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This new edition of acclaimed essays explores sea changes in the relationship between

religion and science over the course of Western culture and suggest possible breakthroughs

toward reaching an enlightened consciousness.

"An invaluable collection of essays by the foremost religious writer in America today." --This

text refers to the paperback edition.About the AuthorHuston Smith, widely regarded as the

most learned and literary contemporary writer on the history of religions, is Former Professor

of Philosophy at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and at Syracuse University. His

books include The World’s Religions, Forgotten Truth, and the award-winning Why Religion

Matters. He lives in Berkeley, California. --This text refers to the paperback edition.
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FrontiersNotesPreface to the Third Edition“If, by some strange device, a man of our century

could step backwards in time and mix with the people of a distant age,” Gai Eaton wrote in The

King of the Castle, “he would have good cause to doubt either their sanity or his own” (p. 7).

The sun’s daily cycle, a raven’s flight, mossy oaks, and water gushing from a glade would look

familiar enough, but the meanings they carried for his new associates would be different. Each

would think he knew what constitutes common sense and human normality, but their common

sense would differ from his and their normality might seem to him abnormal. Questioning

everything they took for granted and astonished that they did not see how much their

conclusions were controlled by arbitrary assumptions, he would find everything he took for

granted similarly called into question. His “Why?” would be met with their “Why?”, and he would

have no answer.The essays here assembled attempt a move like the one just envisioned: they

invite us to step outside our current Western outlook to see it in perspective. The limitations of

earlier outlooks are so obvious that we forget that ours, too, is built on premises history will



smile on. Science and the historical record we now possess may seem to exempt us from the

perspectival character of human vision, but we know, of course, that they do not. Like those

who have lived before us, we too have fished certain objectives from the sea of human

possibilities. These in turn have firmed up premises that support them, and from these

premises an entire outlook has been spun—such possibilities are what these essays try to

show. To compare our worldview with others is not to set light against shadow. It is to compare

twilight zones; different kinds of limitations, “as though a man tunneling his way out of prison

were to emerge within the perimeter, exchanging one cell for another. So it must always be,”

Eaton concludes, “unless the prisoner learns that freedom lies in quite another direction, never

through the tunnel of time” (ibid.).We shall encounter this other, atemporal and noncumulative

dimension of knowledge in Part Two of this book. Here the point is that the stages peoples’

outlooks pass through on the temporal continuum have led the West to one that has come to

be called “Postmodern” to distinguish it from the Modernity that began in the seventeenth

century and ended around the middle of the last century. The Modern Mind took its cues from

the new worldview that science introduced, but twenty-first-century science has abandoned not

just that worldview, but worldviews generally. From Aristotle to Dante, the world was pictured as

a series of concentric spheres. Newton replaced that with his clockwork universe, but quantum

mechanics gives us, not a new picture of the world, but no picture at all. And philosophy has

followed suit. Metaphysics died around the time that God died, Langdon Gilkey has observed,

tying its death to the “death of God” movement that Nietzsche announced, but which took a

half-century to come to public notice.The essays in this book work toward bringing the world

back into focus, and as the view that emerges resembles traditional ones more than it does

either the Modern worldview or Postmodern lack thereof, the presumption that these latter

have permanently retired the way people used to see things needs to be questioned at the

outset. The ways in which Modernity and Postmodernity have assumed that their perspectives

were less limited than previous ones turn out to be diametrically opposed to each other.

Whereas the Modern Mind assumed that it knew more than its predecessors because the

natural and historical sciences were flooding it with new knowledge about nature and history,

the Postmodern Mind argues (paradoxically) that it knows more than others did because it has

discovered how little the human mind can know. “How well we now know how little we know.”

we shall find James Cutsinger noting in chapter 2.It is a good part of this book’s intent to

question these dual—and to repeat, contradictory—claims to superiority. The Modern Mind’s

mistake was to think that seeing further in a horizontal direction would compensate for loss of

the vertical dimension. If we visualize a line that wanders upward and then downward again to

silhouette the Himalayan range, it is as if Modernity grabbed hold of both ends of that line and

stretched them apart. This collapsed the humps to a straight line along the base of the range,

but Modernity reasoned that since that line could be indefinitely extended, it would enclose a

volume greater than the one the line originally defined.For the error of Postmodernism, we can

visualize the same Himalayan range, but this time work with it differently. We are now inside a

bungalow looking out on Mount Everest’s awesome presence. The air is cold outside, so our

breath begins to fog the window. Ventilation is poor, causing the moisture on the pane to

condense until at some point it becomes difficult to determine whether the shapes we see are

mountains or frosted textures of our own breath as it congeals on the pane. Visitors arrive. Not

having gazed through the window when it was clear, they do not know what lies beyond it, so

they fix on the foreground, assuming unthinkingly that shapes they see are on the windowpane

only. Put straightforwardly, the mistake of Postmodernism is to assume that human beings look

out on the world through windows so befogged that it would be unwise to assume that what



they see is in the world itself.Part One of the book is historical. It traces the course of Western

civilization that has brought it to the Postmodern period.Part Two establishes a vantage point

for viewing the Modern/Postmodern scene.Part Three attends to the facets of that scene that

have engaged me most: higher education, the place of the humanities within that education,

theology, science, and the place of social concerns. Although Modernity and Postmodernity

can be clearly distinguished in principle, practically—in the actual ethos of our time—there is a

great deal of overlap which the essays in this section of the book must sort out.Part Four offers

suggestions for clearing up confusions that bedeviled the twentieth century and are still with us.

An epilogue has been added to this third edition of the book.To try to step outside the

perspective of one’s own culture is a little like trying to step out of the shoes one is walking in.

My talents for the move are no greater than the next person’s, but circumstances have been in

my favor. I was born and raised in a foreign and traditional society—China—yet the longest

stretch of my career was at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, a spearhead of the

modern Western, scientific age. Two worlds were thereby joined. If the slant of these essays

seems surprising at points, the reason may lie in that intersection.Two “housekeeping” details:

All but two of these essays initially appeared elsewhere. I have edited them slightly to fit the

book’s trajectory, but I have not removed all the overlaps that occur in essays that approach

different problems from a single angle and were written for different audiences. Doing so would

have violated the integrity of the essays themselves, but another consideration also entered.

When the reader comes upon an image or quotation that is being repeated, s/he will do well to

take it as a signal. I am repeating myself to emphasize the point that is being made.The

slashed pronoun “s/he” that just appeared introduces the second stylistic point. In this awkward

time of respecting gender pronouns, I have not tried to be consistent in my use of them. Where

I have not found uncumbersome ways to invoke gender-inclusive language, I have alternated

between ideological and stylistic considerations.AcknowledgmentsHad it not been for the

initiative of Richard Payne, then of The Crossroad Publishing Company, and his consultant

Ewert Cousins, the first edition of this book would not have taken form. Had not Douglas Sloan,

editor of the Teachers College Record, requested “Excluded Knowledge” and he and the

Charles F. Kettering Foundation commissioned “Beyond the Modern Western Mindset,” those

essays would not have been written. Most of these essays were written while I was teaching at

Syracuse University where my colleagues and graduate students provided high-spirited

criticisms and basic support. My semester as visiting professor at Villanova University helped

me to write chapter 9, and Quest Books took the initiative in proposing this third edition. Kendra

Smith, whose husband I am, is gifted with an editorial eye that improves with each of my

successive books. To all of these, my sincerest thanks.Part OneDARK WOODIf we think of

contemporary Westerners from all walks of life and the numberless directions in which their

hopes and thoughts extend, we can only conclude what has become a truism: no

comprehensive vision, no concerted sense of reality, informs our age. The opening lines of

Dante’s Divine Comedy could have been written for our twenty-first-century s

Everyman:Midway this way of life we’re bound uponI woke to find myself in a dark wood,Where

the right road was wholly lost and gone.A century ago, John Dewey pointed to “despair of any

integrated outlook and attitude [as] the chief intellectual characteristic of the present age,” and

every succeeding decade has borne him out. Heidegger believed that ages are powered by

works of art that gather scattered practices into unified, persuasive models for behavior and

hold them before people who can then relate to each other along the lines they exemplify. Our

age, though, he felt, is the first whose paradigm is a work, not of art but of technology: the

hydroelectric power station. Being a technological construct, it is value free. The power station



converts the river’s power into a grid that places it at the disposal of any purpose whatever. As

electricity can be used to satisfy any desire we happen to have, this paradigm provides no

directives or motivation for action at all. The consequence is a vacuum of meaning and

purpose, as Saul Bellow, too, noted in his 1976 Nobel Laureate Lecture:The intelligent public is

waiting to hear from Art what it does not hear from Theology, Philosophy, Social Theory, and

what it cannot hear from pure science: a broader, fuller, more coherent, more comprehensive

account of what we human beings are, who we are, and what this life is for. If writers do not

come into the center it will not be because the center is preempted. It is not.I used an invitation

from The Saturday Evening Post to contribute to its “Adventures of the Mind” series as

occasion to trace the intellectual odyssey that has this empty center.1On Living without

Order:The Revolution in Western ThoughtQuietly, irrevocably, something enormous has

happened to Western humanity. Its outlook on life and the world has changed so radically that

in the perspective of history the twentieth century and now the twenty-first are likely to rank—

with the fourth century, which witnessed the triumph of Christianity, and the seventeenth, which

signaled the dawn of modern science—as one of the very few that have instigated genuinely

new epochs in human thought. In this change, which is still in process, we who write and read

these words are playing a crucial but as yet not widely recognized part.The dominant

assumptions of an age color the thoughts, beliefs, expectations, and images of the men and

women who live within it. Being always with us, these assumptions usually pass unnoticed—

like the pair of glasses which, because they are so often on the wearer’s nose, simply stop

being observed. But this doesn’t mean they have no effect. Ultimately, assumptions which

underlie our outlooks on life refract the world in ways that condition our art and our institutions:

the kinds of homes we live in, our sense of right and wrong, our criteria of success, what we

conceive our duty to be, what we think it means to be a man or woman, how we worship our

God, or whether, indeed, we have a God to worship.Thus far the odyssey of Western people

has carried them through three great configurations of such basic assumptions. The first

constituted the Graeco-Roman, or classical, outlook, which flourished up to the fourth century

A.D. With the triumph of Christianity in the Roman Empire, this Graeco-Roman outlook was

replaced by the Christian worldview which proceeded to dominate Europe until the

seventeenth century. The rise of modern science inaugurated a third important way of looking

at things, a way that has come to be encapsulated in the phrase “the Modern Mind.”It now

appears that this modern outlook, too, has run its course and is being replaced by what, in the

absence of a more descriptive term, is simply being called Postmodernism. What follows is an

attempt to describe this most recent sea change in Western thought. I shall begin by bringing

the Christian and modern outlooks into focus; for only so can we see how and to what extent

our emerging thought patterns differ from those that have directly preceded them.From the

fourth-century triumph of Christianity in the Roman Empire through the Middle Ages and the

Reformation, the Western mind was above all else theistic. “God, God, God; nothing but God”—

in the twentieth century one can assume such an exclamation to have come, as it did, from a

theologian. In the Middle Ages, it could have come from anyone. Virtually without question all

life and nature were assumed to be under the surveillance of a personal God whose intentions

toward man were perfect and whose power to implement these intentions was unlimited.In

such a world, life was transparently meaningful. But although people understood the purpose

of their lives, it does not follow that they understood, or even presumed to be capable of

understanding, the dynamics of the natural world. The Bible never expands the doctrine of

creation into a cosmology for the excellent reason that it asserts the universe to be at every

point the direct product of a will whose ways are not man’s ways. God says, “Let there be”—



and there is. That is all. Serene in a blaze of lasting light, God comprehends nature’s ways, but

man sees only its surface.Christian man lived in the world as a child lives in his parents’ house,

accepting its doings unprobed. “Can anyone understand the thunderings of God’s pavilion?”

Elihu asks Job. “Do you know the ordinances of the heavens, how the clouds are balanced or

the lightning shines? Have you comprehended the expanse of the earth, or on what its bases

were sunk when the morning stars sang together and all the sons of God shouted for joy?” To

such rhetorical questions the answer seemed obvious. The leviathan of nature was not to be

drawn from the great sea of mystery by the fishhook of man’s paltry mind.Not until the high

Middle Ages was a Christian cosmology attempted, and then through Greek rather than biblical

inspiration, following the rediscovery of Aristotle’s physics and metaphysics. Meanwhile

nature’s obscurity posed no major problem, for as the cosmos was in good hands, it could be

counted on to furnish a reliable context in which man might work out his salvation. The way to

this salvation lay not through ordering nature to humanity’s purposes but through aligning

humanity’s purposes to God’s. And for this objective, information was at hand. As surely as

God had kept the secrets of nature to himself, he had, through his divine Word and the

teachings of his Church, made man’s duty clear. Those who hearkened to this duty would reap

an eternal reward, but those who refused to do so would perish.We can summarize the chief

assumptions underlying the Christian outlook by saying they held that reality is focused in a

personal God, that the mechanics of the physical world exceed our comprehension, and that

the way to our salvation lies not in conquering nature but in following the commandments

which God has revealed to us.It was the second of these three assumptions—that the

dynamics of nature exceed man’s comprehension—which the sixteenth and seventeenth

centuries began to question, thereby heralding the transition from the Christian to the modern

outlook. Renaissance interest in the early Greeks revived the Hellenic interest in nature and for

the first time in nearly two thousand years, Western man began to look intently at his

environment instead of beyond it. Leonardo da Vinci is symbolic. His anatomical studies and

drawings in general disclose a direction of interest that has turned eye into camera, in his case

an extraordinary camera that could stop the hawk in flight and fix the rearing steed. Once again

humankind was attending to nature’s details as a potential messenger of meaning. The rage to

know God’s handiwork was rivaling the rage to know God himself.The consequence, as we

know, was modern science. Under scrutiny, nature’s blur was found to be provisional rather

than final. With patience, the structure of the universe could be brought into marvelous focus.

Newton’s exclamation caught the excitement perfectly: “O God, I think thy thoughts after thee!”

Although nature’s marvels were infinitely greater than had been supposed, man’s mind was

equal to them. The universe was a coherent, law-abiding system. It was intelligible!It was not

long before this discovery began to reap practical rewards. Drudgery could be relieved, health

improved, goods multiplied, and leisure extended. As these are considerable benefits, working

with intelligible nature began to overshadow obedience to God’s will as a means to human

fulfillment. God was not entirely eclipsed—that would have entailed a break with the past more

violent than history allows. Rather, God was eased toward thought’s periphery. Not atheism but

deism, the notion that God created the world but left it to run according to its own inbuilt laws,

was the Modern Mind’s distinctive religious stance. God stood behind nature as its creator, but

it was through nature that his ways were to be known.Like the Christian outlook, the Modern

outlook can be summarized by identifying its three controlling presuppositions. First, that reality

may be personal is less certain and less important than that it is ordered. Second, man’s

reason is capable of discerning this order as it manifests itself in the laws of nature. Third, the

path to human fulfillment consists primarily in discovering these laws, harnessing them where



this is possible, and complying with them where it is not.The reason for suspecting that this

Modern outlook has had its day and is yielding to a third great wave in Western thought is that

reflective men are no longer confident of any of these three postulates. The first two are the

ones that concern us here. Frontier thinkers are no longer sure that reality is ordered and

orderly. If it is, they are not sure that man’s mind is capable of grasping its order. Combining

these two doubts, we can define the Postmodern Mind as one which, having lost the conviction

that reality is personal, has come to question whether it is ordered in a way that man’s reason

can lay bare.It was science which induced our forefathers to think of reality as primarily ordered

rather than personal. But contemporary science has crashed through the cosmology which the

seventeenth-to-nineteenth-century scientists constructed as if through a sound barrier, leaving

us without replacement. It is tempting to attribute this lack to the fact that evidence is pouring in

faster than we can throw it into perspective. Although this is part of the problem, another part

runs deeper. Basically, the absence of a new cosmology is due to the fact that physics has cut

away so radically from our capacity to imagine the way things are that we do not see how the

two can get back together.If modern physics showed us a world at odds with our senses,

postmodern physics is showing us one which is at odds with our imagination, where

imagination is taken as imagery. We have made peace with the first of these oddities. That the

table which appears motionless is in fact incredibly “alive” with electrons circling their nuclei a

million billion times per second; that the chair which feels so secure beneath us is actually a

near vacuum—such facts, while certainly very strange, posed no permanent problem for man’s

sense of order. To accommodate them, all that was necessary was to replace the earlier

picture of a gross and ponderous world with a subtle world in which all was sprightly dance and

airy whirl.But the problems the new physics poses for humanity’s sense of order cannot be

resolved by refinements in scale. Instead they appear to point to a radical disjunction between

the way things behave and every possible way in which we might try to visualize them. How, for

example, are we to picture an electron traveling two or more different routes through space

concurrently, or passing from orbit to orbit without traversing the intervening space? What kind

of model can we construct of a space that is finite yet unbounded, or of light which is both

wave and particle? It is such enigmas that caused physicists like P. W. Bridgman of Harvard to

suggest that “the structure of nature may eventually be such that our processes of thought do

not correspond to it sufficiently to permit us to think about it at all.…The world fades out and

eludes us.…We are confronted with something truly ineffable. We have reached the limit of the

vision of the great pioneers of science, the vision, namely, that we live in a sympathetic world in

that it is comprehensible by our minds.”This subdued and problematic stance of science toward

reality is paralleled in philosophy. No one who works in philosophy today can fail to realize that

the sense of the cosmos has been shaken by an encyclopedic skepticism. The clearest

evidence of this is the collapse of what historically has been philosophy’s central discipline:

objective metaphysics, the attempt to discover what reality consists of and the most general

principles which describe the way its parts are related. In this respect, Alfred North Whitehead

marked the end of an era. His Process and Reality: An Essay in Cosmology is the last

important attempt to construct a logical, coherent scheme of ideas that would blueprint the

universe. The trend throughout the twentieth century was away from faith in the feasibility of

such undertakings. As a tendency throughout philosophy as a whole, this is a revolutionary

development. For twenty-five hundred years philosophers have argued over which

metaphysical system is true. For them to agree that none is true is a new departure. Richard

Rorty captures this departure in five words. “There is no Big Picture,” the University of Chicago

Alumni Magazine quotes him as saying in the cover story it devoted to him in its issue that



marked the passage into the twenty-first century.The agreement represents the confluence of

several philosophical streams. On one hand, it has come from the positivists who, convinced

that truth comes only from science, challenged the metaphysician’s claim to extrascientific

sources of insight. Their successors were the linguistic analysts, who dominated British

philosophy in the middle of the twentieth century and who (insofar as they followed their

pioneering genius Ludwig Wittgenstein) regarded all philosophical perplexities as generated by

slovenly uses of language. For the analysts, “reality” and “being in general” are notions too thin

and vapid to reward analysis. As a leading American proponent of this position, Professor

Morton White of Princeton’s Institute of Advanced Study puts it, “It took philosophers a long

time to realize that the number of interesting things that one can say about all things in one fell

swoop is very limited. Through the effort to become supremely general, you lapse into

emptiness.”Equal but quite different objections to metaphysics came from the existentialists

who dominated twentieth-century European philosophy. Heirs of Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, and

Dostoevski, these philosophers wanted to remind their colleagues of what it means to be a

human being. When we are thus reminded, they said, we see that to be human precludes in

principle the kind of objective and impartial overview of things—the view of things as they are

in themselves, apart from our differing perspectives—that metaphysics has always sought. To

be human is to be finite, conditioned, and unique. No two persons have had their lives shaped

by the same concatenation of genetic, cultural, historical, and interpersonal forces. Either these

variables are inconsequential—but if we say this we are forgetting again what it means to be

human, for our humanity is in fact overwhelmingly shaped by them—or the hope of rising to a

God’s-eye view of reality is misguided in principle.The traditional philosopher might protest that

in seeking such an overview he never expected perfection, but that we ought to try to make our

perspectives as objective as possible. Such a response would only lead the existentialist to

press his point deeper; for his contention is not just that objectivity is impossible but that it runs

so counter to our nature—to what it means to be human—that every step in its direction is a

step away from our humanity. (We are speaking here of objectivity as it pertains to our lives as

wholes, not to restricted spheres of endeavor within them such as science. In these latter areas

objectivity can be an unqualified virtue.) If the journey held hope that in ceasing to be human

we might become gods, there could be no objection. But as this is impossible, ceasing to be

human can only mean becoming less than human—inhuman in the usual sense of the word. It

means forfeiting through inattention the birthright that is ours: the opportunity to plumb the

depths and implications of what it means to have an outlook on life, which, in important

respects, is unique and will never be duplicated.Despite the existentialist’s sharp rebuke to

metaphysics and traditional philosophy in general, there is at least one important point at which

he respects their aims. He agrees that it is important to transcend what is accidental and

ephemeral in our outlooks and in his own way joins his colleagues of the past in attempting to

do so. But the existentialist’s way toward this goal does not consist in trying to climb out of his

skin in order to rise to Olympian heights from which things can be seen with complete

objectivity and detachment. Rather, it consists in centering on his own inwardness until he finds

within it what he is compelled to accept and can never get away from. In this way he, too,

arrives at what he judges to be necessary and eternal. But necessary and eternal for him.

What is necessary and eternal for everyone is so impossible for a man to know that he wastes

time making the attempt.With this last insistence the existentialist establishes contact with the

metaphysical skepticism of his analytic colleagues across the English Channel and the Atlantic

Ocean. Existentialism (and its frequent but not invariable partner, phenomenology) and analytic

philosophy were the two dominant movements in twentieth-century philosophy. In



temperament, interest, and method they stood at opposite poles of the philosophical spectrum.

They were, in fact, opposites in every sense but one. Both are creatures of the Postmodern

Mind, the mind which doubts that reality has an absolute order which man’s understanding can

comprehend.Turning from philosophy to theology, we recall that the Modern Mind did not rule

out the possibility of God; it merely referred the question to its highest court of appeal—namely,

reality’s pattern as disclosed by reason. If the world order entails the notions of providence and

a creator, God exists; otherwise not. This approach made the attempt to prove God’s existence

through reason and nature the major theological thrust of the modern period. “Let us,” wrote

Bishop Joseph Butler in his famous The Analogy of Religion, “compare the known constitution

and course of things…with what religion teaches us to believe and expect; and see whether

they are not analogous and of a piece.…It will, I think, be found that they are very much so.” An

enterprising Franciscan named Ramon Llull went even further. He invented a kind of primitive

computer which, with the turning of cranks, pulling of levers, and revolving of wheels, would

sort the theological subjects and predicates fed into it in such a way as to demonstrate the

truths of the Trinity and the Incarnation by force of sheer logic working on self-evident

propositions. Rationalism had entered theology as early as the Middle Ages, but as long as the

Christian outlook prevailed, final confidence was reserved for the direct pronouncements of

God himself as given in Scripture. In the Modern period, God’s existence came to stand or fall

on whether reason, surveying the order of nature, endorsed it. It was as if Christendom and

God himself awaited the verdict of science and the philosophers.This hardly describes the

current theological situation. Scientists and philosophers have ceased to issue

pronouncements of any sort about ultimates. Postmodern theology builds on its own

foundations. Instead of attempting to justify faith by appeals to the objective world, it points out

that as such appeals indicate nothing about reality one way or the other, the way is wide open

for free decision—or what Kierkegaard called the leap of faith. One hears little these days of

the proofs for the existence of God which seemed so important to the modern world. Instead,

one hears repeated insistence that however admirably reason is fitted to deal with life’s

practical problems, it can only end with a confession of ignorance when confronted with

questions of ultimate concern. In the famous dictum of Karl Barth, who influenced twentieth-

century theology more than anyone else, there is no straight line from the mind of man to God.

“What we say breaks apart constantly…producing paradoxes which are held together in

seeming unity only by agile and arduous running to and fro on our part.” From the United

States Reinhold Niebuhr echoed this conviction. “Life is full of contradictions and incongruities.

We live our lives in various realms of meaning which do not cohere rationally.”Instead of “these

are the compelling reasons, grounded in the nature of things, why you should believe in God’

the approach of the Church to the world today tends to be, “This community of faith invites you

to share in its venture of trust and commitment.” The stance is most evident in Protestant and

Orthodox Christianity and Judaism, but even Roman Catholic thought, notwithstanding the

powerful rationalism it took over from the Greeks, has not remained untouched by the

Postmodern perspective. It has become more attentive to the extent to which personal and

subjective factors provide the disposition to faith without which theological arguments prove

nothing.It is difficult to assess the mood which accompanies this theological revolution. On one

hand, there seems to be a heightened sense of faith’s precariousness: as Jesus walked on the

water, so must the contemporary person of faith walk on the sea of nothingness, confident

even in the absence of rational supports. But vigor is present, too. Having labored in the

shadow of rationalism during the Modern period, contemporary theology is capitalizing on its

restored autonomy. Compensating for loss of rational proofs for God’s existence have come



two gains. One is new realization of the validity of Pascal’s “reasons of the heart that the mind

knows not of.” The other is a recovery of the awe without which religion, as distinct from ethical

philosophy piously expressed, is probably impossible. By including God within a closed system

of rational explanation, modernism lost sight of the endless qualitative distinction between God

and man. Postmodern theology has reinstated this distinction with great force. If God exists, the

fact that our minds cannot begin to comprehend his nature makes it necessary for us to

acknowledge that he is Wholly Other.These revolutions in science, philosophy, and theology

have not left the arts unaffected. The worlds of the major twentieth-century artists are many

and varied, but none resembles the eighteenth-century world where mysteries seemed to be

clearing by the hour. The twentieth-century worlds defy lucid and coherent exegesis.

Paradoxical, devoid of sense, they are worlds into which protagonists are thrown without trace

as to why—the world which the French novelist Albert Camus proclaimed “absurd,” which for

his compatriot Jean-Paul Sartre was de trop (“too much”), and for the Irish dramatist Samuel

Beckett is a “void” in which men wait out their lives for a what-they-know-not that never comes.

Heroes driven by a veritable obsession to find out where they are and what their responsibility

is seldom succeed. Most of Franz Kafka is ambiguous, but his parable, “Before the Law,” closes

with as clear a countermand to the modern vision of an ordered reality as can be imagined.

“The world-order is based on a lie.”Objective morality has gone the way of cosmic order. Even

where it has not been moralistic, most Western art of the past was created against the

backdrop of objective values which the artist shared. Now it is difficult to find a framework that

supports the arts.A single example will illustrate the point. One searches in vain for an artistic

frame of reference prior to the twentieth century in which matricide might be regarded as a

moral act. Yet in Sartre’s play The Flies, it is the first authentic deed the protagonist Orestes

performs. Whereas his previous actions have been detached, unthinking, or in conformity with

the habit patterns that surround him, this one is freely chosen in the light of full self-

consciousness and acceptance of its consequences. As such, it is the first act which is

genuinely his. “I have done my deed, Electra,” he exults, adding “and that deed was good.”

Being his, the deed supplies his life with the identity which until then it had lacked. From that

moment forward, Orestes ceases to be a free-floating form; his acquisition of a past he can

never escape roots his life into reality. Note the extent to which this analysis relativizes the

moral standard. No act is right or wrong in itself. Everything depends on its relation to the

agent, whether it is chosen freely and with full acceptance of its consequences or is done in

imitation of the acts of others, or in self-deception.We move beyond morality into art proper

when we note that the traditional distinction between the sublime and the banal, too, has

blurred. As long as reality was conceived as a great chain of being—a hierarchy of worth

descending from God as its crown through angels, people, animals, and plants to inanimate

objects at the base—it could be reasonably argued that great art should attend to great

subjects: scenes from the Gospels, major battles, or distinguished lords and ladies. With

cubism and surrealism, the distinction between trivial and important disappears. Alarm clocks,

driftwood, and pieces of broken glass become appropriate subjects for the most monumental

paintings. In Samuel Beckett and the contemporary French antinovelists, the most mundane

items—miscellaneous contents of a pocket, a wastebasket, the random excursions of a

runaway dog—are treated with the same care as love, duty, or the question of human destiny.

Andy Warhol’s realistic painting of a can of Campbell’s soup is the classic example.One is

tempted to push the question a final step and ask whether the dissolution of cosmic order,

moral order, and the hierarchic order of subject matter is reflected in the very forms of

contemporary art. Critic Russel Nye thinks that at least as far as the twentieth-century novel is



concerned, the answer is yes. “If there is a discernible trend in the form of the modern novel,”

he writes, “it is toward the concept of the novel as a series of moments, rather than as a

planned progression of events or incidents, moving toward a defined terminal end. Recent

novelists tend to explore rather than arrange or synthesize their materials; often their

arrangement is random rather than sequential. In the older tradition, a novel was a formal

structure composed of actions and reactions which were finished by the end of the story, which

did have an end. The modern novel often has no such finality.” Aaron Copland characterizes

the music of our young composers as “a disrelation of unrelated tones. Notes are strewn about

like membra disjecta; there is an end to continuity in the old sense and an end of thematic

relationships.”When Nietzsche’s eyesight became too poor to read books, he began at last to

read himself. The act was prophetic of the century that has followed. As reality has blurred, the

gaze of postmodern man has turned increasingly upon himself.Anthropological philosophy has

replaced metaphysics. In the wake of Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, attention has turned from

objective reality to the individual human personality struggling for self-realization. “Being”

remains interesting only as it relates to humanity. As its order, if it has one, is unknown to us,

being cannot be described as it is in itself; but if it is believed to be mysteriously wonderful, as

some existentialists think, we should remain open to it. If it is the blind, meaningless enemy, as

others suspect, we should maintain our freedom against it.Even theology, for all its renewed

theocentrism, keeps one eye steadily on man, as when the German theologian Rudolph

Bultmann relates faith to the achievement of authentic selfhood. It is in art, however, that the

shift from outer to inner has been most evident. If the twentieth century began by abolishing the

distinction between sublime and banal subject matter, it has gone on to dispense with subject

matter altogether. Although the tide may have begun to turn, the purest art is still widely felt to

be entirely abstract and free of pictorial representation. It is as if the artist had taken the

scientist seriously and responded, “If what I see as nature doesn’t represent the way things

really are, why should I credit this appearance with its former importance? Better to turn to

what I am sure, of my own intuitions and the purely formal values inherent in the relations of

colors, shapes, and masses.”I have argued that the distinctive feature of the contemporary

mind as evidenced by frontier thinking in science, philosophy, theology, and the arts is its

acceptance of reality as unordered in any objective way that man’s mind can discern. This

acceptance separates the Postmodern Mind from both the Modern Mind, which assumed that

reality is objectively ordered, and the Christian mind, which assumed it to be regulated by an

inscrutable but beneficent will.It remains only to add my personal suspicion that the change

from the vision of reality as ordered to unordered has brought Western man to as sharp a fork

in history as he has faced. Either it is possible for man to live indefinitely with his world out of

focus or it is not. I suspect that it is not, that a will-to-order and orientation is fundamental in the

human makeup. If so, the Postmodern period, like all the intellectual epochs that preceded it,

will turn out to be a transition to a still different perspective.Part Two of this book suggests what

the contours of that new—a “new” that will turn out to be actually old—outlook might look like,

but first a bit of fine print. In our fractionated intellectual world, issues relating to the Big Picture

—the widest-angled “take” we can manage on the scheme of things entire—have been

relegated to philosophy, and the next chapter considers how it has tried to cope with (and in

good part submit to) the Postmodern2Philosophy’s Struggle with Disorder:Metaphysics and the

Post-Nietzschean Deconstruction ThereofHistorically, philosophy has assumed responsibility

for articulating worldviews systematically, metaphysics being its branch that dealt with them

directly. This essay picks up on the story of metaphysics’ collapse which the preceding chapter

began. As early as midcentury, R. G. Collingwood could describe our times as “an age when



the very possibility of metaphysics is hardly admitted without a struggle,” and not long

afterwards Iris Murdoch was writing: “Modern philosophy is profoundly anti-metaphysical in

spirit. Its anti-metaphysical character may be summed up in the caveat: There may be no deep

structure.”This essay protests knuckling under to our current metaphysical skepticism.What has

come to be known as “the post-Nietzschean deconstruction of metaphysics” has been one of

the important projects of our time. Its blows have been heavy; some think lethal. “ ‘God’ and

metaphysics ‘died’ in the West in approximately the same half century,” Langdon Gilkey has

written.1Has this assault on metaphysics been warranted? It is not likely that it could have

enlisted assailants of the stature of Nietzsche, Heidegger, Wittgenstein, and Derrida—and in

important ways before them Kierkegaard and Kant, to name only the representatives I shall be

referring to—were there not something right in these assailants’ polemics. The question is

whether there is also something wrong with them. Are the charges that have been leveled

against metaphysics in the last two centuries important half-truths, or are they, in aggregate,

the full truth? Do they add up to caveats or to a death warrant? Has the time come for

philosophy to close its books on the metaphysical enterprise? I intend to argue that it has not.I.

What Metaphysics Is and DoesMuch depends on definitions, so let me say what I see as at

issue. By metaphysics I mean a worldview that provides a sense of orientation. The word world

denotes inclusiveness: the view in question purports to embrace everything, including regions

of being that are presumed to exist without their nature being known. The word view

establishes an intentional analogy with eyesight: the landscape that metaphysics opens onto

and spreads before the mind’s eye is a topography, a lay of the land. If we shift our attention

from the topography itself to the map of it, we see it as a “mattering map,” a map that shows

what matters. Like the maps of demographers, regions that matter much to us are so crowded

with dots that they look black, while other regions taper off in diminishing shades of gray into

areas that are white, which is to say inconsequential.These shadings tie in with the third pivotal

word in our definition, namely, orientation, or a sense of the lay of the land, for if we are on the

move (as life always is), a sense of the lay of the land suggests promising directions in which to

move and pitfalls to avoid. The analogy with sight—worldview—also underscores metaphysics’

importance. If it is difficult to walk blindfolded in the physical world, it is equally difficult to walk

through life if “the eye of the soul” is closed. “Continued observations in clinical practice,”

William Sheldon tells us, “lead almost inevitably to the conclusion that deeper and more

fundamental than sexuality, deeper than the craving for social power, deeper even than the

desire for possessions, there is a still more generalized and universal craving in the human

makeup. It is the craving for knowledge of the right direction—for orientation.”2Now to be sure,

this orientation not only can but does derive from sources other than metaphysics. Instinct

supplies it for subhuman animals, and in tribal societies children acquire it unthinkingly—cum

lacte, as the Romans used to say: “with the mother’s milk.” Unthinkingly here means

“unquestioningly,” but not “mindlessly,” for as human beings have minds, these inevitably get

drawn into the act. In tribal societies the mind gets involved through myths that imprint

individuals, causing them to internalize the tribe’s orientation through stories of how things got

started and what must be done to keep them on course. So far there is no metaphysics, for to

the properties of metaphysics I have thus far mentioned—an inclusive, or more precisely

unrestricted, vision that provides orientation—I must add one more. Metaphysics is abstract.

That it is articulated goes without saying.Here arises the first criticism of the project. Granted

that life needs orientation and that in Homo sapiens the mind figures in effecting it, isn’t it better

that the mind effect it concretely, through stories instead of abstractions? (Volumes of

arguments exist extoling narrative over philosophy, the Bible over theology, aesthetic mythos



over logical logos, and the claims of rhetoric over the claims of reference.)The answer is: yes,

up to a point. The vividness, immediacy, and drama of stories, all made possible by their

concreteness, give them the edge in every respect save one. When one foundational story

collides with another that differs from it—which is to say: when one tribe or civilization

encounters another, or when within a given civilization a story arises to challenge its original,

founding one, producing thereby a crisis in the body politic—stories provide no court of appeal.

When biblical stories encountered those of Greece, Christian Platonism was born; when those

stories collided with Koranic ones in the Middle Ages, someone had to write the Summa

Contra Gentiles. Within Christendom itself, when the Darwinian account of human origins—we

are the more who have derived from the less—arose to challenge the Bible’s opposite

contention, reason must again enter the fray. The deepest definition of a civilization may indeed

be that it is a form of life empowered by an embracing myth, but myths of this order cannot be

created consciously. In some sense of the word, myths can only be revealed, which may be

what Heidegger had in mind when toward the close of his life he said that “only a god can save

us now.” This idea leaves metaphysics as what we do until the Messiah comes.II. Pitfalls: The

Deconstructionists as WarnersEvery project has its pitfalls, and the deconstructionists can be

credited with spotting the principal ones that beset metaphysics. (I use lower-case

deconstruction and its variants to refer to the deconstruction-of-metaphysics project in general.

Capitalized, the word refers to Derrida’s specific brand thereof. As this book aims at an

audience beyond that of professional philosophers, let me note that Deconstruction is a

movement of thought, growing out of the work of the contemporary French philosopher and

critic Jacques Derrida, which calls into question the possibility of securely establishing the

meaning of any human construction, including any text.)Kierkegaard noted the complacency

(through false security) that worldviews can engender. By purporting to disclose reality,

worldviews can obscure how much of it remains a terrifying mystery—how dark the clouds of

nescience that ring us round. Correlatively, in remaining stable—staying reliably in place—

worldviews obscure life’s precariousness and contingency, the ways in which we dangle by

threads over seventy thousand fathoms. They also divert attention from what we do by leading

us to suppose that we are saved by what we think.Kant spotted the metaphysician’s tendency

to exaggerate the capacities of objective, autonomous reason. Metaphysics includes what lies

beyond physis, the Greek word for “nature”, but outside the sensible world objective reason

can disclose nothing directly. The most it can do is to hazard inferences.Nietzsche made the

historicist’s point. The inclusiveness of worldviews tempts their authors to subsume even time

within them. This inverts the actual situation, for time has the metaphysicians in its box, not

vice versa. It affects their views of everything.This leads directly to Wittgenstein, for his “forms

of life” claim for language and praxis the suzerainty that historicism allots to time. Meaning

derives from the interlocking complex of verbal and nonverbal practices that constitute society.

To the extent that societies differ, the meanings they generate and legitimize likewise differ.

How is it possible to get from the colloquialisms of actual speech to the universals that

(metaphysicians would have us believe) hold cross-culturally?Heidegger is exercised because

metaphysical preoccupation with the way things are—for Heidegger the phenomenologist this

always comes down to “a way they appear to us”—blocks Being from disclosing itself in

alternative ways which a less assertive and willful attention might allow to surface. Derrida

continues this point and focuses it on the interpretation of texts. To posit a Signified to which

signifiers refer, be the latter a name, an assertion, or (as in the case at hand) a metaphysical

system, is to close the door on alternatives. Worldviews occlude, obscuring open vision.If the

thrust of deconstructionism were simply to point to problems and dangers of the sort just



sampled, there would be no quarrel. Nor should we overlook the places where

deconstructionists speak of metaphysics in tones of guarded respect. To be sure, how they

square this respect with their negative conclusions is not always clear, but traces of respect do

obtrude, so let us take note of them.III. Ambivalence towards Metaphysics: Deconstruction as a

Lover’s QuarrelKant deeply believed in the noumenal realm and even sought to address it

through practical reason. He simply concluded that we have no access to it either intuitively or

through our categories of understanding. We each have our own reading of Nietzsche, but I

read his call for the übermensch as a cry in the dark—the only escape he could imagine from

the nihilism that the collapse of metaphysics will bring in its wake, but an escape he doubted

would occur.3 For all of Heidegger’s talk about the end of metaphysics, his call to “step back

out of metaphysics into the essential nature of metaphysics”4 seems to say explicitly that he is

not against the project as such. His polemics seem invariably to be directed against

constricting versions of the enterprises; specifically, ones tailored to “technological modes of

description and interpretation” wherein all noetic components—all noetic “bits,” as we might

now say—are claimed to be explicitly in view; more on this later. Are we permitted to detect in

Wittgenstein’s contention that the mystical pertains not to "’how the world is, but that it is” a

deep feeling, at least, for something that transcends the sensible world? Does Derrida’s call for

us to write with both hands mean that we should write constructively—metaphysically?—with

our right hands while our left hands cancel what our right hands have written; this to avoid

fixations?Here, as in their caveats, the deconstructionists merit attention: their ambivalences

show them to be sensitive to problems that are inherent in their own critical program. It would

be a mistake, though, and patronizing, to let fringe concessions and conciliatory asides

obscure the deep iconoclasm of their mission—the respects in which they are all, like

Nietzsche, men with hammers. The deconstruction-of-metaphysics movement would not have

earned that name if its proponents were out simply to recondition and repair. At heart they are

demolitionists—revolutionaries rather than reformers. Their conclusion is uncompromising, and

it has two parts. Metaphysics is no longer possible, and the motives that engender it are

suspect.Kant pronounced the first half of this dual charge, Kierkegaard the second.5 Nietzsche

aligned the two, and most deconstructionists since him have pressed both its halves. Here,

though, I shall consider them separately, and (in running our six philosophers past them) will

confine myself to the single point that each philosopher is most commonly associated with. The

diagram on the following page schematizes this agenda.The Deconstructionst’s Objections to

the View from EverywhereThe diagram is intended to represent the human eye.IV. Moral

ObjectionsI begin with the contention that even if the metaphysical world were possible or

retrievable, it is, as Richard Rorty holds, a world well lost. Kierkegaard argued that the kind of

truth he saw Hegel working with, objective truth, depersonalizes, for it distances us from

ourselves and from the world. (Heidegger accepts this point completely.) To get the world

explicitly before us and into the full light of consciousness, we must hold it at arm’s length, so

to speak. The analogy with vision serves existentialists perfectly, for we have to distance

ourselves somewhat from objects to get them in focus, while concomitantly—here’s the rub—

distancing connotes disengagement. Insofar as we objectify our world by picturing it, it loses its

power over us, for the move reverses our normal relation to it. Whereas formerly the world

ruled us, beating on unconscious regions of our lives like waves on the shores they shape, now

we rule the world, choosing which picture of it to affirm and which to reject. This may sound like

gain, which in autonomy it is, but there remains the disturbing issue of motivation. Can a life be

as empowered by a world it intentionally selects as by one that feeds it from unknown,

subterranean springs? Existentialists think not. As someone, paraphrasing them, has quipped:



“You can’t get everything into your system [read “your metaphysical system”] until you get

everything out of your system [your total, largely unconscious and even partly biological,

system].” If an understanding of the causes of our neuroses helps to relieve them, might not an

understanding of the causes of our lives—why we believe as we do and choose as we do—

relieve us, this time in the ominous sense of that phrase, of life itself?As was earlier

acknowledged, Kierkegaard is on to something here, but it applies only to outlooks that purport

to derive exclusively from reason. Versions that are anchored in an awesome source that

grounds and orients reason itself—St. Anselm’s “faith seeking understanding” is a famous

formulation—are not candidates for Kierkegaard’s concern; one can hardly charge the

metaphysics of St. Anselm or Augustine with having distanced them from life. The issue of

nihilism comes in here, for Nietzsche and Heidegger see the West as heading towards a

condition wherein nothing seems better than anything else. If only metaphysical systems that

aim for complete objectivity point towards this denouement, the project in its entirety need not

be deterred by the prospect.As for Derrida—and though we are reserving Heidegger for the

next section, he belongs here as much as he did with the preceding point—his fear (as again

noted in Section Two) is that Truth with a capital T marginalizes and occludes. It occludes,

because if we think we have the Truth we will not be inclined to look further; it marginalizes,

because the conviction that we have the Truth shuts out those who disagree. At best, their

reports will not be taken seriously. At worst, their persons will be hounded as heretics.Here

again, as moral warning the point is not only valid but important. It is also important, though,

that we not let it derail us, for though we need to be reminded of it repeatedly, it hardly

decommissions the metaphysical enterprise. In human behavior—in relationships between

people—the word discrimination indicates a moral flaw, but with ideas the case is different. No

idea is worth its salt if it doesn’t discriminate, sifting truth from error, or at least relevance from

irrelevance. In this respect, every idea that asks to be taken seriously discriminates—yes,

discriminates against: marginalizes is the preferred Derridaian word—its contrary, implying the

irrelevance (if not invalidity) of the latter for purposes at hand. (For a generation,

deconstructionist arguments have severely marginalized metaphysics and metaphysicians.) As

for occluding—the charge that by focusing on Truth, logocentricism discourages consideration

of potentially rewarding alternatives and supplements—this turns out to be the same as the

charge of marginalizing, for to say anything diverts attention from (and thereby marginalizes)

what is not being said. A further point crowds in here. How are we to decide where to turn our

attention if we have no mattering map that grades regions in importance? Presumably the

appearances we might experience in certain regions are so trivial that, given life’s brevity, they

scarcely warrant shepherding.V. Epistemic ObjectionsHaving used Kierkegaard and Derrida to

introduce moral misgivings about the metaphysical enterprise, I turn now to epistemological

misgivings. Primarily deriving, as they do, from the remaining four of our six philosophers, the

misgivings issue from the domains those philosophers are associated with: critical philosophy,

historicism, phenomenology, and linguistic philosophy. Together they all but box the recent

philosophical compass:Kant for critical philosophyThe mind doesn’t mirror the order of nature;

it constitutes that order. We see nature from the vantage point of, and as it conforms to, the

structure of human reason. So argues the single most influential work in modern philosophy,

Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. And because the categories of human understanding cope

only with impressions that come to us from the world of nature, to try to deploy them elsewhere

is like trying to cut the wind with a knife. There is no possibility of direct knowledge of

suprasensible realities, or, for that matter, of nature as constituted of things-in-themselves. All

we can directly know are phenomena: things as they present themselves to us; things as they



appear to us, not things as they are. The world in its own right, the noumenal world, can only

be inferred.I cite the Critique that argues this epistemic posture as the most influential work in

modern philosophy, and nothing so supports that judgment as Kant’s lingering hold on the

Modern Mind, despite the fact that there are no card-carrying Kantians anymore! There is an

anomaly here. Why do we continue to accept Kant’s conclusions when for some time now we

have dismissed his arguments? This is partly because the cross-cultural findings, though they

have shown his “universal” categories of reason not to be such, have confirmed his underlying

insight that the mind is constructive; its workings are variegated, but it is indeed agent, not

patient only. This aspect of Kant’s heritage is an important legacy, a continuing gain. Its shadow

side, however, is our continued acceptance of Kant’s logically separate assumption that the

mind’s creativity (in affecting our knowledge of the natural world) is flanked by imbecility when it

comes to understanding anything else. “With our lack of insight into supersensible objects…the

minimum of knowledge must [there] suffice,” Kant decreed.6 We can appreciate why he did so.

Alarmed by his associates’ fascination with Swedenborg’s “eye-witness” reports that heaven’s

antechambers resemble Stockholm in such detail that departed spirits have difficulty

appreciating that they have died, Kant’s rationalism recoiled in horror and laid down the law.

This far may belief about the unseen world reasonably proceed, but no farther! To repeat: we

can appreciate why Kant drew the line where he did, but must we, two hundred years later, be

bound by that line against the combined evidences of Plato’s “eye of the soul,” the Vedantic

buddhi, and the intellectus of the Middle Ages? Modesty has its place, but James Cutsinger

has pointed out that we are not more modest than our precursors; we hang our arrogance in

different quarters. Whereas our forebears strike us as arrogant in the amount they thought they

knew, we are oppositely arrogant. “Virtually every contemporary [philosophical and] theological

methodology takes as its starting-point how well we know how little we know.” In this respect

“fidelity to Kant [remains] the touchstone of our period.”7 Sociologists of knowledge would have

no difficulty explaining this, but are there any reasons why we should keep our minds in this

abject crouch?Nietzsche for historicismNietzsche refuses to do our work for us; we have to be

almost as shrewd as he was to impose on his corpus the reading that does most justice to his

Rorschach blot. I have already tipped my hand. Agreeing with everyone about his enormous

and continuing influence, I am also impressed by the clarity and alacrity with which he saw:

first, that the whole realm of the supersensible and the transcendent has ceased to command

Western credence; and second, how much that loss entails. These are the death-of-God and

nihilism themes, respectively. The rest is a very mixed bag, from which I shall extract only the

single item that bears most on our subject, namely, Nietzsche’s historicism.History was

Nietzsche’s special field of study, and he never outgrew it. Accepting the “Copernican

revolution” of Kant’s first Critique, he turned the discussion away from the innate contributions

the human mind brings to its knowing and towards the way it is conditioned by its historical

milieu. “What separates us from Kant,’’ he tells us in Human, All Too Human, “is that we believe

that becoming is the rule even in the spiritual things. We are historians from top to bottom…

[Philosophers] all to a man think unhistorically, as is the age old custom with

philosophers.”What are we to think of this? That our times condition us is not in question; the

question is whether the differences that successive periods introduce preempt the entire

picture, thereby shutting out continuities. If the answer is no, historicism climbs down from its

dogmatic perch and becomes a research program as we go to work sifting similarities and

differences in each particular case. If, on the other hand, we preclude continuities by fiat, this

dogmatic historicism self-destructs by its own weight; for the claim that historical horizons do

not overlap at all is an ahistorical claim that purports to cover all historical horizons. Historicism



also raises the question of whether our historicity conditions or determines us, and here too

Nietzsche waffles. In his Untimely Meditations he is content to say that “since we are the

outcomes of earlier generations…it is not possible wholly to free oneself from this

chain” (emphasis mine). But in The Twilight of Idols he calls the notion of freedom itself into

question. “In the beginning there is that great calamity of error that the will is something which

is effective, that will is a capacity. Today we know that it is only a word” (3:5). It is one of the

“phantoms and will-o’-the-wisps” that inhabit the imaginary “inner world” (6:3), a phantom that

was “invented essentially for the purpose of punishment, that is, because one wanted to impute

guilt” (6:7).Heidegger for phenomenology
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Soren Kerk, “Weep, Cry Out, Laugh. Huston is on God's side, but even if you are not - if you

dare - a thorough reading of this book is as good a trek, as rigorous a workout, as fine a bout

of physicality as you can give to your brain and your spirit and the "spot" between them that

gestates and moves.I love this book. This is the book I wish I had written. In a sense, this is

the book we all write, for even if we come down on the other side (the not-God side), this

battlefield, this place, this crevice, this crystal, this light is that on which we all dance.And - as if

that were not enough - Huston also is a master chef of sentences, paragraphs, chapters, and

re-delivery of essays and speeches that came before. Packaged here, the reader gets to ride

on centuries of man's efforts to understand and get somewhere in Mind and also in the

decades that shaped this one man's epic journey to the end - which remains the beginning.As

for the title of this review ("Weep, Cry Out, Laugh"), yes, those events took place in this

reader.As for "the side", his side being God's side - what is the other side? How could there be

another side but the great, great strength of illusion.As he says at the end, "It's all been very

interesting."”

OAKSHAMAN, “There Will be Some Who Will Understand. While I would not necessarily

recommend this book as a first introduction to the Perennial Philosophy, I would recommend it

as the best single volume critique of the Modern Western Mindset. Indeed, I wish that this book

would have been available in my younger years when I intuitively knew that there was

something inherently wrong with the modern worldview yet I was not scholar enough to pin it

down. Fortunately, Huston Smith is such a scholar.While the chapters on the Perennial
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Philosophy and the relevance of the great religions are concise and to the point, it is the way

that he deconstructs the deconstructionists that is unique and powerful. The way he proceeds

to point out the flaws in the basic assumptions of the major modern schools of philosophy is

refreshing to say the least. There is really no convincing foundation to the materialist (or

naturalist) mindset. The scientism and dualist mindset that has grown to dominate the West

since the 17th century has no real justifiable basis. The major thinkers in modern philosophy

recognize this and have declared their own discipline as dead- except in the most technical

and relatively insignificant technical areas. When they conspired to kill metaphysics they killed

the source of all possible meaning in the world.Still, it is not all an attack on modernity. When

the author mentioned his discovery of Schuon's works I knew exactly the excitement that he

was talking about. They served to validate conclusions that had been brewing in my mind for

some time. In the same way, this book has served as a powerful validation.One thing that

jumped out at me was his discussion of the alienation and atomization that characterizes

modern life. It is a direct result of the dualist mindset that has gained dominance over the past

several centuries. So much of our lives are compartimentalized into separate closed boxes that

no one sees us as total human beings- and as such they cannot reflect back this complete

understanding to us. Combine this with bankrupt modern philosophies that deny even the

possibility of meaning in the world- or our ability to even know reality- and you have the

dehumanizing mess that that passes for modernity.The author repeats the argument of Mara

the Tempter when he tried to persuade the Buddha not to teach. The Buddha was told that it

was hopeless since no one would be able to fathom his teachings. His response was, " There

will be some who will understand."”

john o' brien, “Five Stars. i am still reading it.”

John N Austin, “Four Stars. Excellent study of the problem, sometimes too many names of

famous thinkers and scholars weighs the text down.”

Gary L. Edwards, “Good for genereral concepts. For those wanting a good book in the tradition

of Guenon and company, then this is one of them, though not of the same intensity, it is a good

read.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “PHILOSOPHICAL THOUGHT. This is a very profound and thought

provoking book.”

The book by Huston Smith has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 11 people have provided feedback.
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