Jan. 6/05 email to Joshua Ben Adam Society (JBAS)

In Defense of Religion

Here is a challenge to Herb or anyone else- put up a clear defense of any good that religion has contributed to humanity. Herb often speaks in general terms of the good that religion contributes but has never provided one example of something good that religion and religion alone has been responsible for. I would argue that what Herb and others have pointed to are all common expressions of a common human spirit- such as love, forgiveness, mercy, or helping others.

I am aware of nothing that religion alone has contributed to human society- something that religion on its own has done that no other institution/movement/ideology has or can do; something (some good) that is uniquely religious and that the common human spirit does not similarly promote.

Further, I would argue that the darker themes that are foundational to all religion distort the more humane things that religion promotes, if not entirely undermining these good things.

Remember the origin and development of religion, the original template (this exposes its true nature- see for instance Explosion: An inquiry into the origins of art and religion by John Pfieffer). Ancient shaman emerged as a new elite class to control the ignorant masses. Out of this class of controllers there developed the idea of gods as male rulers (King God). The shaman also developed ceremony and art to frighten and manipulate others to serve the shamanistic agenda. Religion thereby developed to embody the most barbaric impulses of the ancients to separate, exclude, dominate, demonize, punish and destroy. The shaman developed a mythology to validate the worst in primitive human society. 

Out of the themes of the ancients later salvation religions developed the equally dark mythology of Fall/apocalyptic, where demonic people had ruined paradise, now insiders must try to save or destroy the deluded outsiders before the coming Purge of evil in order to restore the original paradise.

This viewpoint is foundational to both Eastern and Western versions of religion. In fact, this viewpoint is religion across the globe and through much of human history. 

Gradually humanity has been either trying to humanize the old religious viewpoint or breaking free with new views of reality and life. The Sumerians came up with the earliest ideas of forgiving enemies, the Greek slave women promoted the first movement for personal freedom, the Greeks in general developed the first ideas of humanity as one family (in the pre-BC era), and later evolutionists promoted the first conception of life as a rising trajectory, and so on. Which of these and many other breakthroughs can be classified as uniquely religious or due solely to religion? How many of the great breakthroughs of modern consciousness came from people who at the time were vilified as ‘lunatic fringe’. They often had to swim against the tide of majority religious viewpoints. 

Now don't try to muddy things by arguing that sometimes the people who promoted humane breakthroughs were religious therefore some noted good idea or thing is religious in nature or origin. I would counter that the common human spirit manifests and expresses itself in all sorts of contexts, including repressive religious contexts. Even there it is possible to make a breakthrough to humane reality.

To prove the good contribution of religion you need to establish that some identifiable good is due solely to religion or is purely religious in nature. Show that religion and only religion is responsible for this good (it is due to the religious spirit not to the human spirit). And explain how this contribution of good can emerge and develop as something genuinely humane within the general nature of religion as the purveyor of Fall/apocalyptic? Wendell Krossa

PS. Let me add here that I honor as much as anyone else all those people who identify themselves as religious, or doing religious work, who contribute positively to human society. I just choose to make a distinction between what is religious and what is commonly human. I don’t like confusion.

Jan. 7/05

OK Herb, what makes religion uniquely religion? Eliade in Patterns In Comparative Religion argues that what makes religion uniquely religion is something that manifests the sacred. It has to do with the awareness of the sacred in something otherwise profane. Here is that fundamental issue of creating barriers that separate something common to all and making it something special that belongs to the elect insiders. 

And here is where I find such confusion- awareness is part of general human consciousness. The religious contribution here is to take this general human awareness (i.e. of transcendence) and to focus it on devotion to sky gods, to demonizing humanity and neglecting humanity, to fear and guilt and a history of other nasty things. Yes, along the way many have tried to humanize the beast with such things as uplifting worship of sky gods (uplifting if you find dependence and subservience uplifting).

But the awareness of transcendence which is commonly human, part of the general human consciousness, is not a religious thing. The religious contribution has been to distort and redirect this awareness to a dehumanizing devotion to the invisible.

And to return to the issue of creating barriers, which has also been a significant part of the relgious contribution. We deal with a number of archaic drives that lead to creating barriers. There is the old band orientation to separate, exclude and dominate or destroy others. This has been expressed through many avenues- ethnicity, nationality, and religion. Even today across the globe it defines how people will treat and relate to others. The Tamils and Buddhists of Sri Lanka refuse to help one another in the midst of a horrible tragedy. They favor their own first. Religion, along with ethnicity, reinforces this sense of separate identity which is behind this erection of barriers. They possess our truth (the religious thing) versus the ignorance of outsiders. They value the children of God (our group) over the people of Satan (all outsiders).

So my challenge stands- what positive good does religion account for? Wendell Krossa
Jan. 7/05

Here is the quote I was looking for in the Introduction to Comparative Patterns- "Religion must be described and understood on its own terms, or within its own planes of reference...it has a language and form of its own that has been recognized historically and cross-culturally...Every human being, according to Eliade, has the innate capacity to apprehend the revelatory presence of the sacred. Hence, we are all homo religiosus... Eliade understands the creation of symbol systems as imaginative responses by homo religiosus to the presence of the sacred in the world". And more.

But the unique religious contribution that I see here is not awareness of transcendence which is a 'good' that is commonly human. The religious contribution here is to define this awareness in terms of the sacred/profane division or barrier. Religion creates a barrier, it separates, and thereby confuses people as to what transcendence/God is all about (not in the profane or ordinary of humanity but only in the sacred or special). And historically we see this contribution of religion in separating humanity into insiders/outsiders and demonizing the outsider. Religion separates and creates barriers with this sacred/profane division of people, space and time. Wendell Krossa

Jan. 7/05

Let me add that what religion has been about in creating barriers so also people have used ethnicity, nationalism, secularism and other ideologies/movements/institutions. Its more about understanding those underlying drives such as the tendency to adopt a band orientation- to identify oneself as separate from others, to exclude them, to treat them as outsiders and to engage in all the retributive behavior associated with such stances. While religion has been a major historical manifestation of such underlying drives, when religion is abandoned it does not mean that we won't find some other way of manifesting the same drives. Wendell Krossa

Jan.11/05   Religion as the sacred

Eliade in Patterns in Comparative Religion tries to answer the question: What is religion? He argues that religion has to do with that which manifests the sacred. The sacred is set in opposition to the profane and secular.

Now the sacred may be found in any area of life. Every society has chosen things and turned them into the sacred (hierophanies) from all areas of life- things, behaviors, or whatever.

Making something sacred requires separating this thing out from others of its kind. And this is the key point to understanding religion, this promotion of separation/barrier. Ultimately, this impulse to separate certain items out from a group of similar things is to replicate the great supposed separation of God from impure/profane humanity.

What determines which thing of a group of like things will be chosen as sacred? The criterion is- “everything unusual, unique, new, perfect or monstrous at once becomes imbued with magico-religious powers and an object of veneration or fear” (regarded as divine or demonic, p.13). He goes on to elaborate on the criteria for choosing things sacred- everything alien, strange, new, out of the ordinary, unusual things, uncommon sights, new habits, strange foods and ways of doing things, or anything great of its kind. “The unusual, this disastrous, the mysterious… are set apart from the round of ordinary experience” (p.18). This is the essential nature of religion to focus on the extraordinary as special and to thereby devalue ordinary humanity and ordinary life. In doing this it promotes guilt, shame, and fear over the ordinary as profane, separated and less special or worthy.

And to underscore a point I made years ago (noted in Campbell) about the insanity at the core of the mythical/religious viewpoint, Eliade notes that the sacralization of the strange and extraordinary is also applied to the selection of religious leaders. “That shaman, sorcerers, and medicine men are recruited for preference from among neuropaths and those who are nervously unbalanced is due to this same value set upon the unaccustomed and the extraordinary”. 

As Campbell noted, the shaman were often schizophrenic, irrational and this is evident in the nonsensical nature of much early mythology. These men created the earliest template of mythical/religious thought, out of their unbalanced irrationality. Hence, the irrational themes of separation, exclusion, domination and destruction that have shaped the core of the mythical/religious viewpoint. Religion was not just founded on error (the great supposed separation from God) but it was founded on the irrationality and even insanity of the earliest mythmakers. 

The material above points to the real nature of the sacred. This is religion. And subsequent generations continued to adopt, adapt and refine the themes of early mythology, and even tried to humanize it all in later millennia. But when great minds, like Paul, continued to fiddle around with this stuff in later generations it certainly undermined the value of what they were doing (Crichton- she was well intentioned but had bad information and that made her dangerous). However, it doesn't lessen the value of their contribution in other areas.

As Crichton says, too many bad ideas hang around far too long. C ‘mon, isn’t it time to grow up. Wendell Krossa

Email response to JBAS from Bob Brinsmead Jan.12/05

This is a very good outline.  I wrote on the distinction between the sacred and the profane about 20 years ago in my Farewell to Religion. My basic thesis stands, although after 20 years I would add a few more words to that. Whereas religion makes that which is separate and special sacred, JBA makes the ordinary life of ordinary people sacred, the sphere of the kingdom of God. “Wisdom is before him who is wise –the ordinary and the mundane as the sphere of the kingdom – but the fools eyes –are looking for something special and the sign of God’s presence – unto the ends of the earth.”

But the point not to be missed here is that as soon as you have a group of people making some rock, day, food, person/office sacred, on that line you divide the whole of humanity.  The holy people or God’s people are those who venerate that thing as sacred whereas the rest of the world are rejected, demonized, on the wrong side, are outsiders if they venerate something different. Thus as Paul said, the Law or Religion (same thing in Paul) is a midwall of partition between those in the cult and those outside the cult.  Religion is anti-human on the basis that it is always divisive.

Never forget that the word Law in Paul means Religion.  That is plain from Galatians.  The best scholarship available of contempory literature in Paul’s day has demonstrated the equation of the Greek nomos and the Latin religio – or for that matter the Hebrew Torah, the Persian din (den) or Aramaic dath.  (See Sanderson, Paul and Palestinian Judaism comment on the meaning of nomos) Paul virtually says, “Even if you have the purest Nomos from the Mountain of God, if you live by it or under it you are in prison, in jail, under the slavemaster, and it will, a la Romans 7, turn you into a blithering idiot who is also a slave to sin.  Why can’t people read Paul and understand these basic things. Unfortunately he was not understood on this point, so his followers took his writings and made them part of the new Nomos.  



