These are posts from a discussion group (JBAS) and therefore reflect off-the-top-of-the-head musing without much attention to proper grammar or other niceties. Topics often relate to book reviews.
Valuing Humanity
In a proper valuation of humanity is it helpful to understand something of the divine in humanity or is this not really necessary? Can we properly value humanity without any such perception? Can we still value humanity fully in some more secularist manner? Or is humanity properly valued in terms of the life that is lived? The quality of life- as defined by such things as compassion.

Armstrong in History of God notes that in ancient mythology it was believed that humanity had been created from the substance of a god. Humans therefore shared the divine nature. There was no gulf between humans and gods. All shared the same nature and were derived from the same substance. The pagan vision, she says, was holistic. The gods were not shut off from the human race in a separate, ontological sphere. Divinity was not essentially different from humanity. Yes, there is the element of pantheism here.

Then the early Biblical authors begin to perceive a distinction between the human and the divine. And some of the gods of the ancient mid east become more separate and distant from humanity. They did not involve themselves in the ordinary, profane lives of their followers.

The Jewish God however, appeared often to his followers, in dreams and in human form. There were more frequent encounters with God. This was a sort of return to the pagan holistic view, says Armstrong. Gods showed up at any time.

But the Israelites moved on to transform their God into a symbol of transcendence. Yahweh opened the gulf between humanity and the divine once again. As in the appearance to Elijah, this God was not in the forces of nature but in a realm apart. And in the Axial Age (800-200 BC) there was much more flowering of religious thought and development of these perceptions. People began to see that their various gods were simply manifestations of one divine Absolute that transcended them all. The gods were seen more and more as symbols of a single transcendent Reality.

In the East there was similar development of religious thought. Hindus and Buddhists sought new ways to transcend the gods. Hindus evolved a conception of godhood that transcended the gods but was found intimately present in all things. A sacred power called Brahman. This came to mean “a power which sustains everything. The whole world was seen as the divine activity welling up form the mysterious being of Brahman, which was the inner meaning of all existence. The Upanishads encouraged people to cultivate a sense of Brahman in all things…it was an unveiling of the hidden ground of all being”. This divine power pervades, sustains and inspires us, comments Armstrong. Awareness of this is to experience a new dimension of self. “Brahman pervades the world and as Atman, is found eternally in each one of us”. In this perception, according to Armstrong, reason is not denied but transcended. This is about an experience that goes beyond the purely logical or cerebral. This is a constant theme in the history of God. And as noted above, she points out that Hindus apparently understood the transcendent element of this power but also recognized its immanence in humanity.

The Buddha focused less on God or gods and more on right living. He did not deny the gods but believed the ultimate Reality of nirvana was higher than the gods. Instead of relying on a god he urged people to save themselves. In his view life was dukkha and consisted entirely of suffering. Life was wholly awry. So he taught that to gain release from dukkha one should live a life of compassion for all living things, speaking and behaving gently, kindly and accurately and refraining from drugs or intoxicants (beer too?). Damn, I just missed nirvana.

 But in this pursuit of right living he argued that life would yield a sense of transcendent meaning. And yes, there is an overly dark element to his perception of life and an element of escapism. 

Others argued that nirvana was analogous to God or ultimate Reality. It was about the incorruptible, permanent, imperishable, ageless, deathless, and bliss. The ultimate security. Buddhists complained that the concept of God was too limiting to express their conception of ultimate reality. The Buddha said language was not equipped to deal with a reality that lay beyond concepts and reason. He believed that a person’s theology or beliefs were not important. The only thing that counted was the good life.

In all these differing strands of religious thought there are interesting similarities and underlying themes. What can we find that is still useful in understanding and explaining humanity and life today? Did Jesus tap into something important to proper valuation of humanity with his emphasis on the kingdom- that God was among and in you? The gift of God that was to inspire mercy and justice toward others.

Armstrong answers the question of the divine in valuing humanity- “In the new ideologies of the Axial Age, there was a general agreement that human life contained a transcendent element that was essential…they were united in seeing it as crucial to the development of men and women as full human beings”. Is she right?

Also, “The prophets had discovered for themselves the overriding duty of compassion, which would become the hallmark of all the major religions formed in the Axial Age”.

The Buddha taught his followers to ‘ignore’ the God issue and focus on living right- compassion, gentleness. Sounds like Bob. Does this mean Bob has been a closet Buddhist among us all these years?

And then- “When the prophets thought about man, they automatically also thought about God, whose presence in the world seems inextricably bound up with his people. Indeed, God is dependent upon humanity when he wants to act in the world- an idea that would become very important in the Jewish conception of the divine. There are even hints that human beings can discern the activity of God in their own emotions and experiences, that Yahweh is part of the human condition”. History of God, p.57.

This is an area where much exploration and innovation has taken place. Many have by and large left the old ways of perceiving- in terms of gods/God. Now we hear such options as the ‘infinity of human potential’ as a new marker for God (Sheehan). Or our consciousness being the manifestation of a greater Consciousness (Campbell). Campbell also ties this into concepts like Mind at Large (we are the eyes, voice, mind of this Mind at Large) and also still makes reference to God. Others find ways of valuing humanity in more ‘secular’ terms but that still carry something of the great discoveries of past insights into Transcendence. Dyson speaks of the ‘unbounded nature of human mind’. And he holds to a teleology (purpose, goal). So much variety here. But it all speaks to something Unspeakable, Unknowable, Incomprehensible as the very ground of our being. In which we live, move and have our existence.

And I would emphasize with Hope that love should define this great Ultimate Reality more than anything. This sets humanity apart as unique in the animal world. This makes sense of existence. The amazing capability to experience and show love and how this supreme human value has transformed lives and human history in general. This is something that even the more secular-minded can hold to, sensing with a common human consciousness that this is a supreme value in life.

“All you need is love”- John Lennon.
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