirov Ballet, leaving the audience enraptured at what they knew to be a uniquely inspired occasion.

  Afterwards, she was asked, ‘And what did it mean?’ ‘What did it mean?’, she responded, ‘What did it mean? If I could say what it meant, I would not have danced

  it.’




  So it is with speaking of the gods. If we could say in other words what such speech meant, we would not need to use such language. We could drop the symbols, and talk of

  literal facts. ‘Zeus is the thunder storm’, we might say, or ‘Thetis is the sea-mist’. But then why continue to speak of Zeus and Thetis at all? Well of course the fact is

  that we do not speak of them any longer. We have all become literalists about the world we live in. We know the thunder and we know the sea. But the Greek gods departed from Olympus long ago. Where

  did they go? What have we lost, in ceasing to speak of them? Is the world the poorer for their departing?




  Wordsworth and Blake would tell us, or many of us, that we have lost the sense of presences deeply interfused in light and ocean, air and sky, of the whole world seen in a grain of sand and

  infinity held in the palm of a hand. We have lost the language that makes these things possible, and we have no other words that can evoke again the vanished awareness of the sacredness of the

  reality in which we exist and of which we are part.




  Friedrich Schleiermacher: a Romantic account of the gods




  While Wordsworth was swooning sensuously in Dovedale, over in Berlin a minister of the Reformed (Calvinist) Church was writing a set of speeches aimed at the ‘Cultured

  Despisers of Religion’.




  Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834), who has the singular misfortune that no English-speaking student can spell his name correctly, much less pronounce it, was doing his bit to

  sabotage the cosmic machine.




  Calvinists sometimes have a bad name among those devoted to the arts. Did they not ban dancing, cards, theatres and other enjoyable pastimes, and make Sunday the most boring day of the week for

  generations of Puritans? If that is the image you have of Calvinists, Schleiermacher will come as quite a surprise – even though he became one of the most successful

  preachers in Berlin. He was aware that many cultured people viewed religion as a narrow sectarian affair, issuing sets of largely reactionary moral rules and unintelligible dogmas, and instilling

  the fear of a vengeful God or the hope for an illusory heaven into anyone it could catch in its net.




  In the Speeches he set out to dispel that impression, and he tried to do so by going back to the roots of religion in the human psyche. He suggested that religion is not really about

  creeds and speculative beliefs, which are largely devised by desiccated old men who have nothing better to do. And it is not about moral rules handed down from some Mediterranean mountain, which

  perpetuate old tribal taboos for which everyone has forgotten the reason, if there ever was one. Religion, he said, is ‘the sensibility and taste for the infinite’. It is a matter of

  intuition or feeling: ‘Religion’s essence is neither thinking nor acting but intuition and feeling’ (from the Second Speech).




  It must be admitted that this idea is a little hard to pin down. How do you intuit the infinite or the eternal or ‘the whole’? What does it feel like, and how do you know it has

  happened? But that is the analytical philosopher speaking, ready to pour scorn on whatever cannot be precisely defined and expressed. Schleiermacher is seeking to evoke a certain sort of attitude,

  a way of seeing life-experience. This is not to be an analysing, labelling and defining way. Struggling for words, he says that the attitude he attempts to describe is ‘to accept everything

  individual as a part of the whole and everything limited as a representation of the infinite’.




  These days we might call that the ‘holistic vision’, seeing all things as parts of a totality, ceaselessly active in all its parts, but seen in an infinite number of different ways.

  Each person has the capacity to apprehend some part of this universal action, but each may be sensitive to some particulars as vehicles of the eternal and images of infinity, and not to others. So

  there may be a million different forms of religion, or 33 million ‘gods’, since ‘in the infinite everything finite stands undisturbed alongside one another’, without

  contradiction.




  The gods will be individual, and yet they will be fractured images of one infinite totality, which is the world but is also infinitely more than the world. As one of the

  earliest Indian sacred scriptures, the Rig Veda, composed hundreds of years before the Iliad, puts it, ‘Truth is one; the sages call it by many names.’ The gods have a

  thousand or a million faces; but behind them all lies the unlimited energy of the whole world, expressed in endless diversity. The gods together, in all their infinite variety, image the active

  power of the whole, the active power of being itself, in its ever-changing and always particular forms. That is why the worshipper of Apollo does not ostracise the worshipper of Athene, and why the

  same sorts of powers take different names in different cultures – Zeus, Jupiter; Ares, Mars – while also possessing a particularity of their own. The gods flow into one another, merge

  and multiply, grow and die, as particular images fire the imagination or lose their attraction and simply become archaic and boring.




  But was Schleiermacher just a little too nostalgically Romantic about the gods, just as Wordsworth and Blake in their different ways were also? Their common vision is of a wholly benign

  plurality of gods and their devotees, all intuiting the infinite in their own way, and evincing ‘a friendly inviting tolerance’ of others who intuit it differently. I think

  Schleiermacher’s vision does capture something very important about religious feeling, about the ‘feeling for the gods’. And though Wordsworth and Blake represent very different

  strands of Romanticism, their poetry is a penetrating expression of just such a feeling. They all represent a revolt against Cartesian mechanism, a wish for a return to a more poetic primal vision,

  one for which the world as experienced by humans speaks of presences and energies which can challenge, move and inspire, expressing a dimension of being which can only be apprehended by a specific

  form of human sensibility.




  If this is right, Homer’s poetry will not be a story of real persons, living on top of Mount Olympus. It will be a metaphorical personification of those powers and energies in and through

  which religious sensibility perceives the divine, the whole, the infinite and eternal imaged in the finite and transitory. If you read Homer that way, it may take on a more

  profound depth, and become itself an encouragement to cultivate again a feeling for the gods in a world from which the gods seem to have fled.




  Yet we cannot assimilate ancient Greek religion too closely to German or English Romanticism. There were wars among the gods, and among their devotees. Zeus himself usurped and banished his

  father Kronos, who had in turn emasculated his father Ouranos. The gods who supported the Greeks were at odds with the gods who supported Troy. And some historians of the classical world suggest

  that the whole Olympic pantheon, or its priests and seers, replaced an earlier form of matriarchal worship of the goddess by military force.




  Not only was tolerance not always so inviting, but Schleiermacher did not mention human sacrifice, temple prostitution and orgiastic fertility rites as particularly productive ways to intuit the

  infinite. Of course he could always say that these things were never part of ‘true religion’, just as he claimed metaphysics and morality were not. The trouble is that what he has left

  is something which has never existed, except in that short Romantic period of European history when the French and American revolutions promised, for a moment, a new dawn to humanity.




  Ancient Greek religion was almost certainly much less concerned with the ‘infinite whole’ than was Schleiermacher. He, after all, lived after humans had become fully aware for the

  first time of the vast extent of the universe, after the idea of ‘laws of nature’ had been formulated, and after philosophers like Kant and Spinoza had developed a concept of ‘the

  whole’ as a desirable idea of Reason. The gods of Homer, though they form a sort of family, do not really form an overarching unity, such that they can be considered as aspects of one unified

  totality. They are much too fragmented and unsystematised for that. Yet it remains true that the individuality of the gods is a relative matter, and they all express what lies beyond their

  imaginatively devised forms.




  Greek religion also contained elements much less benevolent than those stressed by Schleiermacher. When he says, ‘Let the universe be intuited and worshipped in all

  ways’, he is perhaps not really thinking of the sacrifice of children to the god of war, in order to achieve victory in battle. There are dark and chaotic forces among the gods, and human

  relationships with them vary from the frankly utilitarian (‘I will obey you if you do this for me’) to the mystical (‘Let your wisdom live within me’).




  The worshippers of the gods are also surely more concerned with the causal powers of their gods than Schleiermacher allows. They really do want to rid themselves of plague, gain good crops of

  wheat and defeat their enemies in war. They entreat the gods to help attain their human desires and allay their human fears. This may be crude and it may be ineffective. Fertilisers may be a better

  way to get good crops than praying to Hera. But prayer to the gods was part of the religion of the Homeric age. It is hard to imagine that the only thing these worshippers were really concerned

  about was ‘yielding themselves wholly to leisurely contemplation’. The gods symbolised active powers, after all, and as such they were believed to have some effects on what happened in

  the world. Schleiermacher, of course, knew about the laws of nature and realised that the old gods had been pensioned off long ago. But for the ancient Greeks the gods could affect human affairs if

  they wished. Whatever causal powers the symbols of the gods denoted, they could be influenced by human rituals and entreaties, and that was part of their importance. To that extent

  Schleiermacher’s construal of religion as consisting in its pure form in feeling alone does not seem entirely to reflect the complexity of the human psyche, the way that humans think they can

  have some sort of causally effective relationship with the gods.




  Even the way Schleiermacher describes the religious feeling has a decidedly late eighteenth-century ring about it. There is a rather notorious moment in the second of the Speeches wherein

  Schleiermacher compares religious intuition with sexual intercourse:




  

    

      

        Even as the beloved and ever-sought form fashions itself, my soul flees toward it; I embrace it, not as a shadow, but as the holy essence itself. I lie

        on the bosom of the infinite world. At this moment I am its soul, for I feel all its powers and its infinite life as my own; at this moment it is my body; for I penetrate its muscles and its

        limbs as my own, and its innermost nerves move according to my sense and my presentiment as my own.




        Speeches, p. 113


      


    


  




  The idea of union with the infinite in an ecstatic embrace, though it may have been appealing to poets like Goethe and Wordsworth, is not, I imagine, often mentioned in

  Presbyterian churches these days. Rare is the Calvinist preacher who ascends the pulpit, and declaims: ‘Put aside all your doctrines and creeds. They are the vain speculations of dead

  philosophers and divines. Put aside all your moral rules and principles. They are the product of centuries of socialisation. Concentrate just on the one truly religious thing: I adjure you to lie

  on the bosom of the infinite world.’




  This does not seem to be what Agamemnon and Achilles, those bloodthirsty and heroic warriors, would really care for, any more than it seems to be what Presbyterians go to church to find.

  Nevertheless, it is not absurd to think that ancient warriors and Protestant businessmen alike could find sense in the idea of being filled with power, with strength, courage, flair and energy,

  which comes from beyond their own conscious minds. And they could find sense in coming to see their own lives as parts of what Schleiermacher calls ‘a work of the world spirit progressing

  into infinity’, or, in what would be perhaps a more Greek way of thinking, a participation in the play of the gods, giving deeper sense and more enduring value to the seemingly arbitrary

  vagaries of good and bad fortune.




  In the Iliad human lives are taken up into the purposes of the gods – often themselves haphazard and perverse, no doubt, but at least immortal and aiming at goals that some of the

  gods, at least, value. They are imbued with the powers and values of the gods, the strength of Apollo, the wisdom of Athene, the wild savagery of Ares. Their brief lives are

  sanctified, touched by immortality, sustained by a vision of wider purposes, strengthened to face pain and disappointment, by their walking in the world in the company of the gods.




  If all that is embraced by what Schleiermacher means by ‘feeling’, by the ‘intuition of the infinite’, and I think that it is, then the religious sense is not simply a

  rather self-indulgent leisurely contemplation. It is an attempt, in a world hardly known and understood at all, and in a society of lives brief, tenuous and almost certain to end in violence, to

  share in the happy life of the gods. For a little while, humans grasp at immortality, and occasionally feel its power. They do not indeed become eternal, but they see the sacred Olympian mountain

  from afar. They see the gods ascending and descending to touch human lives briefly with unending life. For a little while, so far as it is possible for finite beings, these humans are able to see

  all things temporal under the aspect of eternity, and to ‘hold eternity in an hour’.




  It is the strength of Schleiermacher that he has drawn attention, naturally in terms of the German Romanticism of his time, to the peculiar sort of apprehension or intuition which gives rise to

  talk of gods. He draws attention to the way in which finite things can come to speak of something beyond themselves, of a transcendent depth which fills them with significance beyond their

  transient individuality, and which can draw the mind and heart into a felt unity with that source of significance and power. The Romantics catch something important about the gods. But there is

  also something that they miss. That is the element of terror and dread which is also part of the human response to the gods – or part of that way of apprehending the powers and energies of

  experienced reality which gives rise to images of the gods.




  Rudolf Otto: the sense of the numinous




  Rudolf Otto (1869–1937) lived in darker times than Schleiermacher. The heady optimism that followed the French and American revolutions, which

  saw Europe rise to cultural pre-eminence in the world, collapsed during Otto’s lifetime into the carnage of the First World War. Great art, it turned out, was compatible with moral

  obtuseness, and the pointless deaths of eight-hundred thousand French and German soldiers at Verdun was contemporary with performances of the extravagantly Romantic music of Richard Wagner and

  Richard Strauss. Beneath the Enlightenment appeals to Reason, deeper and more disturbing passions waited to be unleashed, in the mud of the trenches and to the sound of the screams of shells and

  men.




  Otto cannot be blamed for this, But, reflecting his own times, he was more aware than Schleiermacher of the non-rational and often destructive powers that live in the human soul. His great work,

  The Idea of the Holy, published in 1917, and therefore completed during the Great War, locates the heart of religion in that non-rational realm. Like Schleiermacher, Otto looked for, and

  thought he had discovered, the essence of religious feeling. Oddly enough, he found a different feeling from that of Schleiermacher. To name this feeling he adapted (or thought he had invented) the

  word ‘numinous’, giving it the special meaning of standing for the object of the special and distinctive non-rational element of feeling or intuition in religion.




  Whereas the Romantics found religious feeling in the sense of a basically benevolent Infinity, Otto describes the numinous in terms of the ‘uncanny’, the ‘weird’ and what

  arouses in us ‘grisly horror and shuddering’. He depicts the birth of the gods in the arousal of this feeling in human prehistory. The sense of the numinous he describes as the sense of

  a reality mysterium tremendum et fascinans (such ideas always sound more significant in Latin).




  The feeling is one of ‘submergence into nothingness before an overpowering, absolute might’. It contains an element of mystery, because it is rationally incomprehensible,

  extraordinary and beyond any concepts. Naturally, since it is beyond concepts, there is nothing much one can say about it. But it is a sense of being confronted by something ‘wholly

  other’, quite outside normal experience, completely alien, incommensurable with thought. It is not a puzzle, which we might one day understand. It is a mystery, something

  thought just cannot get any grip on. And it encounters us in some sort of experience – we might say, it is apprehended but not comprehended and not even comprehensible. Otto simply challenges

  us to think of such an experience in our own lives, and if we cannot, he says that we may as well stop reading his book.
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