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The essay discusses immanent versus transcendent concepts in the context of the art of living, as well as the understanding of human consciousness in the context of religion. Science provides us with a far reaching understanding of natural processes, including biological evolution, but also with deep  insights into its own intrinsic limitations. This is consistent with more than one interpretation on the “metatheoretical“, that is on the philosophical and cultural level, including liberal, enlightened forms of religion as well as agnostic views. Choices and preferences are mainly a matter of wisdom and art of living, and not just of knowledge, and this, in my view, supports metaphysical and anthropological optimism as expressed in liberal pro-religious ideas. Within Christian theology, metaphysical optimism and openness are most characteristic for the ideas of “apokatastasis” – “salvation for all” - repeatedly condemned as heretical, but also widely supported from early Christianity to modern times.

                 Immanence is good – transcendence is better

The human cognitive capabilities, though far reaching, are limited in principle, especially with respect to human self-understanding. In many respects there is a complementary relation between what is certain and what is interesting. What we know for sure is often boring, and when it comes to our own existence uncertainty increases. The understanding of human life and the universe is characterized by this complementarity, namely by the contrast between more or less confirmed scientific conclusions and intuitive, partially pre-rational ideas  of our image  of human beings on which equally bright and good-natured people differ from one another, and which cannot conclusively be resolved. The different viewpoints can often be categorized by the alternative of immanence and transcendence. With immanence we mean that speculations beyond the realm of verified knowledge are pointless, all that counts are the physical reality and the laws of nature. This concerns, in particular, the understanding of the divine. Within immanent world views, the divine is not a superior principle; it is a product – in fact an illusionary product – of the biological evolution of the human brain and its function. In this context, profound thinkers supporting agnostic ideas, including Darwin, set a question mark when it comes to human values: Can pro-social behaviour be achieved without expectations of rewards in a life after death? Perhaps they did not have to worry – nowadays many people especially in Western society think in agnostic terms, and yet they are, by and large, neither better nor worse than Christians.  There are sources of social attitudes other than religion. 

   There is almost complete consensus nowadays (in Europe at least) that in case of conflict between biblical tradition and modern science the scientific results are valid, and that we do not need to invoke repeated interventions of God to explain, in terms of science, even highly complicated and involved processes such as the evolution of life on earth. However, science before the 20th century did not yet provide a profound explanation of the physical basis of chemistry, nor of cosmology – just those branches of science that were setting the stage on which the drama of biological evolution could take place strictly in accordance with the laws of science and logic. In this context immanent world views imply a neglect of basic issues: Why does something exist at all, and not nothing? Why are the laws of physics such that they could lead to life, including human life with mental capabilities? Why is human consciousness, the very prerequisite of all science, that resistant towards scientific explanations which would reach consensus among the scientific community?   

   Concepts of transcendence consider the laws of nature as reflecting the far reaching but none the less limited (limited even by laws of nature!) scope of human cognition. The images of man and the universe in our heads are just images – correct in some dimensions (as real picture are in two), but incomplete in others as pictures are in the third dimension – incomplete representations of what we may call an all embracing wholeness.

   Basically a distinction between immanence and transcendence implies a decision between satisfaction with what we can know with some certainty, and a notion of the art of living that does not exclude some of the most interesting aspects of our life although they only allow for more or less plausible intuitions rather than for stringent explanations. Our attitudes on these issues are influenced in many ways by our social environment, personal experience and education, but most likely also by personal dispositions: As we are more or less responsive to music and poetry, we can be more or less responsive to religion.

               Why religion? Contributions to the art of living

   What can we expect from religion, in its peaceful, human versions open to the art of living? Let us propose a short list:

Sense: Religious ideas can give sense to human activities and contribute to a positive attitude toward life.

Fate: Religion is dealing and helping us with aspects of life that are beyond our control.

Structure: Religion may structure life and the year providing festive events mediated by cult and ritual.

Nature: Religion connects human consciousness with the mental order of the world.

Empathy: Religion relates men to men and encourages empathy and cooperation.

Time: The strategic thoughts of us extend beyond our own lifespan; we expect from religion to reconcile this awareness of our own limited lifespan with an optimistic and positive understanding of our existence. 

God: Religion can provide a feeling of belonging to the order of life and the world including an approach to the divine by prayer and ritual.

              Human consciousness, science, and religion

   In monotheistic religions, especially in Christian religious thought, what we called “embracing wholeness” is God and the divine. Man does not create God, God created man. In modern terms, he created the laws of nature which cause the evolution of man, including the neural correlates of intelligence and human consciousness. What, then, is the relation between consciousness and reality? Things exist, there is our real world. We cannot construct it by pure thought, but we can understand features of it by thinking. The history of human thought from ancient Greek philosophy up to modern science demonstrates an impressive relation between mental capabilities of human beings and the scientific order of nature (for example E=mc2) . In biblical terms, man is created “as God’s image”. I understand “image” as meaning that man in his mind participates partially, but only partially, in divine creativity and in the order of the universe, and that his individual consciousness is image of a superior divine (meta-) consciousness.
   Human consciousness is a result of the biological evolution of the human brain. It has general, and generalizable features. Similar as in other fields such as technology - for instance, the invention of the wheel and its highly diversified and developed applications - this can lead to capabilities far beyond the evolutionary origin. Human consciousness does not lend itself to stringent objective definitions and cannot, in principle, be fully explained in terms of physical laws, data and processes. This applies, in particular, to self-reference which is characteristic of conscious thought: I know that I am, but I do not know what I am. 

   Modern quantum physics, as characterized by Heisenberg’s uncertainty relation, indicates that physically real is only something which can be known and investigated by physical means – irrespective as to whether I or we or somebody else actually knows it. Let us try to apply this insight to the universe as a whole: A universe is physically real only if it is recognizable – and recognition is only possible from within. This notion corresponds to a version of the so-called anthropic principle: The physical and cosmological order of the universe, the values assumed by the constants of physics and cosmology must be such as to allow, at least in some stage and place, the evolution of conscious beings with high cognitive capabilities as they are characteristic for the human brain; an anthropological consequence with theological implications on the status of man in the universe. The question whether there are other universes cannot be decided by physics in principle and does not make much sense.

   One more step towards “deep” theological questions, far beyond the scope of science: Can God be approached by speech and thoughts, do prayers make sense? Is individual human consciousness, considered as “image” of God’s all-embracing meta-consciousness, somehow represented in the latter? Does salvation imply timeless participation of the human “soul” in the divine order? 

   When it comes to such “deep” questions on the relation of human beings to themselves and to the universal order, religions depend on pre-rational assumptions, intuitions, metaphors and poetry. The great religions differ more in these pre-assumptions than in the spectrum of topics they are dealing with. Buddhism teaches re-incarnation, a causality of punishment and reward, and the longing for a timeless nirvana free of suffering. Judaism and Islam insist on the strict validity of holy scriptures revealed by God to Moses, and to Mohammed respectively. Christians see the key role of the relation between God and human beings in a historical divine man who mediates our salvation – as expressed by the fish symbol of early Christianity: “Ichtys” as abbreviation of “Iesous Christos Theou Yos Soter”, “Jesus Christ God’s Son Saviour”.

                     Christianity and metaphysical optimism
Christianity allows for metaphorical interpretations of holy scriptures

One of the fundamental features of Christianity is often called the belief in a personal God; but “personal” is more like a metaphor. God is not a person as I am, only God has all-embracing consciousness.  And yet one can speak, in prayers, to God personally; in this respect the metaphor makes sense. The individual human being is person not only for other men, but also for God; man is connected in his consciousness with the divine. God, however, can neither be represented in pictures and sculptures, nor can he be clearly defined in theoretical terms; we rather depend on symbols. This also applies to salvation. An artist may paint a paradise, but this could hardly do justice to ideas beyond our limited imagination, when even human notions of “time” and “eternity” become inadequate. I think, however, that once we have understood basic concepts as metaphorical, then verbal and pictorial metaphors, fantasy, and art make sense if we keep their limitations in mind; there are no better means in view of the limitations of human cognition.

The present religious situation in Germany

In accordance with quantitative studies such as the “Religionsmonitor”, my impression is that there are two popular lines of thoughts on religion in Germany: A Christian religion that is much liberalized as result of humanistic enlightenment, such that the adherents are rather free and selective with respect to traditional beliefs and doctrines which they do or don’t accept – and, alternatively, a humanistic atheism or agnosticism that, however, incorporated many Christian notions  transformed into abstract concepts – an example is “human dignity”, a transformed version of man as the creator’s image. We are free to choose. These two popular beliefs are more similar and related to each other than it seems at first sight, and they co-exist fairly well in society. Somewhat more of a problem are fundamentalists with less tolerant Christian or atheist convictions. It seems to me that by now, in contrast to the past, there is more mental intolerance expressed by radical atheist groups. 

Theological alternatives

With respect to Christian lines of thought there are different basic attitudes: a universalism according to which there is salvation for everybody including the sinners (Origines – Eriugena – Meister Eckhart - Pico de la Mirandola – Erasmus – Schleiermacher , and in a sense also, for instance, Goethe in the final part of his “Faust” and Mahler in the “symphony of resurrection”…); or alternatively, the belief that salvation is selective, and is only for the orthodox, the obedient, the true believers, the chosen ones… (Augustinus, Dante, Luther, Calvin…). Often, though not always, are these views correlated with the alternative of free will versus complete determination of individuals and their fate. 

   Another alternative is either to see the divine in the order of nature and the cosmos, with the extreme version of pantheism (“God is everywhere in the cosmos, in fact, God is the cosmos”), or to find the divine deep in ones consciousness (an extreme version is a mysticism towards the notion “I am God”). In their more moderate forms notions invoking nature and consciousness are not irreconcilable.

        Metaphysical optimism: Salvation for all

Among the basic alternatives mentioned above, salvation for all may be considered as the Christian version of metaphysical and anthropological optimism: God wants the best for all of us, including disbelievers and sinners. For example Eriugena in the ninth century: the world emanates from God, therein men as God’s images in a mental sense, and finally the world returns, with all men after more or less intensive purification of the souls, to God. Hell does not exist. Salvation is for everybody: The church(es) rejected  such thoughts as heretical. Apparently they did not want to give up their privilege of administering divine grace and their threats of punishment in hell, but the ideas persisted for nearly two thousand years; they are certainly not sectarian. Their historical origin was the teaching of early fathers of the church, especially Origines and Clement, proclaiming apokatastasis or salvation for all, to be further developed and varied in many ways by the protagonists in European cultural history mentioned above. 

   At present, apokatastasis is not a common, well-known topic, but the underlying attitude is of major importance for the acceptance or rejection of religious beliefs. Presumably there are more biblical quotations against than in favour of it, and this may lead us onto somewhat thin ice theologically; but human reason and empathy are in favour of universal salvation: It is pro-social in a world of many beliefs, it is not egocentric, it is liberal, and it expresses a metaphysical optimism that is consistent with wisdom in the “art of living”.

Some (very) open issues

When salvation is for all, the nearness to God may still differ somewhat; thus, it may depend on previous human suffering as well as on good or bad actions; we don’t have to resolve such issues of religious beliefs theoretically and can leave them to God.

   Why is there so much suffering in the world?  In the history of philosophy all attempts of explanation were rather unconvincing, and there is no answer in sight. 

   Another basic issue is related to human fate. It is very much affected by chance encounters with fellow men, by finding partners, by chances in professional life, and beyond all this by health and illness. Many crucial events depend on what the physicist Wolfgang Pauli called “synchronicity”, namely the coincidence by chance of two completely independent events and processes in the course of time. Such coincidences are not determined, if we understand “determined” as potentially predictable by calculation based on empirical data – what else could be called “determined”? Therefore, “Human fate is in the hands of God” is a possible theological statement not inconsistent with the laws of nature.

   And these, after all, are only three out of many open questions. To live with them is an essential aspect of human existence.  
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