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Thesis Presented by Leon P. Schlamm for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy

Rudolph Otto's Theory of Religious Experience in The Idea of the Holy:
A Study in the Phenomenology and Philoscophy of Religion.

This essay seeks to chart a largely unexplored psychology of
religious experience in The Idea of the Holy, which is directly related to
Otto's claim that one of the most important functions of discourse about
religious experience is to evoke numinous feelings in a religiously
sensitive audience. It will be demonstrated that Otto's concepts of
schematization of the numinous, the numinous and the rational a priori,
and divination cannot be understood by phenomenoclogists and philosophers
of religion except in the light of this claim, and that Otto intends that
his concept of schematization (profoundly influenced by Fries's
transcendental idealism) be identified with his law of association of
analogous feelings which explains how the excitation of numinous
experience is produced. Moreover, this theory of religious experience
rests upon an assumption about the relationship between religious language
and experience which requires elucidation and evaluation. Otto's claims
about numinous experience being inexpressible and yet, paradoxically, made
intelligible through the use of analogy will be critically examined in the
light of recent philosophical discussion concerning the relationship
between all language and experience, and it will be shown not only that
Otto's ineffability language is not unintelligible, but also that he
offers a sophisticated theory of analogical language which may do much to
extend the boundaries of our understanding of religious experience.
Furthermore, an assessment will be made of the cognitive status of
numinous experience; and it will be argued that, in spite of Otto's
failure to establish its cognitive certainty by appealing to his account
of the numinous a priori, he successfully demonstrates that, whatever its
cognitive status may be, it is a distinctive experience which cannot be
confused with any other and is easily identifiable as unmistakably
religious. Finally, an attempt will be made to clarify Otto's standing
within the history of phenomenology of religion.
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Chapter 1

Introduction: Identifying the Issues

(i) A Summary of the Argument

(a) One of the principal aims of this essay will be to chart a largely

unexplored psychology of religious experience in The Idea of the Holy,

which is directly related to a strand of Otto's argument that has not
previously received the attention it deserves. This is the claim made by
Otto that one of the most important functions of discourse about religious
experience is to evoke numinous feelings in a religiously sensitive
audience, and that his law of association of analogous feelings explains
how this excitation of religious experience is produced. Otto's
interpreters have generally failed to recognize this practical aspect of

much of the argument of The Idea of the Holy, and in particular of Otto's

search for analogies to numinous experience. By constantly drawing his
reader's attention to experiences which are similar to numinous
experiences, Otto endeavours, through the operation of the law of
association of analogous feelings; to lead them to discover the
distinctive, irreducibly religious features of numinous experience for
themselves.

I will also show how influential this claim is on the remainder of

the argument of The Idea of the Holy. In particular, I will demonstrate

that Otto's observations concerning his concepts of schematization of the

numinous and the numinous and rational a priori cannot be understood
except in the light of this claim. Indeed one of the most important

functions of Otto's concept of schematization of the numinous, previously

overlooked by his interpreters, is to provide a mechanism which allows
analogies to numinous experience to arouse that religious feeling itself.

It is clear that Otto connects his concept of schematization with his law




of association of analogous feelings and that he intends his schemata to
be understood as being capable of arousing numinous feelings. Thus when

he speaks about the tremendum moment of the numinous being schematized by

means of the rational ideas of justice, moral will and the exclusion of
what is opposed to morality, we must understand this statement as meaning

among other things that these rational ideas evoke tremendum numinous

feelings. Again, when he speaks of the fascinans moment of the numinous

as schematized by means of the ideas of goodness, mercy and love, we must

interpret this claim as meaning among other things that he believes such
ideas to arouse corresponding numinous feelings. Or again, when he

speaks of the mysterium moment of the numinous being schematized by the

absoluteness of all rational attributes applied to the deity, we must
understand this experience of the absoluteness of rational attributes as
being capable of evoking numinous feelings.

I will also be drawing attention to another strand of meaning in

Otto's concept of schematization. It is clear that he does not identify

schematization with all examples of the arousal of numinous feelings

through the law of association of analogous feelings, but only with
instances of religious experience where the connection between the
numinous analogue and the moment of numinous experience is a necessary
rather than a contingent one. The function of Otto's concept of

schematization here is to explain the feeling of the necessity of the

connection between the schema and the moment of numinous experience, and
in particular to explain why; whenever someone experiences the schema, he

necessarily experiences the numinous feeling as well.

Moreover, I will argue that the concept of schematization cannot be

completely understood until we grasp what Otto means by rational schemata.

Otto's understanding of the 'rational' in The Idea of the Holy is so

profoundly influenced by the transcendental idealism of Jakob Fries that

it can hardly be equated with ordinary discursive reason. Rather, it is



an unusual form of reason with a distinctive psychological dimension that
is informed by Fries's unorthodox psychological interpretation of the a
priori categories. Fries suggests that the a priori categories are not
logical constituents in our awareness of objects of sense experience, but
are elements in our cognitive psychology that exist independent of sense

experience. Similarly, Otto argues that not only the numinous a priori

must be understood in this way, but also that the rational a priori must

be as well. Just as the numinous a priori, lying in the mind independent

of sense experience, is a hidden substantive source from which religious
ideas and feelings are formed, so the rational a priori also produces
ideas completely independently of sense experience. Rational schemata
arise fully formed in the mind, completely independently of sense
experience and with a feeling of certainty and authority that is absent in
the case of all other mental activity.

Finally, I will argue that this distinctive psychological
interpretation of Otto's rational schemata provides an explanation of why

schemata necessarily arouse numinous feelings. Because rational schemata

turn the attention of the religious believer away from sense experience,
they have the power to evoke numinous feelings; as a result the religious
believer is able to pass over from one a priori experience to another
without any intervention of sense experience. Here lies the
psychological explanation for the felt necessity of the connection between

the rational and the numinous in Otto's account of schematization.

(b) I will also show that Otto's psychology of religious experience in

The Idea of the Holy presupposes a particular interpretation of the

relationship between religious language and experience - and indeed
between all language and experience - which requires elucidation and
critical evaluation. Otto's insistence that numinous experience resists

literal description and can only be approached through the use of



analogical language, together with his repeated claims as to the
inexpressibility of numinous experience, suggests that he assumes the
existence of an enormous gulf between language and experience. All
experience, both religious and non-religious, transcends language because
language is incapable of reproducing and communicating the subtleties and
intensities of experience.

However, many recent philosophers have criticized this type of
account of the relationship between religious experience and language
because it presupposes that a 'pure' or 'raw' experience can be identified
which is distinguishable from all language or interpretation. According
to this view, and contrary to Otto, all experience is mediated by previous
language about, or interpretation of, such experience, so that it is
impossible to separate such language or interpretation from experience in
order to compare the one with the other. Since language about, or
interpretation of; experience is actually a constituent of experience, it
can be argued that Otto is not entitled to propose either that language
shuts us off from experience or that experience transcends its cultural
situation and interpretation. If we accept this argument, we are forced
to conclude, on the one hand that Otto's claims about the inexpressible
nature of numinous experience - and his experiments with analogical
language with the aim of attempting to convey the distinctive flavour of
such religious experience - are unintelligible, and on the other hand that
the concept of numinous experience as transcending and dominating all
religious traditions is incoherent.

However, I will argue that there are good reasons for questioning the
veracity of this account of the relationship between experience, language
and interpretation; Although interpretation always enters experience as
a constituent of it, this fact does not - contrary to many recent
philosophers - justify the further conclusion that experience (composed of

'raw' experience and previous interpretation) cannot be distinguished from



and compared with its retrospective interpretation. For there to be an
interpretation there must be a separate experience to be interpreted.
There is therefore nothing incoherent in Otto's claim that numinous
experience can indeed be distinguished from, and compared with, the
particular interpretation it is given in any religious tradition; nor in
his claim that numinous experience transcends all religious language about
it while at the same time being accessible to some limited degree through
analogical language. Also; because experience and interpretation can be
distinguished, there is strictly no reason why the contribution of a
religious tradition to a particular numinous experience could not be a
relatively minor one - although evidence would need to be produced to
demonstrate that this in fact is the case.

I will also be arguing that Otto's use of analogical language in The

Idea of the Holy has more than one function. It is intended not only to

evoke numinous experience (through the law of association of analogous
feelings), but also to extend the boundaries of our understanding of it.
Otto, like the poet, restlessly seeks to extend our language about
religious experience beyond what it is at present capable of conveying,
and far from being complacent about the limits of reason with respect to
religious experience (as some of his critics have suggested) he was in
fact continually striving to transcend those limits. Analogical language

in The Idea of the Holy can in fact help us considerably to understand

aspects of numinous experience which are elusive, transient, shapeless and
unfamiliar. When confronted by religious experience, we use the better
known to elucidate the less familiar; and the moment of insight into the
relatively unknown numinous feeling occurs at the same time as the choice
of analogy for it. In this way analogy gives numinous experiencergreater
definition and helps us to remember such religious feeling, which might

otherwise be more easily forgotten. This memory of the nature of

numinous feeling may in turn produce a greater sensitivity to future



numinous experience. Also, Otto's analogies to numinous experience may
have profound significance for those who have had numinous experiences but
now find them difficult or impossible to remember. Clearly, if Otto's
analogies to the numinous help his readers to recall numinous experiences
which they had partially or completely forgotten, this would offer some

explanation for the astounding popularity of The Idea of the Holy.

Finally, I will argue that there is no inconsistency in The Idea of

the Holy between Otto's interest in analogical language as it relates to
numinous experience, and his repeated claim that numinous experience is
ineffable. Firstly, Otto's claims for the ineffability of numinous
experience are in fact all qualified, rather than radical, claims, in
spite of the frequency with which he speaks of numinous experience as
'wholly other"'. Secondly, his ineffability claims tend to be directed at
the mysterium moment of numinous experience, whereas his search for
analogies to numinous experience is confined to the tremendum and

fascinans moments of such experience.

(c) Otto has often been criticized for not showing enough interest in the
varieties of religious experience. In fact, however, I shall demonstrate
that this criticism is misplaced, and that it is due simply to the way in
which, as the literature of phenomenology of religion has grown and the
term numinous has been gradually adopted by that literature, the term has
tended to be identified with devotional as opposed to mystical religion.
It is now assumed by most phenomenologists of religion that in The Idea

of the Holy Otto was insisting on the fundamental differences between

prophetic and mystical religion. Indeed many phenomenologists today

speak without inhibition about numinous and mystical experience.

However, these interpreters are mistaken about the relationship

between numinous and mystical experience. Nowhere in The Idea of the

Holy does Otto explicitly identify numinous experience with only



devotional religion as opposed to mystical religion. On the contrary he
insists over and over again that numinous experience includes mystical
experience and that devotional and mystical experience are not opposed to
each other. It is perhaps the supreme irony that, in formulating his
ideas on the numinous, Otto was in fact attempting to do precisely the
opposite to what most of his interpreters have taken him to be doing. At
a time when the trend in Protestant circles was to contrast prophetic and
mystical forms of religion, Otto was attempting to redress this trend by
drawing attention to similarities between mystical and devotional
experiences, even arguing that many familiar features of devotional
religion are just as appropriate to mystical religion; It is in this
light that we should understand Otto's insistence that 'self-
depreciation', 'creature consciousness' and the ascription of ultimate
value to the 'wholly other' are applicable to many forms of mystical
experience as well as to devotional religidn. It is in this light, also,
that we must understand Otto's definition of mysticism as the strongest
stressing and over-stressing of those non-rational elements which are
already inherent in all religion - that is, as the emphasising of the
'wholly other' aspect of the numen before which the response of the mystic
is stupor. And finally, it is in this light that we must also understand
Otto's assertion that the tremendum moment of numinous experience is to be

found in some forms of mysticism.

(d) I shall argue that there is in fact no justification for claiming
that the cognitive status of numinous experience is similar to the
cognitive status of ordinary perception. On the contrary, the evidence
concerning numinous experience suggests that it has a unique cognitive

status, and is anomalous with regard to the distinction between objective

and subjective experiences.



However, I shall also argue that this conclusion, concerning Otto's
failure to demonstrate that numinous experiences are veridical, should not
be construed as damaging to religious life or religious experience, and
that Otto is wrong to think it should. I will propose, in spite of
Otto's failure to establish the cognitive certainty of numinous

experiences by appealing to his account of the numinous a priori, that an

approach to numinous experience be adopted which 'brackets out' questions
concerning its cognitive status and concentrates instead on its practical
significance for inner religious life. If such a position (which I will
call non-cognitive) is adopted, the scholar can then focus his attention
on the value of Otto's challenging psychology of religious experience
without having to accept the epistemological claims for this kind of
experience which Otto makes. In this way the scholar can continue to be
interested in the cognitive claims of Otto's exciting religious psychology
- including the claim that numinous experience contains powerful feelings
that the experience is noetic and invulnerable to doubt - without either
accepting or rejecting such claims. In particular, he can continue to be
interested in the fascinating issues raised by the psychological features
of Otto's numinous and rational a priori by reading such claims non-
cognitively. The psychological aspects of Otto's numinous and rational a
priori continue to be of significance to a non-cognitive reading of his
cognitive claims.

Accordingly; I will conclude my discussion of the cognitive status of
numinous experience by arguing that although Otto can be said to offer a
valuable theory of religious experience, this is not in fact the theory
that he thinks he is offering. The theory that he thinks he is offering
must be rejected for the simple reason that he fails to provide the
empirical evidence necessary to demonstrate that numinous experience is

veridical. Instead, what the scholar will find of value in Otto's work

is a different theory based on a non-cognitive account of religious



experience. This theory is only testable insofar as it can be
demonstrated, on the one hand that numinous experience does possess the
life-transforming properties which have been claimed for it (religious
bliss, moral purpose, etc.), and on the other hand that it really is a
distinctive, irreducible experience which cannot be confused with any
other and is easily identifiable as unmistakably religious;

In fact, I will demonstrate during the course of this argument that,
in spite of some difficulties in distinguishing between numinous and
sublime experiences, Otto's analyses of the distinctive features of the
different moments of numinous experience are generally sufficiently
detailed to convince the phenomenologist of religion that such experience
really exists and is not just the result of misinterpretation of some
non-religious experience. In qualitative terms numinous experience is
unmistakably religious, and, contrary to Otto's critics, there is no

evidence that it lends itself to non-religious interpretation.

(e) Finally, I will argue that on the one hand Otto cannot be called a
phenomenologist of religion because he did not specifically speak of
himself as one; but that on the other hand his methodological
observations on the study of religions have been profoundly influential on
the discipline of phenomenology of religion. He can in fact be regarded
as a phenomenologist of religion in all but name because of his much
celebrated and impassioned opposition to reductionism in the study of
religion - an opposition that is widely assumed to be a methodological
presupposition of the discipline. He insists that the study of religion
must not import explanatory theories which are foreign to it, in other
words which fail to identify what is unique in religious life and .

experience. The study of religion should not be concerned with seeking
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non-religious explanations for religious phenomena (which is the
presupposition of all reductionist scholarship), but rather with
describing their distinctive features.

It is this opposition to reductionism in the study of religion that
has been so influential not only on phenomenologists who, like Otto,
advocate the use of religious sensibility by the scholar in his study of
other religions, but also on those scholars who avoid using their own
religious experience in the phenomenological study of religion and argue
that personal religious commitments should be 'bracketed out' when
studying the commitments of others. I will in fact argue that those
scholars who regard Otto's opposition to reductionism as simply a strategy
for concealing a substantial religious commitment and therefore as
inhibiting the furtherance of scholarly understanding of religious
materials, have failed to recognize that the effect of explanatory
reduction is bound to be to divert attention away from the distinctive
features of numinous experience and indeed of all religious materials.

Nonetheless, I will also draw attention to a major weakness in Otto's
methodological position concerning the study of religion which has in fact
been eliminated in more recent discussion of the subject by
phenomenologists of religion. This weakness is his mistaken assumption
that there is a connection between opposition to reductionism in the study
of religion and what Otto conceives of as the scholar's ability to use his
numinous sensibility to discover the numinous in other religious
traditions. The problem with Otto's position is that he thinks that the
scholar's numinous sensibility provides privileged access to the numinous
experience of other religious traditions, supposing that because of this
sensibility the scholar is capable of understanding the experiences of
other religious traditions as an insider rather than an outsider. In
fact, however, this privileged understanding is not possible, for the

simple reason that numinous experiences outside of the scholar's own
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religious tradition are never directly accessible to him. All that the
scholar has direct access to are the reports of numinous experience, or
the means of expression of numinous experience - not the numinous
experiences themselves. Accordingly we can see, not only that Otto's
refusal to distinguish between the religious experiences of the believers
whom he studies and his own experiences is quite unjustified, but also
that his identification of this methodological position with his
opposition to reductionism is actually disastrous for an understanding of
the discipline of phenomenology of religion; Later phenomenologists are
wise to reject such an identification.

However, we are not justified in concluding from all this that Otto's
observations on the role of numinous sensibility in the study of religion
should be completely rejected; nor should we conclude that his position
cannot be reconceived in a way which avoids the problems raised above. I
will in fact demonstrate that a revision of Otto's understanding of the
function of the scholar's numinous experience in the study of other
religious traditions is possible. The scholar can use his numinous
sensibility to discover inductively numinous experiences lying behind
reports of such experience, while at the same time acknowledging that
there is a distance between himself and the religious believers whom he
studies which can never be eliminated. However, this distance is far
shorter than the distance separating the believer from the position of
reductionist students of religion. Accordingly we can conclude that this
reconceived methodological position succeeds in establishing its
independence from the endless conflict between religious believers and
reductionist students of religion; This independence, 1 will argue,

should be a distinguishing feature of all phenomenology of religion.
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(ii) The Background: A Survey of the Most Significant Criticisms of

Otto's Theory of Religious Experience

The Idea of the Holy displays a tangled network of phenomenological

description of religious experience, theological argument for the

cognitive status of such experience and philosophical argument about the
relation between that experience and religious language. A handbook of
comparative religion, theology, philosophy of religion and psychology of

religion, The Idea of the Holy has been almost all things to all men, and

because of this has been subjected to considerable criticism from scholars
from several intellectual disciplines, generated by many conflicting
theories about what Otto really wanted to convey in this work.

For instance, many commentators argue that Otto's principal problem
is to find an explanation for what he sees as the necessary connection
between the numinous and the rational in the history of religions.

Otto's concept of holiness unites two types of human experience which are
qualitatively different and in origin unrelated, numinous experience and
reason (including morality).(1) However, it is Otto's evolutionary
theory of religion, and particularly his desire to show how higher forms
of religion are progressively rationalized, which leads him to commit what
many critics take to be the cardinal error of assuming that religion and
morality were at the beginning of religious history quite separate.
Indeed, because of this Otto is held to claim that primitive religions
have no connection with ethics;(z) and even more importantly he appears to
disconnect religious (numinous) experience totally from all other forms of
experience, rational, moral and aesthetic. As Davidson forcefully argues:

To establish the autonomy of the sacred, he is willing to sacrifice

its comprehensive character; to distinguish religion from metaphysics

and ethics, he describes it as essentially non-rational and non-moral
in nature. The life of the spirit is thus compartmentalised and
disunited; science, religion and morality are set at odds with each

other; and no pathway is left from the world of sense experience to
the world of religious conviction.(3)
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Furthermore, there is a real risk that; in emphasizing the 'wholly other!
nature of the numinous and particularly its non-rational quality, Otto is
in danger of transforming religion into something sub-rational rather than
supra-rational, () especially in the light of the importance which is
attached to the tremendum aspect of the numinous(5) and the insistence
that religious intuitions are beyond the reach of rational criticism.(6)
It is because of such tensions between the numinous and the rational,
generated by his theory of religious autonomy, that Otto attempts to
combine the numinous and the rational artificially in the concept of the
holy through the dubious mechanism of the Kantian theory of

schematization. Without exception, Otto's critics agree that his use of

Kant's concept of schematization, rather than solving his problem

concerning how to unite the rational to the numinous, only generates
further misunderstanding of the meaning of his work and emphasizes the
spurious nature of the association of the numinous with the rational.(7)

Whatever Otto means by schematization of the numinous, and there has been

much disagreement concerning this,(8) critics agree that his concept of

schematization cannot function in anything like the way it does in Kant's

account of the epistemological conditions for empirical perception.
Otto's work would have been far better understood had he not introduced
this formidable Kantian coﬁcept.

In fact, critics have generally felt uneasy about Otto's heavy
dependence on Kantian ideas, and in particular have been concerned about

the precise nature of the numinous a priori and the a priori of the holy.

What can Otto mean by a religious a priori? 1Is it a genuinely Kantian

principle of understanding? 1Is it a transcendental precondition for the
experience of a religious object in a way precisely parallel to the way a

rational a priori category is the transcendental precondition for the
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experience of a sensible object? Critics are divided about how genuinely
Kantian Otto's a priori categories of the numinous and the holy really
are.

For instance, whereas Davidson understands the numinous a priori as a
Kantian category of judgement of meaning and value parallel to Kant's a
priori of aesthetic taste and thus axiological rather than
epistemological,(9> Baillie argues that Otto's concept of the religious a
priori is, like that of Troeltsch, epistemological and meant to
demonstrate that particular religious ideas are genuinely self-
evident. (10) By contrast, Holm observes that we understand Otto better if

we give up the attempt to interpret Otto's numinous a priori in a

specifically Kantian way and instead construe it as a unique type of

experience independent of sense experience.(11) This theory of numinous

sensibility is supported by Otto's references to the numinous a priori as

a 'mental state... perfectly sui generis and irreducible to any

other'(12) and a feeling which 'cannot be expressed by means of anything
else, just because it is so primary and elementary a datum in our
psychical life, and therefore only definable through itself'.(13) Clearly
here we have echoes of Otto's Romanticism and perhaps even a ‘'religious
instinct' theory as was suggested long ago by Flower.(14)

However, the majority of critics still insist on some parallel

between Otto's numinous a priori and the Kantian notion of the

contribution which understanding brings to experience, and, for example,
Reeder plausibly argues that Otto retains one of two possible senses of
the Kantian a priori; Whereas he discards any parallel to the notion of
the a priori as a logical constituent in our awareness of any object of
empirical experience; he retains the notion of the a priori as an element
in our cognitive psychology independent of sense experience.(15)
Certainly, such an interpretation is supported by Otto's reference to the

numinous a priori as that which 'issues from the deepest foundation of
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cognitive apprehension that the soul possesses',(16) a 'hidden substantive
source from which the religious ideas and feelings are formed, which lies
in the mind independent of sense experience'.(17)

However, even if we accept this interpretation of Otto's numinous a
priori, all kinds of other problems hide behind the term. To begin with,

the cognitive status of this numinous a priori must be questioned.(18)

Not only is it obvious that the incidence of genuine religious experience
is not universally accepted; but Otto himself admits that it is not

innate. The numinous a priori is merely a capacity for numinous

experience.(19) Moreover, it could be argued that because of the profound
influence of Fries on Otto's work,(20) his a priori is exaggerated in two
connected senses. In the first, there is the danger that both the
qualitative and structural aspects of religious experience will be treated
as wholly the product of our a priori cognitive constitution, with the
result that we are led to observe that there is nothing in religious

experience which is a posteriori.(21) 1Indeed, this might be the case

even if numinous experience must await appropriate stimuli from the
empirical world to call them forth; and this danger of exaggerated

apriorism is not mitigated by Otto's references early in The Idea of the

Holy to a numinous object outside the self, (22) nor by his high praise for
William James's now famous religious 'sense of presence' so vigorously

defended in his The Varieties of Religious Experience, since these

statements later give way to others of a decidedly more idealistic nature.
So, for instance; it is in this light that we must understand the
statements of Otto quoted previously in notes 16 and 17 and his assertion

that

The proof that in the numinous we have to deal with purely a priori
cognitive elements is to be reached by introspection and a critical
examination of reason such as Kant instituted, (23)
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a clear reference to the crucial influence of Fries's idealism on Otto's
thought in this work. As Bastow has recently pointed out, Otto is
undecided about whether numinous experience is something we manufacture by
actively interpreting and evaluating our earthly surroundings, or whether
it is something which happens to us and is produced by an agent independ-
ent of us.(24) pyut another way, Otto gravitates between the position that
events are holy in themselves, which implies that God is known in, not
merely through, his actions, and the position that God is merely conceived
by us as standing behind earthly events and indirectly experienced through
them. (25)

The ambiguity in Otto's position over whether we can meaningfully
talk about a genuine numinous object over against a passive experiencing
subject is perhaps nowhere more manifest than in his discussion concerning
the nature of religious 'signs'.(26) Here he compares the growth of
religious consciousness, which he identifies with divination (the ability
genuinely to cognize and recognize the holy in its appearances or signs of
the holy); with the growth of aesthetic taste. Just as when aesthetic
taste is still crude and immature the a priori category of the beautiful
is applied, or rather misapplied, to an object or person which is not
genuinely beautiful, so the same process can take place in religious life
where the a priori of the holy is applied, or misapplied, to an object
which is not really holy; However, as aesthetic taste matures, so the a
priori of the beautiful is properlj applied to a thing which is genuinely
beautiful. What happens here is that a man comes to reject with strong
aversion the quasi - beautiful, but not really beautiful, thing, and
becomes qualified to see and judge rightly the genuine correspondence
between the outward beauty in the object and the inward standard of beauty

which he bears within him. Now the same process is involved in
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distinguishing genuine from false signs of the holy, and it is in such a
way that a man will come to recognize scripture as a genuine sign of the
holy. (27)

However, the problem with this account is that it offers no answer to
the question, whether holiness actually resides in the sign of scripture
as an identifiable quality or substance which actively overwhelms us like
electricity, or is only mediated by scripture, in which case it is we who
interpret it as holy because it is instrumental in our finding holiness
within ourselves. Alternatively, if we interpret Otto to be intending to
posit numinous objects in the world in addition to empirical objects, as

some early passages in The Idea of the Holy suggest,(28) then the proposed

analogy between experiences of holiness and beauty simply disappears.
However, Otto's epistemology, already confused by the issues just
presented, is further bedeviled by the second sense in which his a priori
may be said to be exaggerated due to the influence of Fries. Fries had
argued that absolute certainty is always given in a priori judgements and

never in a posteriori experience, so inverting Kant's critical idealism.

Now this Friesian transcendental idealism, and the felt certainty it

brings to a priori experience, is implicit in many passages in The Idea of
the Holy, and especially in the remark that 'this feeling of reality, the
feeling of a numinous object objectively given, must be posited as a
primary immediate datum of consciousness. '(29) This statement together
Wwith others suggests that Otto retained his confidence in the Friesian
assertion that a priori experience offers absolutely certain knowledge
free from all doubt, a confidence which was previously enthusiastically

announced in his work explicitly devoted to Fries; The Philosophy of

Religion; Although in The Idea of the Holy Otto does not explicitly spell

out this dimension of the Friesian transcendental idealism, it is clear
that the work depends on it, as is demonstrated by the remark in the

foreword to the first English edition which warns the reader, after
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mentioning Naturalism and Religion and The Philosophy of Religion by name,

that 'no one ought to concern himself with the numen ineffabile who has

not already devoted assiduous and serious study to the ratio aeterna.'

The ratio aeterna is a clear reference to the Friesian a priori in both

senses in which it has been discussed.
However, this feeling of certainty accruing to knowledge acquired

through the numinous a priori raises profound problems for Otto's

epistemology. This is because Friesian idealism, or any other idealism
for that matter, cannot guarantee the genuine cognitive status of any
feeling, no matter how intense or vivid it may be. Feelings may be very
deceptive, and certainly the feeling of immediate, uninterpreted, numinous
presence is no proof that there is, in fact, such a presence which is the
source of the feeling, nor that the feeling is uninterpreted. Feelings
cannot reveal any immediate knowledge of their causes, and this means that
numinous feelings are not cognitive when immediately experienced, but only
become so by being reflected upon and interpreted within a specific
context. The truth of such interpretation must be tested by whatever
further means of verification are necessary beyond the experience itself.
This means that Otto cannot claim that the feeling of objectivity within
numinous experience guarantees the objective reference of that experience,
since there are several kinds of experience of objectivity which do not,
in fact, refer to things or events in the physical world, and feeling
alone renders no basis for discriminating between what is real and what is
unreal. For instance; the so called numinous object may be merely an
object of thought or imagination, and if believed to be real may become
the focus for feelings as rich and varied as any that Otto finds in
religious life. In other words, Otto's numinous feelings are vulnerable
to Feuerbach's projectionist criticisms, and the Friesian idealism cannot

release Otto from the obligation of demonstrating the ontological status

of such numinous experiences.(30) similarly, Otto's vivid description of
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religious experience is not an adequate philosophical argument for the
existence of God, as Diamond has pointed out,(31) since it is at least
conceivable that a man may have a powerful religious experience which he
finds no need to interpret in terms of the deity known to the Judaeo-
Christian tradition.(32)

Otto has simply placed too much emphasis in his argument on the
importance, indeed the primacy, of religious experience in religious life.
Thus he erroneously assumes that religious ideas tend to be generated by
religious feelings in a quite uncomplicated way. This naivity of Otto
concerning the complex relationships obtaining between religious ideas and
feelings, and his inability to understand that there can be no
uninterpreted religious feelings, indeed no uninterpreted feelings of any
kind, accounts for his view that theology should be largely an expression
of religious experience. Now apart from the strains this places on many
of thevarticles of faith of Lutheran theology which are incapable of
verification through any numinous experience, this theory of the primacy
of religious feeling fails to take account of the reciprocal influence of
feelings and ideas in any religious tradition and, in particular, involves
a misplaced trust in the absolute cognitive value of feeling.(33)
Religious feelings can be misleading or ambiguous or confusing, and can
direct attention away from religious truth rather than towards it. 1In
this context, religious ideas are meant to clarify religious feelings or
even to correct them. Thus Otto has simply underestimated the importance
of religious ideas as a creative influence on personal religious life.

Furthermore; it is not just theologians and philosophers who have
complained about the unjustifiable emphasis Otto places on religious
feeling. Phenomenologists of religion have also complained that, despite
Otto's avowed interest in non-Christian religions, he fails to take

account of the complex institutional forces and patterns within religious
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traditions. Thus, for instance, Sharpe takes Otto to be (among other
things) putting forward an historical argument for the origin of religion
on the basis of numinous experience, in other words, a hypothetical
historical description of how man discovered religion in some prehistoric
time. This is, of course, what anthropologist Evans-Pritchard has called
an 'if I were a horse story', a story which admits of neither proof nor
disproof since the earliest data of religion are inaccessible to the
researcher. We do not have any records about how prehistoric men
felt,(34) and no Victorian imaginative sympathy can compensate for the
lack of such concrete evidence. Furthermore, Evans-Pritchard has drawn
attention to a problem inherent in all theories of religion which are
based on the primary importance of religious awe in the way that Otto's
theory is. He asks:
What is this awe which some of the writers I have cited say is
characteristic of the sacred? Some say it is the specific religious
emotion; others that, there is no specific religious emotion. Either
way, how does one know whether a person experiences awe or thrill or
whatever it may be? How does one recognize it and how does one
measure it?(35)
The question of sociological measurement, in particular, can find no place

in a theory of religious experience such as Otto's.

It can also be argued that Otto's The Idea of the Holy is more an

abstract philosophy of religion than a concrete historical account of
actual material religious development in any religious tradition, in other
words, scientific study of religion; Otto manages to describe numinous
experience only at the cost of separating it from any particular concrete
religious tradition, and he emphasizes the importance of religious
experience at the expense of what some would see as the more important
communal and institutional dimensions of religion. Some phenomenologists
of religion argue that the history of religions is not primarily concerned
with religious individuals and their experiences, but with religious

traditions and with the communities which live, and are guided, by them,
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the religious experience of the individual being fundamentally conditioned
by the religion of the community to which he belongs. There is no
primordial non-temporal religious feeling, but only concrete religious
emotions which are the product of, rather than precede, material religious
institutions.(36) Religious rituals, social organizations and mythologies
are less a result of religious experience than its principal formative
agents. Finally; Otto has been accused, as William James was before him,
in his concern for the 'wholly other', of presenting the rare exceptions
in religious experience as typical, so greatly impeding our understanding
of most historical religion as we actually find it,(37) and, in |
particular, of having given undue emphasis to ecstatic and mystical types
of experience at the expense of more common everyday emotions that we find
in religious life.(38)

Clearly, as a phenomenological handbook, The Idea of the Holy has not

provided later scholars with the proper anthropological foundations for a

balanced 'science of religions'. Clearly, also, as a theological

handbook, it rests upon epistemological foundations which are extremely

unstable. The Idea of the Holy is so confused, that it is not surprising

that critics should assert that once we have thanked Otto for reminding us
of the unique qualities of religious feelings; and for ensuring that we do
not lose sight of them by giving them a special name, the numinous, we can
bury his work because there is nothing more to learn from it. Otto
reminded theologians and taught phenomenologists of religion that
religious experience is irreducible to other forms of experience, moral,

aesthetic and rational. It is sui generis; and he hammered this point

home, on the one hand, by providing a penetrating psychological account of
the numinous in terms of the distinct qualities of the mysterium, the
tremendum and the fascinans, and on the other, by insisting that numinous

experience is a value experience, a recognition of objective numinous
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worth independent of all moral or aesthetic value;(39) put once we
recognise all this, say the critics, we can safely assume that we have

isolated all that is of lasting significance in Otto's work.

(iii) Otto's Neglected Claim that Religibus Discourse Evokes Numinous

Experience.

However, it is apparent that several impbrtant themes in The Idea of

the Holy have not received adequate attention from Otto's critiecs, and it
is the purpose of this essay to attempt to rectify this omission. 1In
particular, Otto's interpreters have generally failed to recognize that

one of the most important dimensions of the argument of The Idea of the

Holy is its avowed intention to evoke numinous experience in its
readers.{(40) The work has a practical brientation, since it attempts to
help the reader to experience the numinous for himself, and this accounts
for some of the difficulties in the language and the style of the book.
Indeed, we can begin to understand, not only some of the causes of
ambiguity in the work, but also its astounding popularity. One might
almost argue that the less one knows about contemporary systematic
theology, philosophy of religion and phendmenology of religion, the more

one will find in The Idea of the Holy which is exciting and provocative.

This is far from being substantial recommendation that the work has any
intellectual or spiritual depth, but it does explain why almost all of
Otto's intellectually sophisticated interpreters,_in their attempts to
avoid superficial, ill-informed criticism of his work, have allowed the

epistemological difficulties of the numinous a priori to obscure all

reccgnition of the evocative natﬁre of his language in the book. In their
desire to locate Otto precisely within his intellectual and spiritual
tradition, in their desire to clarify the influences of Kant, Fries,

Schleiermacher, Ritschl, Marett, James, Troeltsch and others, his
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interpreters have unfortunately overlooked this important practical aspect

of the work, and in so doing have failed to recognize that Otto sought in

The Idea of the Holy to transcend the many competing and conflicting

intellectual traditions which he had inherited.

For instance, Davidson presents a valuable account of Otto as a great
theological synthesist bringing together many conflicting strands of 19th
Century German theology, but his scholarship fails to take account of

Otto's desire, in writing The Idea of the Holy, to transcend the work of

all his predecessors, to step out of all time bound intellectual
traditions, in order to emphasize the significance of raw religious
experience. Of course, Otto seeks to use his predecessors as all
systematic theologians attempt to do, in order to improve upon them; but
with him this attempt has a special significance, since he believes that

it is he who has rediscovered the sensus numinous and with it holiness.

Kant had confused religion with morality; Fries had confused numinous
feeling with aesthetic feeling, Ritschl had erroneously excluded mysticism
from religious experience; and not even Schleiermacher had rediscovered

the sensus numinis despite Otto's essay with this title in the collection

Religious Essays; (A Supplement to The Idea of the Holy), because he had

restricted religious feeling to a sense of absolute dependence, so
reducing the unique reality of religious feeling to one of degree
(absolute), rather than of kind. It was not Schleiermacher who
rediscovered authentic religious feeling but he; Otto, himself, and in
this way he saw himself as transcending all the strands of theological
tradition before him. This; I suggest; is what accounts for the urgency

in The Idea of the Holy and its consequent popularity among those who have

little interest in the history of systematic theology; and this, I-
suggest, is what also lies behind Otto's most audacious and naive desire

in a professional theologian and academic to evoke numinous experience in

his readers.
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To repeat, one of the principal functions of The Idea of the Holy is

to stimulate religious experience, a task that Otto intended for none of
his other works, and this is surely supported, rather than contradicted,
by that extraordinary remark at the beginning of page 8, where the reader
is invited to direct his mind to a moment of deeply felt, religious
experience and told that, if he cannot do this, he must read no further,
since he can learn nothing about religious 1life from the book without
prior inner experience.

This is clearly a challenging remark which can have no place in any

other of his works, even in Mysticism, East and West, and yet I know of no

critic who has directed any serious attention to the evocative dimension

of The Idea of the Holy other than Harold Turner.(%1) and even he makes

little of it, after pointing out that Otto's technique of arousing
numinous experience resembles Plato's theory of education, where either
the teacher is the midwife who merely brings to birth what already exists
£n the pupil, or he gets the pupil into the right position from where he
can point out the light, for instance, of a star, so that subsequently the
pupil can see it for himself.(42) oOtto's theory of religious experience
is certainly similar to Plato's doctrine of recollection as Turner points
out; but after remarking (on commenting on Otto's 'direct means of
expression of the numinous') that religion is 'caught rather than taught,
awakened in the individual's experience rather than communicated through
instruction', Turner loses the thread of Otto's argument, by taking his
distinction between what can be taught through instruction in concepts and
what 'can only be induced; incited and aroused'(43) as referring to the
justification of religious discourse in spite of the ineffable nature of
religious experience; Religious discourse expresses what can be taught
and is a supplement to religious experience, 'otherwise there would be
little point in his (Otto) writing (his book) or (in) our studying this

book.' Such writing and study is not the usual way of disseminating
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actual experience of the numinous and this is not the primary purpose of
such study; on the other hand, there may be secondary effects of this
nature. (44)

What is wrong with this passage is that; because Turner will only
allow numinous experience as a secondary effect of theological writing and
study, secondary, that is, to what can and should be taught through formal
instruction; he fails to recognize that Otto intends much of his theology

in The Idea of the Holy primarily to evoke numinous experience, and

thereby underestimates the importance of theological discourse functioning
as a Platonic 'midwife' in this process.(45) This is one of the
fundamental aims of this work, which is inadequately acknowledged by
Turner and entirely overlooked by other interpreters of Otto's work.
Rational discourse about the numinous or about religion in general is
a powerful stimulus to numinous feeling in religiously sensitive readers.

This is one of the most important themes in The Idea of the Holy. What is

remarkable is that this provocative observation has not found its way into
the main stream of methodological discussion taking place within the
phenomenology of religion, especially since many scholars within this
intellectual tradition, e;g; Van der Leeuw, Wach, Eliade and others,
insist that the task of understanding any religious tradition demands a
specific religious sensitivity in addition to all the other skills which
are needed by any scholarly discipline. This challenging proposition, so
neglected by students of Otto and more generally by all phenomenologists
of religion, determines the direction of enquiry into Otto's theory of the
growth of religious consciousness and the dynamics of personal religious
life in chapter II of this essay.

Much has been made of Otto's pyschological descriptions of the
moments of numinous experience, the mysterium, the tremendum and the
fascinans, but what is not generally recognized, which is of significance

for chapter II, is that Otto provides considerable psychological material
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about various patterns of growth of religious experience in individual
life and, thus, also some account of varieties of religious experience.
Not only are critics mistaken who assert that Otto showed little interest
in William James's varieties of religious experience, (46) put we can also
piece together a quite sophisticated picture of how diverse types of
religious experience are aroused and are related to their stimuli within a
wider religious context. It is this theory that chapter II will
substantiate by re-examining some of Otto's major concepts which have not

been hitherto fully understood.

(iv) Schematization

In particular, it will be demonstrated that the concept of

schematization has not been adequately interpreted, because it has not

been recognized that this concept should be (among other things) connected
with the law of association of feelings and that schemata of the numinous
should serve (among other functions) to arouse numinous feelings.

Furthermore, the concept of schematization cannot be understood until we

grasp what Otto means by rational schemata. The term 'rational' here is
clearly coloured by Fries's transcendental idealism and his distinction
between Wissen and Glaube, and the rational a priori is; I shall argue, an
element of our cognitive psychology totally independent of sense

experience in just the same sense that the numinous a priori is, as I

suggested on pages 14-15 of this essay.

Now what is wrong with all previous discussion concerning Otto's
rational schemata is that, while it focuses attention on how the numinous
is filled out with rational meaning; how the numinous evolves into the
holy and how and why, and even if; there is, as Otto claims, a necessary
connection between the numinous and the rational; it overlooks the
important psychological function of rational schemata. If rational

schemata arise in the mind fully formed completely independently of sense
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experience and with a feeling of certainty and authority absent in the
context of all other mental activity; and if numinous feelings come into
being in a similar way, then one can begin to understand, from a
phenomenological point of view; how rational schemata might pass over into
numinous feelings. Indeed even Otto's claim that there is a necessary
connection between rational schemata and numinous feelings does not now
seem quite so outrageous. To repeat, what has been overlooked here is
the psychological dimension of Otto's a priori inherited from Fries and,
in particular, the rather peculiar psychological operation of the rational
schemata. But this neglected psychology may in turn help to explain how
rational discourse about religious experience and more generally religious
life may evoke powerful religious feelings;

Furthermore, this neglected psychological dimension, of what Moore
called Otto's exaggerated apriorism;(“7) should warn us that Otto is not
only interested in the content of rational discourse about religion, but
also the manner in which it is understood. It is clear to Otto that not
everybody who listens to or reads religious discourse is filled with
numinous feelings; but only the innately religious as opposed to the
'natural' man, in other words, the man of the 'spirit'.(48)  Now Otto
poses the question why the listening of the man of the spirit is so potent
and that of the natural man so impotent; and it is in answer to this
question, I suggest; that the psychological dimension of Otto's rational a
priori is addressed. Otto believes that there are several levels of
intensity of understanding of religious discourse, and that that level of
understanding of religious discourse which evokes numinous experience is a
priori in the Freisian psychological sense just discussed. Thus if Otto

really did intend, in writing The Idea of the Holy; to play Platonic

midwife in bringing to birth religious feelings in his readers, then he
clearly also intended to educate them psychologically towards a particular

type of understanding of his writing as the proper route to such feelings.
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(v) Divination and Direct and Indirect Means of Expression of the

Numinous

There are also two other concepts which deserve some discussion in
chapter II of this essay, in the light of what has just been said about
Otto's theory of religious experience. The first is Otto's concept of

divination, a mark of the influence not only of Schleiermacher and Fries

but also of Theodore De Wette, the disciple of Fries. Divination (only
introduced relatively late in the work in chapter XVIII) is an ambiguous
concept, an aesthetic and mystical contemplative feeling (Friesian
Ahndung*), paradoxically directed towards the factual in history.(49)

Now it might be argued that such a concept of religious experience is
incompatible with Otto's earlier presentation of numinous experience, (50)
especially in the light of the epistemological ambiguity attaching to his
theory of religious signs of the holy which I have already drawn attention
to on page 16 of this essay and which actually introduces Otto's

discussion of divination.(51) However, I shall argue; notwithstanding

the epistemological problems concerning whether holiness is experienced in
or behind history and whether it is independent of any experiencing

subject, that divination has an important function for Otto in religious

life, because it provides the religious background to profound numinous
feelings. It is, in fact, a more persistent, if less intense, religious
consciousness out of which more dramatic or impressive; but transient,
numinous feelings arise. Indeed, Otto's concept of divination may offer
a significant contribution to any study of the development of religious
experience in personal religious life. Furthermore, we can better

understand the important place of divination in Otto's theory of religious

experience, when we recognize that this process is also a priori in the

* I have opted for the obsolete form of Ahnung (presentiment,

suspicion) which Otto himself uses in Das Heilige.
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psychological sense that I have already outlined in the context of
rational schemata of the numinous. This means that, like a priori
rational discourse about religion, divination may arouse numinous
feelings.

The second concept which will receive consideration in chapter II is
also related to Otto's ideas about the development of inner religious life

as well as to divination, providing an important indication that he

intended to grade different types of religious experience. I refer to
his proposition concerning 'direct and indirect means of expression of the
numinous'(52) and, what is synonymous with this, his ideas about direct
and indirect means of transmitting or arousing the numinous. It is clear
that 'indirect means' produce religious experiences which, if profoundly
impressive, are still less valuable than experiences evoked by 'direct
means'. The indirect means of expression and transmission of the
numinous are for people who have had little or no previous experience of
the spiritual life, whereas the direct means of expression and
transmission of the numinous (e.g; holy scripture, rather than more potent
religious stimulants such as the analogies in profane experience to the

mysterium; tremendum and fascinans moments of the numinous) are for those

whom Max Weber described as religiously musical. Otto's indirect means
are for the majority of us, who are insufficiently religiously sensitive
to be able to experience the numinous through its direct means of
expression and therefore need these more potent spiritual stimulants, but

it is clear that these indirect means are only a preparation for the more

worthy direct means.

In this way Otto presents a general account of the progress of inner
religious life; and although he does not discuss how anyone can make the
transition from indirect to direct means, I shall argue that it is

plausible to connect this theme to his discussion of divination and the a

priori rational schemata. In other words; it is reasonable to suppose
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that the practice of divination and the application of reason to religious

discourse according to the principles of Fries's transcendental idealism
sensitize a man to the direct means of evoking the numinous. These
religious processes can, thus, be understood as providing the means of
passage between indirect and direct means of arousing the numinous.

This is a complex and sophisticated picture of religious life which,
although not explicitly spelt out, can be pieced together from so many

details in The Idea of the Holy which previous interpreters have either

totally ignored or only partly understood. What will become clear from
this study is that phenomenologists of religion are far from having fully
digested Otto's theory of religious experience. In spite of Otto's
insistence on the superiority of Christianity over other religious
traditions, based as it is on an unfashionable evolutionary theory in the
comparative study of‘horld religions; he was acutely sensitive to the
varieties of religious experience across religious traditions and to
complex patterns of interaction between numinous experience and
intellectual life in a way which has been altogether underestimated by
both his friends and his critics among phenomenologists of religion, as
well as by philosophers and theologians, who have all allowed the evident
epistemological difficulties in his work to obscure the important

psychological dimension of his intellectual endeavour.

(vi) Religious Language and the Inexpressible

I have argued that one of the most important themes in Otto's The

Idea of the Holy is his demonstration of how religious discourse can evoke

numinous experience among those who are religiously sensitive. However,
Otto also supports this claim with a theory concerning the relationship

between religious language and such numinous experience. Thus numinous
experience is described as inexpressible and 'wholly other', (53) meaning

not only that such experience is beyond our comprehension and beyond our
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powers of conceiving,(54) but also that it is totally unlike all other
types of experience. We cannot offer any literal description of such
experience, but must approach it through analogy. By drawing the
reader's attention to experiences which are similar to numinous
experience, the reader can discover for himself what numinous feelings are
like, providing he does not make the mistake of confusing a relation of
analogy or similarity with one of identity. Thus the element of numinous
awfulness in the tremendum moment of numinous experience can be
elucidated by drawing the reader's attention to other awful situations,
providing the reader does not forget that there is a numinous overplus in
numinous awe, a quality‘in the feeling of numinous awe which is not
replicated in any other examples of feelings of awe. Similarly, there is
a numinous overplus to be found in the other moments of the numinous, the
mysterium and the fascinans.(55)

Otto's account of the analogy of religious to non-religious feelings
is important for his wider claims for the evocative nature of religious
language. Otto asserts that religious experience is like this more
familiar experience and unlike that one; it is similar to this experience
in one respect but dissimilar to it in others; it is similar to different
experiences in different respects, but has something extra as well. Now
can you feel for yourself what numinous experience is 1like? Now can you
not realize inwardly for yourself what are the distinctive qualities of
numinous feeling?(56) This argument determines the direction of all of
Otto's discussion concerning the relationship between religious language
and numinous experienoe; and must surely provide the point of departure

for any examination of such discussion.

Chapter III of this essay is devoted to this dimension of Otto's
work, which has received to date only superficial attention from his
interpreters. In this chapter I want to situate Otto's account of

religious feeling, as a religious way of knowing in contrast to conceptual
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reasoning,(57) within the wider context of contemporary philosophical
discussion concerning the relationship between theological discourse and
religious experience. Of course Otto's argument about the ineffability
of numinous experience is indebted to Fries's account of aesthetico -
religious feeling, Ahndung; Fries argues that although religious
feeling, Ahndung; is positive, it can only be referred to conceptually
through negation, that is through the negation of all empirical
restrictions to this feeling. Such conceptual talk about religious
feeling, Glaube, is the product of a priori reason, and although it cannot
offer positive knowledge in itself, it indicates religious feeling which
can communicate such positive knowledge; In Glaube the ideas of faith
are not positive metaphysical statements at all but rather, as Fries says,
'incomprehensible mysteries'.(58)

Here in embryo we have many of the features of Otto's theory of

religious experience. The concept of Glaube clearly informs Otto's
insistence that there is an enormous gulf between language about religious
experience and the experience itself, a claim which has much in common
with William James's opposition between 'knowledge about' and
'acquaintance knowledge' and Bergson's contrast between 'intelligence' and
'intuition'. The Friesian idealism also influences Otto's arguments about
the symbolic and evocative nature of theological discourse and the danger
of making deductions which depend upon a literal interpretation of it.
It is obvious that this argument about religious feeling and language owes
much to Otto's deep interest in mysticism and, thus, needs to be situated
within the context of recent discussion concerning the nature of mystical
language.

Clearly Otto's theory of religious experience has much to contribute
to such discussion, but the significance of his ideas about mystical
language cannot be properly estimated until we acknowledge that behind his

concept of religious feeling there is an implicit theory of the nature of
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language, all language, and its relation to experience. This is a theory
which needs to be unfolded, if we are fully to appreciate Otto's concept
of religious experience and its significance for more recent studies of
mysticism.

Renford Bambrough has recently argued that Otto, in claiming that
religious experience is inexpressible, has put forward a theory that there
are limits to reason and language beyond which we cannot go; Bambrough
reproves Otto for this claim, on the grounds that he treats such
limitations of expression as inevitable, and consequently persuades us to
overlook unrealized potentialities for transcending the particular
restrictions of language by which we presently feel ourselves constrained.
Otto's error (as is indeed Eliot's concerning the 'raid on the

inarticulate' in The Quartets where he complains that words cannot capture

feelings with any precision) is that he treats what is a temporary
limitation in language as if it were a permanent fault of language or of
our conceptual apparatus. Otto forgets that beyond the boundaries of our
present understanding there is not a blank, but only something further to
be understood. The difficulty that Otto, and by implication many others,
have with the limitations of language is not one of an absolute limit to
our understanding, but only a problem of comprehending what is currently
difficult to understand.(59)

It could also be argued that this view of Otto's problem implies
that, when a writer, be it Otto; Eliot or anyone else, wrestles with
words, he is, in fact; not demonstrating the limits of language at all,
but showing just how effective the use of language can be, that is just
how expressive language really is. Thus, in arguing in this way, what
Bambrough is doing is to reject decisively Otto's agonizing about the
inexpressible and, thereby, his fundamental assumption about the
relationship between language and experience which is implicit in The Idea

of the Holy; It is this assumption which will receive much critical
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attention in chapter III, namely, the thesis that all experience, both
religious and non-religious, transcends language because language, as
such, is incapable of reproducing and communicating the subtleties and
intensities of experience.

Now I shall argue that this assumption about language influences much

of the discussion in The Idea of the Holy; In particular, it helps us to

understand that Otto's primary problem is not that religious feelings are
ineffable and other feelings are not, since all feelings are ultimately
ineffable; but rather that we do not have a word or words for distinctly
religious feelings which pre-exist all language, and because we have no
words, or because a word such as 'holy' has been reduced to its purely
moral meaning, there is real danger that we shall forget that such a
feeling is a recognizably discrete form of human experience. Thus
different words remind us of, rather than literally express, different
feelings, and this is why Otto felt the need, on recognizing that the word
'holy' had lost its distinctly religious meaning; to invent a new word for
the specific religious feeling, the numinous. The word numinous is meant
to prevent us from forgetting that there is a unique religious feeling

which, although similar to other feelings; is sui generis, irreducible to

any other feeling.

This is one of the most important dimensions of Otto's argument about
religious language, and I suggest that anyone who claims to have had
religious experiences may find the introduction of the new term numinous
valuable for several reasons. To begin with; the new term may help to
prevent a confusion between religious and other profoundly moving
experiences; It may also provide a category of interpretation which
allows such potentially disturbing experiences to be integrated with the
rest of life. And finally, the new term, in providing a discrete
category of interpretation, may create a greater sensitivity to subsequent

religious experiences, and thus ensure that both profound and subtle
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religious experiences are consciously recognized for what they really are
and then later remembered as religious or numinous experiences. This
memory may then stimulate further numinous experiences. Indeed, this is
one important reason why words for numinous feelings are so useful in
religious life.

This is the perspective from which we should approach Otto's argument
about religious experience and language; and this approach, to repeat, is
supported by Otto's insistence on the positive nature of numinous feeling
and the negative nature of language about the numinous;(60) by his account
of the law of association of analogous feelings, and by his ideas on
ideograms and the non-literal interpretation of theological discourse.(61)

There are, however, two fundamental problems, which Otto's argument
about religious experience and language raises, requiring considerable
attention, and I want to introduce them very briefly now. The first is
that Otto's attempts to find metaphors for numinous experience can hardly
be reconciled with his insistence that numinous experience is literally or
rigorously 'wholly other', that is totally unlike other forms of
experience; As Walter Stace has pointed out, there is a fundamental
contradiction between arguing that numinous experience is analogous to
other forms of experience and at the same time insisting that numinous
experience is 'wholly other'. There can be no analogy between
experiences which are 'wholly other' to each other, (62) However, I shall
demonstrate that Stace is mistaken about a contradiction in Otto's work,
since the sum of references to the 'wholly other' in the text of The Idea

of the Holy do not suggest that this term was intended by Otto to be

interpreted completely literally. In spite of the uncompromising nature
of some language about the numinous, especially the mysterium moment of
numinous experience, we shall see from Otto's extensive and varied

discussion concerning numinous experience in The Idea of the Holy that he

did not, in fact, intend to claim for it absolute ineffability.
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Accordingly; it will be shown that Stace's criticism of Ctto's use of
analogy or metaphor is constructed upon a fundamental misunderstanding of
the meaning and function of ineffab;lity claims in Otto's argument.(63)

The second problem concerns Otto's concept of language as an
inadequate expression of experience. Major objections to this theory of
language have been expressed by several recent philosophers and
theologians influenced by Wittgenstein apart from Bambrough, who argue
that the very attempt to distinguish language and experience is
unintelligible, since all experience is by nature linguistic. Experience
simply cannot be abstracted from the linguistic context within which it
takes place.(64) Put another way, it is impossible to separate pure
experience from all interpretation of that experience. There is no such
thing as pure uninterpreted experience. All experience is conditioned
and shaped by interpretation, and interpretation is itself linguistic.
Using William James's familiar contrast between 'acquaintance knowledge'
and 'knowledge about' or Bergson's similar opposition between 'intuition'
and 'intelligence', there can be no pure experience of the former without
some knowledge of the latter. As many philosophers have recently argued,
completely uninterpreted experience is impossible and mystical experience
is no exception.(65)

Now clearly these issues present a profound challenge to Otto's whole
theory of religious experience. However, (to anticipate here some
conclusions of chapter III) it will be argued that; although there can be
no pure non-linguistic or uninterpreted experience, no 'acquaintance
knowledge' without some 'knowledge about'; this does not mean that the
parameters of experience extend only as far as the parameters of language
or interpretation and no further. Accordingly, Otto's claim, that there
are dimensions of experience of great subtlety or intensity which
transcend language either temporarily or permanently, is not

unintelligible, and helps us to comprehend our need for metaphor in order
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to extend what we presently know or understand about our experience.

Only once the significance of metaphor for Otto's argument about religious
language is recognized and his ideas about experience transcending
language understood, can we begin to inquire into Otto's claim that
religious experience is unlike all other forms of experience, even
aesthetic experience of the most sublime kind. In other words, only when
we accept that for Otto there is a sense in which all experience is
ineffable; can we begin to examine the question of the precise nature of

numinous ineffability in The Idea of the Holy and the qualities which

distinguish it from other forms of ineffability.

(vii) Otto's Contribution to the Phenomenology of Religion

Chapter IV of this essay attempts, in the light of what I have

previously argued about The Idea of the Holy, to clarify Otto's general

place in the history of phenomenology of religion, a task which needs to
go beyond an unimaginative catalogue of Otto's failures in the use of
critical methods in the scientific study of religion. It is not enough
to call attention to Otto's methodological weaknesses. We must proceed
from there to suggest the more enduring contributions which many of Otto's
ideas, when situated within contemporary methodological discussions
concerning the study of religion, can make towards enriching and deepening
such study; In fact; there are two important dimensions of Otto's work
which need clarification, in order to appreciate the significance of his
ideas for the contemporary study of religion: The first is what perhaps
should be called Otto's phenomenology of religion, (66) which needs to be
separated from an implicit theology to which it is inextricably tied and
with which it is often disastrously confused. The second is Otto's
account of the relationship between mystical and devotional forms of
religious experience. These are the general issues to be discussed in

this chapter, but they demand some further explanation here.
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Firstly, I turn to consider what could be construed to be a
phenomenology of religion in Otto's work. Of course Otto's account of
the historical development of holiness and its perfection after a long
evolutionary history in Christianity can find no place in contemporary
phenomenology of religion. As I have already indicated, the evolution of
the numinous out of the daemonic; a pre-religious state of
consciousness, (67) is improbable, and suggests the unfashionable ideas of

Marett under whose spell Otto had come at the time of writing The Idea of

the Holy. It is also not obvious to the phenomenologist of religion that
the gradual filling out of the numinous with the ethical and the rational
leads to a perfection of holiness in the history of religions, again in
Christianity. Again; this is theology not phenomenology of religion; and
yet in spite of this Otto has been one of the most important advocates for
a unique religious consciousness this century. He has argued that this
unique religious consciousness is at the heart of religious life and
should govern the direction of all contemporary research into religion.

It is here that we find perhaps Otto's most valuable contribution to later
phenomenology of religion, and the reason for his rejection of
reductionist approaches to religion by sociologists, anthropologists and
psychologists.

In chapter IV I shall examine the work of two important later
students of religion who share Otto's antagonism towards reductionism in
the study of religion; and on whom he has been particularly influential.
The first is of Gerardus van der Leeuw, who has spoken of the need for

religious subjectivity in the scholar engaged in the phenomenology of

religion, just as Otto insists on the value of religious sensitivity in

the student of religion. As I shall demonstrate, van der Leeuw's

phenomenological method in the study of religion (with its emphasis on

enthusiastic appreciation of other religious traditions) is remarkably

similar to Otto's phenomenological analysis of religious experience.(68)
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However, I shall also show that van der Leeuw's argument about religious
subjectivity in the study of religion suffers from precisely the same
methodological difficulty as Otto's. That is, that such religious
subjectivity can never be abstracted from any particular religious
tradition. Therefore, it is impossible to bring to the study of other
religions a religious sensitivity which is not rooted in the scholar's own
tradition, in the case of van der Leeuw and Otto; Lutheran Christianity.

The second scholar, who has been profoundly influenced by Otto and
whose work I shall examine in chapter IV, is Mircea Eliade.(69) He
speaks of 'the history of religions' rather than the phenomenology of
religion; but it is clear that, like Otto and van der Leeuw, he wishes to
challenge the reductionist approach to religion of sociologists,
anthropologists and psychologists, and to create an academic discipline
which will respect the intentionality of religious phenomena. In
particular, he focuses his attention on what he conceives to be the
distinctive feature of all religious life and experience - the opposition
of the sacred to the profane - reflecting the influence of Otto's interest
in the 'wholly other'. However, what is particularly interesting about
Eliade's 'history of religions' is its claim that religious materials of
traditional societies have a distinctive religious meaning which is only
intelligible to the religiously sensitive observer. I shall argue that
comparison of this claim with Otto's methodological observations on the
study of religion can be very fruitful.

However, a comparison of Otto with later phenomenologists influenced
by him needs to be supplemented by an examination of thinkers who later

reacted against his ideas or ideas which are similar to them. I want to

compare Otto's jdeas with those of two contemporary phenomenologists of

religion, who have attempted to respond to his challenge of religious

subjectivity. They have endeavoured to find a middle course, which

argues, on the one hand, that an impartial religious subjectivity is a
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contradiction, and yet on the other, that Otto is Justified in claiming
that the study of religion cannot be reduced to either a sociological or a
psychological account which refuses to acknowledge the irreducibly
religious dimension of religious phenomena. The first is Jacques
Waardenburg who argues that phenomenology of religion should properly
study the religious intentions of religious practitioners. These are
clearly irreducibly religious; and yet they are discovered and verified by
the phenomenologist of religion by using all the scientific disciplines
which are ordinarily used to establish facts in any other branch of the
human sciences. Thus phenomenology of religion succeeds in respecting
that which is unique in religion, and yet at the same time is a discipline
founded upon empiricist assumptions.(70)

The second model of phenomenology of religion which I want to compare
with Otto's ideas comes from Ninian Smart, who argues that a
phenomenologist of religion is rather like an actor who can imaginatively
and sensitively enter into and reproduce a picture of a situation, while
bracketing out the question of the truth or falsehood of reality claims
about that situation. In other words; the phenomenologist of religion
must sympathetically report about gods, demons and other worlds, while
bracketing out questions about the reality of such supernatural beings or
places. Smart does not pretend that this exercise is an easy one, but
rather argues that there are good and bad phenomenologists of religion
Jjust as there are good and bad actors. In other words, phenomenology of
religion is a skill which some people have and others do not.(71)

Secondly, I return to Otto's theory of religious experience. As I
said earlier; Otto has been criticized for not showing enough interest in
the varieties of religious experience.(72)  However, this is because, as
the literature of phenomenology of religion has grown and as the term
numinous has come to be adopted by that literature, this term has tended

to be identified with devotional religion as opposed to mystical religion.
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This is perhaps principally because of the influence of scholars such as
Friedrich Heiler, once a close friend of Otto, who insisted on the
fundamental differences between prophetic and mystical religion.(73) 1p
any case, whoever was responsible for the identification of the term
numinous with devotional religion, there is no doubt that since Smart's
influential statement of the contrast between numinous and mystical

experience, (74) hardly any English language writer has doubted the meaning

of the term.

Of course we may want to argue that Smart and others achieve their
interpretation of Otto's term 'numinous', by assuming that it is meant to
be a deliberate departure from his earlier Friesian aesthetico - mystical

religious feeling ardently defended in his The Philosophy of Religion;

but there is little in the text of The Idea of the Holy to suggest that he

wished to draw attention to profound changes in his theory of religious
experience, nor that he had relinquished his adherance to the philosophy
of Fries. Davidson recognizes this, and although he insists on the
distinction of the sense of sin; sanctity and salvation belonging to
numinous experience from the moral category of purpose and the aesthetic
category of beauty in Ahndung; he is uneasy about Otto's failure to
recognize that Ahndung and numinous feeling, as thus defined, are
irreconcilable. (75)

Bastow more recently has also given attention to the problem of
reconciling the mYstical feeling of Ahndung with numinous feeling which he
believes is innately 'dualistic', presupposing that the numen is
'separated by an infinite and awful gulf from the earthly being who
experiences him.'(76)  Bastow, like Davidson, also concludes that there
is no way that we can identify Ahndung with numinous experience; and
argues simply that Otto failed to recognize just how far he had moved away

from Fries's transcendental idealism, and that this is why he implicitly

identifies numinous feeling with Ahndung.(77)
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However, neither Bastow, nor Davidson, nor Smart, nor most other
interpreters seem to have understood what Otto meant by numinous

experience in The Idea of the Holy. Nowhere in this work, nor in any of

his later works, does Otto explicitly identify numinous experience with
only devotional religion as opposed to mystical religion.(78)  0On the

contrary, in The Idea of the Holy Otto insists over and over again that

numinous experience includes mystical experience and that devotional and
mystical experience are not opposed to each other. Indeed, this is one
of the most important dimensions of his theory of religious experience
which he labours throughout the book and which accounts for his, perhaps,
excessive references to examples of mystical experience.(79)

It is, perhaps, the supreme irony that Otto was; in fact, attempting
to do precisely the opposite of what most of his interpreters have taken
him to be doing in fd}mulating his ideas on the numinous. When the trend
of scholarship in Protestant circles was to contrast prophetic and
mystical forms of religion, Otto was attempting to redress this trend by
drawing attention to similarities between mystical and devotional
experiences, indeed arguing that many familiar features of devotional
religion were just as appropriate to mystical religion. It is in this
light that we should understand Otto's insistence that
'self-depreciation', 'creature consciousness' and the ascription of
ultimate value to the 'wholly other' are applicable to many forms of
mystical experience as well as to devotional religion.(80) It is in this
1ight; also; that we must understand Otto's definition of mysticism as the
'strongest stressing and over-stressing of those non-rational elements
which are already inherent in all religion', (81) that is the 'wholly
other' aspect of the numen(82) before which the response of the mystic is
stupor! (83) Finally, it is in this light that we must understand Otto's

assertion that the tremendum moment of numinous experience is to be found

in some forms of mysticism.
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Otto cites as examples of a 'mysticism of horror' chapter XI of the

Bhagavad Gita, some forms of Shiva and Durga worship, some forms of Tantra

and from the Christian tradition the 'nights' or 'deserts' of personal
annihilation and barrenness which, for instance, St. John of the Cross and
Suso speak of.(84) Ironically, here Otto is unfamiliar with some of the
finest examples of the tremendum in mysticism coming, as they do, from
Jewish and Islamic forms of mysticism, but, nevertheless, in this as in
other observations about mysticism he insists that we cannot understand
religious experience, that is numinous experience, while we continue to
assume that devotional religion must be opposed to mystical religion.

As Otto himself says at the end of The Idea of the Holy:

Each of the two, the personal and the mystical, belong to the other,
and the language of devotion uses very naturally the phrases and
expressions of both comingled. They are not different forms of
religion, still less different stages in religion, the one higher and
better than the other, but the two essentially united poles of a
single fundamental mental attitude, the religious attitude.(85)
Nothing could be clearer than this, and Otto then supports this argument
by looking for the mystical dimension of Luther's concept of faith.(86)
Otto obviously sought to build a bridge between devotional and mystical
forms of religion; and I shall endeavour to evaluate this aspect of his

work by situating his discussion within the context of more recent debate

about prophetic and mystical religion;

(viii) Numinous Experience and the Philosophy of Religion

Finally, the task of chapter V is to offer a general assessment of
Otto's theory of religious experience presented in the previous chapters
of this essay in the light of recent literature in the philosophy of
religion. In particular; this chapter will consider four issues which
are of interest to philosophers of religion, and which are inevitably very

significant in any appraisal of Otto's theory of religious experience.
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The first issue to be considered concerns the cognitive status of
numinous experience. Do numinous experiences have the kind of evidential
value that is associated with sensations? Can one argue that the
existence of numinous experiences provide evidence for the existence of
God, or some other supernatural Being? It is questions such as these
that many recent philosophers of religion have addressed themselves to, in
the attempt to establish whether numinous experiences are veridical. I
shall examine some of the recent discussion concerning the cognitive
status of numinous experience principally through the work of the
philosophers, C.B. Martin,(87) Richard Swinburne, (88) Galen Pietcher, (89)
and William Wainwright;(90) and I shall conclude from their arguments that
there is no justification for claiming that the cognitive status of
numinous experience is similar to that of ordinary perception. Rather,
the evidence concerning numinous experience suggests that it has a unique
cognitive status, being anomalous with regard to the distinction between
objective and subjective experiences.

However, I shall argue that my conclusions, concerning Otto's failure
to demonstrate that numinous experiences are veridical, should not be
construed to be damaging to religious life or religious experience, and
that Otto is wrong to think that they should. I will propose, in spite
of Otto's failure to establish the cognitive certainty of numinous

experiences through appeal to his account of the numinous a priori, that

an approach to numinous experience be adopted which 'brackets out!
questions concerning its cognitive status;(91) and which concentrates on
its practical significance for inner religious life. In fact it will be
seen that if such a position is adopted; what I want to call a
non-cognitive position, the scholar can focus his attention on the value
of Otto's challenging psychology of religious experience without having to
accept the epistemological claims which he makes about such experience.

In this way he can continue to be interested in the cdgnitive claims of
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Otto's exciting religious psychology, including the claim that numinous
experience contains powerful feelings that the experience is noetic and
invulnerable to doubt, without either accepting or rejecting such claims.
In particular, he can continue to be interested in the fascinating issues
raised by the psychological features of Otto's 'exaggerated apriorism',
introduced earlier in this chapter and to be discussed extensively in
chapter II of this essay, by reading his claims about the rational and the

numinous a priori non-cognitively. The psychological aspects of Otto's

exaggerated apriorism continue to be of significance to a non-cognitive
reading of his cognitive claims.

I shall, accordingly, conclude this discussion concerning the
cognitive status of numinous experience, by arguing that although Otto can
be seen to be offering a valuable theory of religious experience, it is
not the theory that he thinks he is offering; This must be rejected,
simply because Otto fails to provide the empirical evidence necessary to
demonstrate that numinous experience is veridical. Rather, what the
scholar will find which is of value in Otto's work is a different theory
based upon a non-cognitive account of religious experience; and it is
testable only insofar as it can be demonstrated on the one hand, that
numinous experience does possess the life transforming properties that
have been claimed for it (religious bliss, moral purpose, etc.), and on
the other, that it really is a distinctive; irreducible experience which
cannot be confused with any other and is easily identifiable as
unmistakably religious.

This last observation leads me to the second issue which will be
considered in chapter V. This concerns the explanatory power of the
concept of numinous experience and its ontological standing. Does
numinous experience exist, or is what Otto calls numinous experience

merely the result of his misinterpretation of non-religious experiences?

Is numinous experience easily recognizable; and if sb; how does Otto
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demonstrate that it is a distinctive; irreducible experience which cannot
be confused with any other non-religious experience (aesthetic, moral,
emotional ete.)? These are some of the questions I shall address myself
to, in order to assess Otto's handling of evidence for numinous
experience.

However, there is one question connected with the issue of Otto's
handling of evidence for numinous experience which is particularly
important, and to which I shall give considerable attention. That is:
does numinous experience lend itself to non-religious interpretation, in
spite of the passion with which Otto insists that it is irreducibly
religious? I shall examine the argument of several philosophers of
religion who have recently maintained that it does; and I shall
demonstrate that their conclusions are unjustifiable, because they are
based upon either a failure to recognize the unique features of numinous
experience or upon a refusal to acknowledge that experiences that have
been correctly identified as numinous should be given a religious
interpretation.

The latter argument will be elucidated through an examination of the
work of Ronald Hepburn;(92) who offers a psychoanalytic explanation of
numinous experience and proposes that although it is wholly the product of
our inner life and therefore subjective, it continues to have profound
value for human life comparable to that of aesthetic experience; The
former argument; on the other hand, will be elucidated through an
examination of the work of Martin Prozesky(93) and John Gaskin.{(9%)
Whereas Martin Prozesky proposes that all numinous experience is actually
reducible to another more fundamental experience which can plausibly be
given a non—religious; psychological interpretation, John Gaskin argues
that while some numinous experiences are unquestionably religious, others

(especially those associated with experiences of nature) are not because

they do not explicitly refer to any divine being or reality.
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Moreover, I shall also examine the argument of another philosopher of
religion, H.D. Lewis.(95) He adopts a position which is diametrically
opposed to any interpretation of numinous experience like Gaskin's,
because he proposes that an experience can only be a numinous experience
if it specifically refers to God. A numinous experience which is not a
religious experience is not even a possibility for Lewis. However, I
shall argue that Lewis, like Gaskin, misinterprets Otto's numinous
experience, because he fails to recognize some of the distinctive features
of such experience. Indeed, I shall conclude my argument with the
observation that while I can agree with Lewis that every numinous
experience is a religious experience, I cannot support his claim that for
an experience to be a numinous experience, it must specifically refer to
God, or to some other easily identifiable divine reality. Such a claim,
I shall attempt to demonstrate, fails to acknowledge some of the
distinctive features of Otto's concept of numinous experience; which
should be more broadly defined than it is in Lewis's work.

The third issue to be discussed in chapter V concerns Otto's claims
about the unmediated nature of numinous experienceQ I have already drawn
attention to Otto's quasi-perceptual model of numinous experience;
However, together with this claim Otto makes another persistent claim,
namely that numinous experience is not mediated by any non-religious
experience; (96) and he seeks to support this important dimension of his
argument about numinous expérience through an appeal to his law of
association of analogous feelings.(97) It is clear how much Otto has
invested in this claim about the unmediated nature of numinous experience,
and I shall attempt to evaluate it by comparing it Wwith some of the recent

philosophical literature which insists on the mediated nature of all

religious experience.
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In fact, I shall compare Otto's claim that only unmediated numinous
experiences are an adequate ground for religious belief with the position
of three writers who have insisted that unmediated religious experience is
not even a possibility. The first is John Baillie(98) who argues,
contrary to those writers who adopt a quasi-perceptual model of religious
experience, that experience of God is never given to man except in
conjunction with the consciousness of the corporeal world and of our
fellow men. We cannot be aware of the presence of God apart from all
other presences. Accordingly, our experience of the immediacy of God's
presence to our souls can only be a 'mediated immediacy'.

The second proponent of the thesis that all feligious experience is
mediated by non-religious experience, whose work I shall discuss, is John
Smith.(99) Smith speaks of religious experience as mediated, but
psychologically direct, just as our experience of a garden landscape
through a window is mediated, but psychologically direct; and he affirms,
like Baillie before him, that every alleged experience of God is also at
the same time an experience of something else. Moreover, he explores the
epistemological consequences of his observations about mediated religious
experience, in particular arguing that we cannot be aware of God as one
object among, but separable from, others. Finally, he concludes his
argument by observing that direct; but mediated experience of God is
completely satisfying for religious life, whereas immediate,
self—authenticating; religious experience is actually inimical to it.

The third proponent of the thesis that all religious experience is
mediated by non-religious experience, whose work I shall discuss, is John
Hick.(100) Hick argues that religious faith consists of experiencing the
events of our lives and of human history as mediating the presence and
activity of God. There are, in fact, two different ways of experiencing
the events of our lives and of human history; that is either as purely

natural events or as mediating the presence of God. Religious believers
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choose to experience the world as a world in which God is present, and
thereby transform their experience of the world; but their position is no
worse than that of the non-believer. 1In fact, we shall demonstrate that
in Hick's position we have an understanding of religious experience which
is profoundly different to Otto's, since, whereas Hick's religious
experience is the result of adopting a religious faith; numinous
experience, when it occurs, provides a reason for adopting such a faith.
The fourth issue to be discussed in chapter V concerns Otto's
opposition to reductionism in the study of religion which has been so
influential on the phenomenology of religion; and involves a return to
issues first introduced in chapter IV. My discussion concerning Otto's
contribution to the phenomenology of religion will be continued and
concluded, in the light of my previous examination of the explanatory
power of Otto's concept of numinous experience, by returning to a
persistent claim in Otto's work; that is that the study of religion must
seek to identify what is unique in religious life and experience; and must
therefore avoid importing explanatory theories that are foreign to it. 1
shall attempt to elucidate the implications of this claim for later
thinking about the nature of phenomenology of religion, going beyond my
previous observations concerning the work of Van der Leeuw, Eliade;
Waardenburg and Smart, by examining, on the one hand, the work of a group
of recent philosophers influenced by Wittgenstein who support the
phenomenologist's rejection of reductionism in the study of religion, and
on the other; the work of a number of recent scholars who have attacked
the rejection of reductionism in the phenomenology of religion as
unnecessary; confused, unproductive and even a covert agent of evangelism
in the cause of religious belief. In this way, I intend to make my own

very modest contribution to the ongoing debate about the nature and
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purpose of the phenomenology of religion, and at the same time to draw
attention to both the strengths and weaknesses in Otto's methodological
observations concerning the study of religions.

The theory of the irreducibility of religious belief and experience
propounded by philosophers influenced by Wittgenstein; which I shall
discuss, is known as the 'autonomist position' with respect to religious
discourse; and it is especially associated with D.Z. Phillips(101) znq
Peter Winch,(102) although many other thinkers have also adopted this
position. These writers argue that religious beliefs must be evaluated in
strictly religious terms; that is in terms of the belief systems of the
particular religious traditions out of which they arise. It is
incoherent; they say; to question the validity of religious beliefs in
general, since to do so is to seek to invoke standards of judgement
external to all religion. Religion, ultimately; is a separate form of
life and religious discourse a separate language game. Accordingly, the
task of the philosopher is not to evaluate, or criticise, religious
language, but simply to elucidate it, that is to eliminate any confusion
concerning its meaning. We shall see that this theory of religious belief
and experience offers methodological observations which are remarkably
similar to those of Otto, and that it can make a constructive contribution
to the ongoiﬁg discussion concerning the nature and purpose of
phenomenology of religion; _

By contrast; the argument that the rejection of reductionism in the
phenomenology of religion is unnecessary; confused and unproductive, which
I shall discuss; has come from a variety of writers who share the
conviction that explantory reduction, contrary to Otto, is valuable,
indeed necessary, in order to further the scholar's knowledge and

understanding of other religious traditions. I shall pay particular
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attention to two such writers, who, through their criticisms of Otto and
Eliade, have raised important questions about the nature and purpose of
phenomenology of religion.

The first is Robert Segal(103) whose criticisms are directed
principally at the work of Eliade, but actually have more relevance to
Otto's methodological position than to Eliade's. Segal argues that the
effect of Eliade's persistent opposition to reductionism in the study of
religion is to endorse the truth claims of the believers being studied, or
to identify the religious experience of those believers with his own.
Moreover, he observes that the reason for this is that outside the view
held by the believer himself, reductionist explanations of religion are
all that exist. However, I shall argue that Segal's own methodological
observations themselves invite the criticism that they fail to understand
the nature of the discipline of phenomenology of religion. Contrary to
Segal, the discipline of phenomenology of religion can establish a
position which is independent of the endless conflict between religious
believers and reductionist students of religion; because it is based on
the critical act of bracketing out truth claims in the study of religion
which we find in writers as varied as van der Leeuw, Eliade, Waardenburg
and Smart.

The second scholar I shall pay particular attention to is Wayne
Proudfoot, (104) who argues that those who oppose explanatory reduction in
the study of religion employ a 'protective strategy', to ensure that
experiences that are identified by believers as religions are never
exposed to naturalistic explanation. Otto's opposition to reductionism in
the study of religion appears to be a plea for neutrality, but in fact
conceals a substantial religious commitment, and thereby inhibits the
furtherance of the scholar's understanding of religious materials.
However, I shall argue that Proudfoot's observations concerning

explanatory reduction are, in fact, profoundly damaging to the discibline
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of phenomenology of religion, and fail to respond adequately to what is
most challenging in Otto's opposition to reductionism. What Proudfoot
fails to acknowledge is that explanatory reduction is bound to divert the
scholar's attention away from the distinctive features of numinuous
experience, and thus lead him to pay insufficient attention to, or even
ignore, the unique, irreducibly religious features of the religious
materials he studies. For Otto, the study of religion should be
principally concerned with what is irreducibly religious. This is a
methodological observation which has been profoundly influential on the
phenomenology of religion, and yet it is one which is bound to be obscured

by Proudfoot's emphasis on explanatory reduction.
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Chapter 1I

Schematization and Divination

(i) The Evocative Nature of Religious Language: The Forgotten

Psychological Dimension of Otto's Theory of Religious Experience.

Ninian Smart in an important essay about Rudolph Otto and the study
of religious experience(1) has suggested that the most important
contribution which Otto has made to the study of religious experience is
the idea that such experience generates distinctive patterns of thought
which give religious language its own peculiar and special structure, just
as other areas of language, such as those of morals and aesthetics,
possess their own characteristic forms of inference. Smart agrees with
Otto that this means that religious language cannot be reduced to other
forms of discourse, and concludes that an important task for the
philosopher is the analysis of this type of language, in order to discern
the typical features of religious thinking. Now there are many factors
contributing to the peculiar and special structure of religious language
which the philosopher of religion should delineate and investigate, and
not all of them arise out of raw religious experience; Contrary to Smart,
the movement is not all one way from numinous experience to the intuition
of religious truth. In fact one of the most important factors contribut-
ing to the unique structure of religious language for Otto is rather the
very reverse of what Smart has in mind, that is the idea that it is
religious discourse which anticipates and arouses religious experience.
Although Smart does not mention this dimension of religious language in
his discussion of Otto; and although none of Otto's critics have given any

serious attention to it, The Idea of the Holy, is so involved with the
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problem of the evocative nature of religious language that it is
impossible to understand the work without giving some consideration to
this question.

This theme, so neglected in the past, is the subject to be discussed
in this chapter. Otto's ideas about the relationship between the growth
of religious consciousness and the use of religious language will be
elucidated by a critical re-examination of some of his key technical

terms, schematization, the rational; divination and the direct and the

indirect means of expressing the numinous, all of which, when properly
understood and related to each other, illuminate the psychological
dimension of Otto's theory of religious experience; There is, in fact, as

much psychology as epistemology in The Idea of the Holy, but it is

unfortunate that up till now interest in Otto's epistemology has prevailed
at the expense of his psychology.(2) It is the aim of this chapter to do
something to redress the balance, and in so doing to provide some
information which will help the philosopher of religion, in the words of
Smart, to discern the typical features of religious thinking and the
peculiar structure of religious language;

The Idea of the Holy is 'an enquiry into the non-rational factor in

the idea of the divine and its relation to the rational', and clearly what
led Otto to begin work on the book was his fear that religion had been
habitually confused with morality and metaphysics for so long that
rationalization of religion was taking on alarming proportionsQ Indeed,
so much was this the case that there was a risk that the rational, at
least in the Christian West; was about to eclipse the non-rational
dimension of religion completely.(3) oOf course Otto recognized that the
danger of rationalization of religious feeling was not just a modern
problem. He believed its home to be in 'orthodoxy' and in 'doctrine' or
'dogma',(“) but he thought that the rationalization of the numinous had

recently assumed a level previously unknown not only in contemporary
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systematic theology but also in the infant science of comparative
religion;(5) It was this that led Otto to embark on his 'enquiry into the
non-rational' in other words, his attempt to draw his readers' attention
to the distinctive qualities of numinous experience which set it apart
from all other experience, by endeavouring to provide phenomenological
description of such experience in terms of the mysterium, the tremendum
and the fascinans.

However, as Otto does not tire of reminding his readers, numinous
experience cannot be described because it is ineffable(6) o 'wholly
other',(7) and yet, although such experience so defies description that we
can only speak about the numinous negatively, nevertheless, numinous
experience is something wholly positive which we discover in feeling.(8)
Thus if Otto intends to delineate the unique qualities of numinous
experience for his readers, then the only technique he can adopt to
achieve this end is to evoke religious experiences in them, and the sole
way to accomplish this is through the medium of religious discourse
itself. Accordingly, he claims that there is just one way to help another
to an understanding of the numinous, namely to talk about numinous
experience until it begins to stir to life in the other's consciousness.
Otto says:

We can co-operate in this process by bringing before his notice all

that can be found in other regions of the mind, already known and

familiar to resemble, or again to afford some special contrast to,
the particular experience we wish to elucidate. Then we must add:

this x of ours is not precisely this experience, but akin to this one
and the opposite if that other. Cannot you now realize for yourself

what it is?(9)
Clearly this statement defines quite unambiguously the intentions of the

text of The Idea of the Holz} The text is not only an exhortation to use

religious discourse to evoke numinous experience; it is actually an
extended application of this principle which is meant to demonstrate just
how potent such religious discourse can be.(10) This not only explains

some of the obscurity of Otto's general language in the text; it also
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determines the meaning of his discussion of the law of the association of

feelings and schematization immediately after his examination of the

nature of the tremendum, mysterium and fascinans moments of the numinous,

(11) and suggests §he important contribution which a proper understanding

of these concepts can make towards an interpretation of the whole work.

(ii) The Law of the Association of Analogous Feelings.

Let us begin by clarifying the psychological function of Otto's ideas
about the law of the association of feelings.(12) 0tto claims that
analogous ideas or feelings excite or stimulate one another. If one idea
or feeling sufficiently resembles another, it may arouse it in the mind.
The law of reproduction of similar feelings is such that there is an
imperceptibly gradual substitution of one feeling by its like, the former
dying away as the latter intensifies in corresponding degree. Otto does
not specify what conditions are necessary for the association of similar
feelings beyond the highly unsatisfactory theory of the arousal of
analogous feelings by mistaken substitution. However, it is clear that at
this stage of the work he has not pronounced the final word on the law of
the association of feelings; and it is reasonable to suppose that his
ideas on mistaken substitution are meant merely to combat all theories of
cognition which speak about one feeling evolving or being transmuted into
another rather than being replaced by another. What Otto is concerned

with here is to preserve the sui generis nature of numinous feeling, while

at the same time maintaining that such feeling may be stimulated by
feelings resembling it. Indeed Otto himself appears to be dissatisfied
with the explanatory force of his account of mistaken substitution, since
he concludes his discussion cbncerning the law of the association of

feelings with the declaration that

it is our task to inquire into these 'stimuli' or ‘'excitations',

these elements that cause the numinous feeling to appear in
consciousness, to intimate by virtue of what analogies they came to
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be able to do so, and so to discover the series or chain of these

sti?$%§ by whose operation the numinous feeling was awakened in
us.

Clearly the theory of mistaken substitution does little to clarify
precisely how the mechanism of association of analogéus feelings operates,
and the above declaration is not a promise already fulfilled but one which
is still to be discharged later in the text. I turn now to demonstrate
how Otto honours this important promise by drawing together some of the
diverse references to analogies to numinous experiencé scattered

throughout The Idea of the Holy.

Of course there are already many references to analogies to numinous
experience prior to his introduction of his law of association of
analogous feelings, in particular, his tentative and uncertain attempts to
describe numinous experience that I have already referred to. These
attempts to elucidate numinous experience, by drawing his readers'
attention to other more familiar experiences analogous to it, are clearly
more than just another theoclogical struggle to speak at the edges of
language about what is supposedly unspeakable. Rather this wrestling with
language must be understood in the light of the law of association of
similar feelings. Otto is not only arguing that talk about numinous
experience has the potency to evoke it; he is also claiming that the law
of association of similar feelings provides the explanation as to how talk
about numinous feeling can arouse the feeling itself in thellistener.
Since talk about the numinous is always really talk around or at a
distance from the numinous, the prOcess is really a twofold one in which
such talk first arouses in the mind of the listener feelings which only
resemble numinous feelings, and that only when these feelings have been
fully formed can the second part of the process take place, that is the
movement in the mind of the listener from the feeling aroused by the
description to the numinous feeling itself through the law of association

of similar feelings. Thus we see that we cannot understand Otto's
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agonising over his analysis of the elements of the numinous, the

mysterium; tremendum and fascinans except in the light of his law of

association of feelings.

For instance; it is clear that, in attempting to illuminate the
nature of awfulness in the tremendum moment of the numinous, Otto believes
that he can do this most effectively by drawing his readers' attention to
many forms of non-religious awe or dread and then asserting that numinous
awe is separated from all such forms, not only by being 'uncanny', 'eerie'
or 'weird', but also by insisting that shuddering in the face of God is
something that secular man simply cannot comprehend.{(14) None of this is
strictly description since it points to the numinous by declaring what it
is not, and Otto is clearly aware of the difficulties involved in using
language in this unconventional way,(15) but he insists that only a man
who can move from non-religious feelings to numinous experiences can judge
the matter adequatelyQ(16) Clearly once we recognize that one of the most

important threads in the argument of The Idea of the Holy is the assertion

that talk about religious experiences can arouse such experience, then it
becomes apparent that we can only completely understand Otto's analysis of
the tremendum when we see it rooted in his law of association of analogous
feelings. Similarly, Otto's description of religious bliss, arising from
the fascinans moment of the numinous, can also be adequately appreciated
solely in the light of the same law of association of feelings.
Furthermore, it is in this same light that we can discern the
important place that ideograms have in Otto's work. (17) Ideograms are
symbols or analogies for numinous feelings; which are not to be mistaken
for statements which can offer hard scientific or conceptual knowledge.
Like the function of myths in Plato's philosophy; ideograms are, according
to Otto, used when hard conceptual thinking is found to be inadequate in

our talk about the numinous. Ideograms are figurative designations of

something essentially non-rational, and, accordingly, it is disastrous for
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religion if they are understood literally.(18) Perhaps the most striking

ideograms are those which attempt to express the tremendum and fascinans

moments of numinous feeling, the 'wrath' and the 'grace' of God(19) but we
can only understand the proper purpose of these ideograms when we remember
that we must first bring to mind all past non-religious experiences of
wrath and grace; and then contemplatively move through the law of
association of feelings from these secular feelings to their numinous
analogues.

However, so far we have only looked backwards to interpret concepts
already introduced prior to the discussion of the law of association of

feelings in The Idea of the Holy. Now we must turn to see where later in

the work Otto fulfils his promise to 'discover the series or chain of
these stimuli by whose operation the numinous feeling was awakened in us'.

There are, in fact, two major ideas in The Idea of the Holy which are

inextricably tied to this issue, indeed which cannot be understood except
in the light of the law of association of analogous feelings. They are

Otto's account of the indirect means of expression of the numinous(20) and

his concept of schematization.(21) These ideas are extremely difficult to

understand, but it is surprising that commentators have generally failed
to recognize the significant psychological colouring that the law of

association of feelings has brought to these ideas in Otto's work.(22) I
turn first to a consideration of Otto's account of the indirect means of

expression of the numinous, which can be dealt with more briefly.

(iii) Indirect Means of Expression of the Numinous Considered in the

Light of the Law of Association of Analogous Feelings:

Otto actually first speaks of an abiding connection between
expression and transmission of the numinous in the first sentence of his
discussion on direct means of expression of the numinous,(23) and this

connection is confirmed by the final paragraph of this section which is
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wholly given over to a discussion concerning stimuli which arouse the
numinous.(24)  However, it is in Otto's examination of indirect means of
expression of the numinous that the connection, indeed the equation, of
the concepts of expression and stimulus is made perfectly clear. Indirect
means of 'presenting and evoking' numinous feeling consist of those means
by which we express 'similar feelings belonging to the natural
sphere'.(25) 1n the light of the previous discussion concerning
association of feelings, this phrase alone would suffice to make the
connection between expression and stimulus quite clear, but Otto then
proceeds to spell out the connection in some detail, using as examples
feelings which echo his previous struggles to describe the mysterium,
tremendum and fascinans moments of the numinous by speaking about
analogous natural feelings.(26)

Thus, for instance, appropriate expressions of numinous awe in the
tremendum are the fearful, horrible and dreadful, even at times the
revolting and the loathsome, and Otto assures us that these qualities not
only express but also arouse numinous awe.(27) Again, nothing can be
found in all the world of natural feelings bearing so immediate an analogy
to the religious consciousness of ineffable, unutterable mystery, the
'wholly other' nature of the mysterium moment of the numinous, as the
incomprehensible, enigmatic thing wherever we find it. Here, once more,
the law of arousing analogous feelings is used to explain how whatever has
loomed upon the world of man's ordinary concerns as something terrifying
and baffling to the intellect or evoked within him feelings of wonder and
astonishment has excited in him‘gggigggg feelings. Otto illustrates this
discussion of indirect means of expression of the mysterium, by citing the
example of the spell which is cast upon the mind by the only half

intelligible or wholly unintelligible language of liturgy; Especially
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noticeable here are the elements half-revealed, half-concealed in the
service which are well able to excite the mysterium moment of the
numinous. (28)

It is also significant that Otto concludes his examination of
indirect means of expression of the numinous with a further contribution
to his account of the law of association of analogous feelings. He
explains the mechanism of this law of association of feelings through the
concept of 'anamnesis'; where a natural feeling serves to remind the
subject of that experience of its numinous analogue(29) in much the same
way that Plato's doctrine of recollection functions in several of his
mature works. (30) Indeed; as I have argued in detail in note 30, this
passage suggests that the purpose of all of Otto's discourse about the
numinous and analogies with the numinous is maieutic. Just like Plato,
Otto is attempting to play the part of midwife in bringing to birth in his
readers the forgotten ability to discover or rediscover the divine
mysteries for themselves. Like Plato, Otto believes his primary task to
be to get his readers into the position from where they can recognize and
experience directly the numinous without any outside assistance.

ﬁowever, notwithstanding all this, there are several ambiguities in
the concept of indirect means of expression of the numinous. I defer
discussion on most of these until later, but one of them should be
mentioned immediately since it bears directly on our present examination
of the law of association of analogous feelings. It concerns the
unresolved question as to whether the connection between the numinous and
its analogous means of expression is a temporary one or a more permanent
one. As Turner has pointed out,(31) Otto hovers between two views of the
relation between the numinous and the various means by which it is
expressed. In the first, there is a psychological movement from the means
of expression of the numinous to the numinous itself by a replacement

process which is contingent rather than necessary. In the second, the
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numinous, once recognized, continues to be experienced through its
expression. Here there is the suggestion of a necessary connection
between the means of expression and the numinous itself, such that
whenever we experience the means of expression of the numinous we always
experience the numinous as well. Unfortunately; this is one of the most

profound ambiguities running right through the argument of The Idea of the

Holy, and ultimately our understanding of the relation between the means
of expression of the numinous and the numinous itself must await our

clarification of the meaning of the concept of schematization and its

relation to the law of association of feelings;(32) to a consideration of

which I now turn.

(iv) The Meaning of the Concept of Schematization.

Schematization is a profoundly rich; if ambiguous, concept which has

several theoretical functions in The Idea of the Holy, and before we can

clarify the precise meaning of the relation between schematization and the

theory of association of analogous feelings with which it is intimately
connected; we must first review the other theoretical functions of the
term, and offer an assessment of whether it can be legitimately understood
in a strictly Kantian way, while at the same time retaining the variety of
meanings which it is supposed to possess in Otto's work.

Although Otto formally introduces the concept of schematization in

the context of his discussion of association of feelings; he already

refers to it briefly as early as in the introductory inquiry into the

crucial differences between the numinous and the holy.{(33) There he says:
But this 'holy' then represents the gradual shaping and filling in
with ethical meaning, or what we shall call the schematization of

what was a unique original feeling - response, which can be in itself
ethically neutral and claims consideration in its own right.
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What is already being asserted here is that schematization explains the

adding of the ethical to the numinous to create the complex idea of the
holy. This general notion is confirmed and expanded in the formal

introduction of the concept of schematization. (34) There the relation of

the rational (which now includes the ethical) to the non-rational in the
idea of the holy is described as a necessary connection according to the
principles of true inward affinity and cohesion, 'so distinguishing it
from accidental conjunctions or chance connections according to laws of
purely external analogy', and is likened to the connection that Kant

conceives to be a necessity of our reason in the process of schematization

between the schema and the a priori rational category so that the category
can be applied to sense experience, making such experience intelligible.
Just as there is an 'essential correspondence' rather than 'a chance
resemblance' between the category of causality and the temporal schema, so
the relation of the rational to the non-rational in the complex category
of the holy is also one of essential correspondence.

Furthermore, the genuine nature of the connection of the rational and

non-rational, or schematism, is confirmed as the consciousness of

religious truth proceeds onwards and upwards; and is only recognized with
greater definiteness and certainty as religious consciousness evolves. 1In
other words; the relation of the rational to the numinous is not a static
one but one that evolves historically; and this evolutionary perspective

on schematization is emphasized at several other later points in the text,

perhaps most importantly immediately before and in preparation for the

introduction of the concept of divination, where Otto says:(35)

For this the history of religion is itself an almost unanimous
witness. Incomplete and defective as the process of moralizing the
numinous may often have been throughout the wide regions of primitive
Teligious life, everywhere there are traces of it to be found. And
wherever religion escaping from its first crudity of manifestation,
has risen to a higher type, this process of synthesis has in all
cases set in and continued more and more positively.(36)
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Also, here we are left in no doubt as to the general direction of this

progressive schematization.

The degree in which both rational and non-rational elements are
jointly present, united in healthy and lovely harmony; affords a
criterion to measure the relative rank of religions - and one, too,
that is specifically religious. Applying thisygriterion;Awe find
that Christianity, in this as in other respects, stands out in
complete superiority over all its sister religions.(37)

However; let us return to the early discussion éoncerning the céncept of

schematization.

Otto argues not only that the relation of the numinous to the

rational is one of schematization; he also suggests that the relation of

the holy to the sublime is a similar one. The inward and lasting
character of the connection between the hbly and the sublime in all the
higher religibns préves that the sublime too is an authentic schema of the
numinous.(38) o0tto also offers some further reflections on the nature of
the connection of the numinous and the rational in the holy. The
connection between the rational and the non-rational in religious
consciousness is described as one of 'intimate interpenetration...like the
interweaving of warp and woof in a fabric'.(39) Otto then proceeds to

outline several examples of schematization outside of religious life, in

order to further elucidate the nature of the brocess of schematization of

the numinous by cbmparisbn: The best example of schematization outside of
the religious context which Otto provides is that of music, which presents

experiences of a non-rational nature which are schematized by our ordinary

non-musical emotions. When these emotions blend with the non-rational
musical feelings, the complex expression of the song is created, that is
nusic rationalized in a new category where the musical and non-musical
aspects of the song are combined, again as in the warp and woof of a
fabric.(40) This concludes Otto's formal discussion concerning the

concept of schematization, and apart from a few isolated references to it

in chapter IX on means of expression of the numinous Otto temporarily
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leaves this topic on one side and does not return to it again until he
picks up the theme of the two processes of development in the holy, that
is the separate development of the numinous and the rational in this
complex category(“1) and his two chapters on the holy as an a priori
category.(42)

In his chapter on two processes of development of the holy Otto does

not expiicitly mention the concept of schematization, but it is perfectly

clear that this chapter XIII is concerned almost exclusively with just

this idea. Otto declares that

This permeation of the rational with the non-rational is to lead,
then, to the deepening of our rational conception of God...we must
always understand by it, (the holy), the numinous completely
permeated and saturated with elements signifying rationality,
purpose, personality, morality.(43)

Again, Otto claims that
Almost everywhere we find the numinous attracting and appropriating
meanings derived from social and individual ideals of obligation,
justice, and goodness. These become the 'will' of the numen and the
numen their guardian, ordainer and author. More and more these ideas
come to enter into the very essence of the numen and charge the term
with ethical content.(U44)
Finally, Otto concludes the chapter by arguing that
the moralization of the idea of God...is in no wise a suppression of
the numinous or its supersession by something else...but rather the
completion and charging of it with a new content.(45)
The next chapter adds nothing that is new to the account of schem-
atization. It simply declares that the holy is a complex category
combining elements which are rational with those that are non-rational,
and we have to wait until the second chapter on the holy as an a priori

category, chapter XVII, for a final explanation of the mechanism of

schematization. The chapter begins by asserting that the connection

between the rational and the non-rational elements in the holy is a
priori, for only this can explain their inward and necessary union. Otto,

then, in support of this, argues his evolutionary case that
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Thg his@ories of religion recount indeed, as though it were something
aX}omatlc, the gradual interpenetration of the two, the process by
which 'the divine' is charged and filled out with ethical meaning.
What is it that Otto is seeking to explain here by the a priori

category of the holy, and by implication by the concept of schematization?

It can only be that '...this process (the divine charged and filled out
with ethical meaning) is; in fact, felt as something axiomatic, something
whose inner necessity we feel to be self-evident'. Here we see clearly
that Otto's orientation is as much psychological as epistemological.(46)
His problem is the explanation of this powerful feeling of necessity, to
repeat, the necessity of the connectioﬁ of the rational and the
non-rational in the divine; and he admits that he is forced to assume an
obscure a priori knowledge of the necessity of this synthesis combining
rational and non-rational,(47) simply because he can find no alternative
philosophical explanation for his psychological observation. Now as we
shall see later, this psychological dimension of the concept of schem-
atization, virtually ignored by critics and admirers of Otto alike, is
profoundly important for a complete understanding of Otto's theory of
religious experience; but for the moment we must defer discussion
concerning this subject, and move on to the climax of Otto's elucidation

of the concept of schematization, that is; his explanation of how the

individual moments of the numinous; the tremendum; mysterium and fascinans

are schematized by appropriate and corresponding constituents of the

rational.(ug)

Otto declares that through the process of schematization individual

aspects of the numinous and the rational come together to create different
aspects of the holy: Thus the tremendum, the daunting and repelling

moment of the numinous; is schematized by means of the rational ideas of

justice and moral will to produce the holy 'wrath of God' and the

fascinans, the attracting and alluring moment of the numinous, is

schematized by means of the ideas of goodness, mercy and love, and so
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schematized becomes what we mean by the holy 'grace of God'. (49) Finally,

the mysterium moment of the numinous is schematized by the absoluteness of

all rational attributes applied to the deity. Here the absoluteness of
rational attributes are beyond our comprehension, if within the realms of
our conceiving; they can be thought; but they cannot be thought home.
They surpass the limits of our understanding; not through their
qualitative character for that is familiar to us, but through their formal
character. Thus they are appropriate schemata of the mysterium moment of
the numinous which is itself; in form and quality, 'wholly other'. Otto,

then, concludes his discussion of schematization with the observation that

'there is an exact correspondence between the non-rational element of the
holy and its rational schema; and one that admits of development',(SO) and
remarkably this is the last reference that Otto makes to the concept of

schematization, for in the next chapter he shifts his attention to another

idea; the faculty of divination which commands his interest in the

remaining chapters of The Idea of the Holy.

We have now drawn together all of the strands of meaning attaching to

the term schematization; all; that is; except Otto's account of the law of

association of analogous feelings; but before discussing this account we
must consider whether there is any real parallel between this concept of

schematization and the function that the term has in Kant's Critique of

Pure Reason. That is to say; we must assess whether a proper

comprehension of Kant's schematization of the a priori categories of pure

reason can help us to deepen our understanding of the function of

schematization in Otto's work, or whether it will only obscure it.

Now it is important to remember that for Kant schematization of the a

priori rational categories is the necessary condition for intelligible
sense experience. Sense objects of the phenomenal world can only be
understood as they are referred or related to transcendental a priori

categories, and this necessity of our reason is only possible through the
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provision of Schemata which link the a priori categories to objects of the
phenomonal world, or more precisely transform the categories so that they
can be fruitfully applied to sense objects; However, it is clear that
this idea adds nothing to our appreciation of Otto's concept of

schematization, since Otto's problem is not to provide a link between the

numinous a priori category and its own proper object, the numinous aspect

of the deity independent of the experiencing subject, nor to explain how
intelligible experience of the numinous is possible. There is no chasm

between the numinous a priori category and the object of numinous

experience which necessitates a schema to link the former to the latter,
since Otto believes that knowledge is not limited to conceptual
understanding. One can know the numinous as it is given directly in
feeling. Indeed, he declares that
Something may be profoundly and intimately known in feeling for the
bliss it brings or the agitation it produces, and yet the
understanding may find no concept for it. To know and to understand
conceptually are two different things, are often even mutually
exclusive and contrasted. The mysterious obscurity of the numen is
by no means tantamount to unknowableness. (51)

What we have here is not an isolated remark but a reference to an

important argument in The Idea of the Holy which will be given

considerable attention in chapter 111 of this essay, namely, Otto's
insistence that there is a religious way of knowing which is opposed to
conceptual reasoning. Otto seeks to support this argument through his
many references to the inexpressible nature of the numinous(52) and the
positive nature of numinous feeling which must be opposed to the negative
nature of language about the numinous,(53) and all this surely confirms
that Otto's problem cannot be likened to Kant's endeavour to explain how
rational experience is possible, corroborating the view that Otto does not

conceive of schematization as providing the necessary conditions for

numinous experience.
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Furthermore, we cannot understand Otto's concept of schematization to

be a process in which concrete qualities of numinous experience are made
intelligible through their subsumption under rational and moral a priori
categories in a way precisely parallel to Kant, in whose system

schematization is a process in which the data of sense experience assume

meaning and intelligibility through subsumption under categories of
rational understanding. Davidson, in particular, argues that, if

schematization for Otto were a genuinely Kantian concept; it would have

to provide for the intelligible comprehension of numinous feeling through
rational and moral a priori categories. However, as he himself

recognised, should Otto have understood schematization as a way of

grasping the numinous conceptually, he would have violated the basic
thesis of his phenomenology of religion, namely, that the essential
significance of religious experience is not contained in rational or moral
ideas but in an autonomous religious category:(5”) The insistence that

numinous experience is sui generis must be the final arbiter here whether

we construe the autonomous religious category as one of meaning and value
with Davidson or as one of feeling alone.

Besides, as Reeder has ingeniously argued; schematization cannot for

Otto refer to the application of a priori rational categories to non a

priori numinous experience in a strictly Kantian way, since Otto himself

speaks of the rational and moral a priori categories doing the

schematizing of the numinous rather than themselves being schematized in

order to apply to it as Kant would insist.(55) Thus we are forced to
conclude, as Davidson, Reeder and many others have done before us, that

Otto's concept of schematization bears no resemblance to Kant's and that a

familiarity with Kant's mechanism of schematization is likely to confuse

rather than to help to clarify the meaning of this term in Otto's work.
Furthermore, we are led to recognize, on the basis of all previous

discussion about the meaning of the concept in this chapter, that the term
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schematization for Otto amounts to an assertion of an inward and necessary

union of the rational and non-rational in religion, a feeling of the
necessity of the synthesis of the rational and numinous or of their
essential interdependence in the a priéri category of the holy, and it is
this same intimate relation of connection and interpenetration of the
rational and the numinous in the holy to which; Otto claims, the histories

of religion across the world testify.(56)

(v) The Relation between Schematization and the Law of Association of

Analogous Feelings.

In the light of all this, we can now at last turn to an examination

of the relation between schematization and the law of the association of

analogous feelings. Unfortunately, Otto's critics and admirers alike have

so0 concentrated their attention on the way that schematization explains

how the numinous is shaped and filled out with rational meaning and why
there is a necessary connection between the rational and the numinous in
the holy, that they have overlooked the other important meaning and

function of schematization in Otto's work as a mechanism through which

analogies to numinous experience can arouse that religious feeling
itself.(57) This is made perfectly clear not only by the point of the

argument at which the concept of schematization is formally introduced and

defined, but also by several other passing references to the term.

The explanation of the concept of schematization immediately follows

the discussion about analogies and the law of association of feelings,(58)
and that this theme is meant to be carried over into the concept of

schematization is confirmed; on the one hand; by Otto's promise to enquire

into the process of stimulation of numinous experience (already quoted on
pages 56-57 of this essay (59)) which precedes the introduction of the

concept of schematization and, on the other hand, by the fact that this

introduction actually begins with a continuation of talk about the
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association of religious feelings with other feelings. It is clear from
the lack of a break in the argument between the discussion concerning

association of feelings and the introduction of schematization that Otto

does not intend that the reader; in being introduced to all the meanings

of schematization that I have previously outlined; should at the same time

leave behind the law of association of analogous feelings. What Otto

affirms in the concept of schematization is that the relation between the

rational and the non-rational in the idea of the holy is not one of
'chance connections according to laws of purely external analogy' but 'a
necessary connection according to principles of true inward affinity and
cohesion', (60) and this statement must surely be related to his previous
discussion concerning the association of feelings.

What Otto is, in fact, claiming here is that there is a distinction
to be made between ordinary associations of analogous feelings, which he

has previously discussed in some detail, and schematization where there is

a necessary, rather than an accidental, connection between the rational

and the numinous. In other words, Otto conceives schematization to refer,

among many other things; to a special category of evoking numinous
experiences within a much broader federation of diverse psychological
processes, the law of association of analogous feelings. The difference,
to repeat; between the more common process of evoking numinous experience

through analogous feelings and schematization is that in the latter there

is a necessary connection between the schema and the numinous, such that
whenever the schema is experienced the subject always passes over from
that experience to the numinous feeling itself; whereas in the former
there is no necessary movement from the feeling analogous to numinous
experience to the numinous feeling itself. In this case the arousal of
numinous feeling through anamnesis or reminder of the numinous by outward

analogical representation(61) is accidental, that is highly unpredictable.
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This interpretation of the relation between schematization and the

law of association of feelings makes sense of the remarks which

immediately follow the definition of schematization. Otto says:

And that the schematism is a genuine one, and not a mere combination
of analogies, (a clear reference to association of feelings) may be
distinctly seen from the fact that it does not fall to pieces, and
cannot be cut out as the development of the consciousness of
religious truth proceeds onwards and upwards, but it is only
recognized with greater definitness and certainty.(62)

Furthermore, the passage which immediately follows this one on the
intimate relation between the holy and the sublime supports my argument

about the relationship of schematization to the law of association of

feelings. He says:

And it is for the same reason inherently probable that there is more
too in the combination of 'the holy' with 'the sublime' than a mere
association of feelings; and perhaps we may say that while as a
matter of historical genesis such an association was the means
whereby this combination was awakened in the mind and the occasion
for it, yet the inward and lasting character of the connection in all
the higher religions does prove that 'the sublime' too is an
authentic schema of 'the holy'.(63)

Clearly this passage suggests that combination of the holy and the sublime
can only be more than an association of feelings if it at least includes

such an arousal of religious feelings, and only this interpretation of the
passage is faithfully to the general direction of Otto's previous argument

about the meaning of schematization.

However, if the connection between schematization and the law of

association of feelings still appears questionable, then our lingering
doubts about the connection will be dispelled by one of several other

important references to schematization in the text, one that appears at

the end of the examination of direct means of expression of the
numinous, (64) and is sufficient by itself to confirm the connection of

schematization to the law of association of feelings. Otto is speaking

about how the most insignificant or remote or clumsy stimulus may be
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sufficient to arouse numinous excitement in a man who has the inborn
capacity to receive the numinous, in other words, the man who has the
spirit in the heart. For such a man, Otto argues:

where the wind of the spirit blows, there the mere 'rational' terms
themselves are indued with power to arouse the feeling of the
'non-rational' and become adequate to tune the mood at once to the
right tone. Here schematization starts at once and needs no
prompting. He who 'in the spirit' reads the written word lives in
the numinous....

This quotation leaves us in no doubt that my previous interpretation of

the introductory passages about schematization is faithful to Otto's more

general arguments in the text.
Furthermore, this conclusion helps us better to pick up the general

sense of other isolated references to schematization. So, for instance,

two further references to schematization in Otto's examination of indirect

means of expression of the numinous must be connected to his interest in
analogies to numinous feeling; When Otto claims that

the connection of 'the sublime' and 'the holy' becomes firmly
established as a legitimate schematization and is carried on into the
highest forms of religious consciousness - a proof that there exists
a hidden kinship between the numinous and the sublime which is
something more than a merely accidental analogy....(65)

we must understand this passage as referring implicitly to the law of
association of feelings. Again, when Otto declares that 'the "super-
naturalism" of miracle is purged from religion as something that is only
an imperfect analogue and no genuine "schema" of the numinous',(66) there
is another implicit reference to the law of association of feelings, and,

in fact; even the most detailed statement of the schematization of the

individual moments of the numinous late in the work, in the second chapter
on the holy as an a priori category(67) already referred to, can only be
fully understood against the background of this law.

Thus when Otto speaks about the tremendum moment of the numinous

being schematized by means of the rational ideas of justice, moral will

and the exclusion of what is opposed to morality, we must understand by
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this statement that these rational ideas evoke tremendum; numinous

feelings. Again, when he speaks of the fascinans moment of the numinous

as schematized by means of the ideas of gbbdness; mercy and love; we must

construe from this that he believes that such ideas arouse corresponding
numinous feelings.(68) Again, when he speaks of the mysterium moment of

the numinous being schematized by the absoluteness of all rational

attributes applied to the deity, we must understand this absoluteness of

rational attributes as evoking numinous feelings. This law of association

understood.
Furthermore, once we bear this in mind, we can use this expanded

meaﬁing of schematization to answer the duéStién deferred on bagé 61 of

this essay, that is the problem concerning what is the precise relation
between the means of éXbréssién of the numinous and the numinous itself. I
suggested on page 61 that Otto hovers between two views of the relation
between the numinous and its means of expression. In the first the
movement from numinous analogue to the numinous itself is contingent,
whereas in the second there is a hééésséb& connection between the numinous
and its means of expression such that whenever we experience the numinous
analogue we always experience the numinous as well. Now since schemata of

the numinous are to be distinguished from other numinous analogues by
having a necessary or permanent, rather than an accidental, connection

the numinous itself to be contingent or accidental. In other words, in
such circumstances there is no certainty of movement from the means of

expression of the numinous to the numinous itself. Now in the context of
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his discussion of means of expression of the numinous Otto mentions

schematization twice; once to describe how the rational evokes the

numinous in the man of the spirit,(69) and on a second occasion when he
describes the connection of the numinous and the sublime as a legitimate

schematization. (70) One must assume that all other references to means of

expression of the numinous such as the fearful, horrible; loathsome, or
the incomprehensible and enigmatic involve numinous analogues; an
experience of which it is by no means certain will lead to the discovery
of the numinous itself.

However, we have so far only established that the concept of

schematization has as one of its functions the arousal of numinous

feelings. We have not yet given a proper exposition of how this is, in
fact, possible. Of course the law of association of analogous feelings,
previously outlined, obviously provides an important dimension of such
explanation, but it by no means exhausts it. As previously mentioned on
page 66 of this essay, Otto speaks about 'an exact correspondence between
the non-rational element (of the holy) and its rational schema and one
that admits of development‘,(71) a clear reference to the law of
association of analogous feelings, but this by itself cannot adequately

explain how the process of schematization can arouse numinous feelings,

since whereas the association of analogous feelings is contingent, the
connection between the schema and the numinous is a necessary one. As
previously mentioned, this is what distinguishes the mechanism of

schematization from other associations of analogous feelings. Now the

crucial question here is what can possibly account for this necessary
connection between the numinous and its rational schema?

Of course Otto's critics have answered that there can be no
explanation of this necessary connection, and that this is the weakest
part of his argument. This is because, they argue, Otto has created an

artificial problem for himself by insisting on the 'wholly other' nature
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of the numinous, implying that it is completely divorced from the rational
and moral dimensions of human life when, in fact, we always find moral and
rational experience connected with the numinous in concrete religious
life. The critics believe that Otto's principal problem is the purely
epistemological one of explaining the connection of the numinous to the
rational in the light of his account of the 'wholly other' nature of
numinous experience.(72)

However, they are mistaken. For Otto the problem here is not merely
an epistemological one but also a psychological one. (73) Otto seeks to

explain why rational schemata necessarily arouse numinous feelings. 1In

particular, he attempts to elucidate the psychological situation in which
such schemeta must evoke numinous experiences, and in order to do this, he
makes use of the Friesian idealism which he had enthusiastically advocated

in The Philosophy of Religion.(74) It is this Friesian idealism which

shapes his distinctive ideas on the numinous and rational a priori
categories and; indeed, the a priori of the holy; namely; his belief that
the a priori categories are not logical constitutents in our awareness of
any object of empirical experience but rather elements in our cognitive
psychology independent of sense experience.(75) It is not only the

numinous a priori which we must understand in this light as a 'hidden

substantive source from which religious ideas and feelings are formed,
which lies in the mind independent of sense experience',(76) but the
rational a priori as well. The rational a priori, like the numinous a
priori; produces religious ideas completely independently of all empirical
experience, and this independence from sense experience is what not only

unites rational schemta to numinous experiences but also leads the former

to excite the latter. Here is the psychological explanation for the felt
necessity of both the connection of the numinous to the rational and the

power of rational schemata to arouse the numinous. To repeat, because the

point needs to be laboured, rational schemata can only evoke numinous
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experiences because; like them, they are formed in the mind prior to, and
independently of, all sense experience; and the religious subject can,

thus, pass over from one a priori experience to another without any

intervention of empirical experience.

(vi) The Rational A Priori Introduced.

Now this psychological account of the rational a priori is crucial to
a proper understanding of Otto's ideas about the growth of religious
consciousness, and needs to be elucidated by drawing together Otto's
diverse references to rational schemata in the text; as well as by going
behind these references to the Friesian theory of knowledge on which they
depend; The most important definition of the rational a priori appears at
the beginning of chapter XIV (The Holy as an A Priori Category, Part
1),(77) where Otto declares that
The rational ideas of absoluteness, completion, necessity, and
substantiality, and no less so those of the good as an objective
value, objectively binding and valid, are not to be 'evolved' from
any sort of sense-perception....Rather, seeking to account for the
ideas in question, we are referred away from all sense experience
back to an original and underivable capacity of the mind implanted in
the 'pure reason' independently of all perception.(78)
Now what Otto is claiming here is not only that the rational a priori
produces knowledge which is intuitively self-evident, in the words of
Otto, assertions "that, so soon as....have been clearly expressed and
understood, knowledge of their truth comes into the mind with the
certitude of first-hand insight',(79) but also that this rational a priori
must be distinguished from ordinary discursive reason. However, the only

way we can properly understand this distinction is by initially examining

the categories of knowledge in the Friesian epistemology, Wissen, Glaube

and Ahndung which have crucially influenced Otto's account of the rational

a priori and, indeed, the numinous a priori as well.
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(vii) The Friesian Epistemology on Which the Rational A Priori Depends.

Fries arrives at his distinction between Wissen (understanding),
Glaube (rational faith) and Ahndung (divination) by reversing Kant's
critical idealism and arguing not for the subjéctivity of our a priori
knowledge, as Kant argues, but for its absolute truth. Fries is a radical
idealist, distrusting empirical experience on the grounds that such
experience places a restriction on the possible knowledge of the a priori

categories of the mind. The Kantian schematism of the categories; that is

their proper application to sense experience, is not in the eyes of Fries
their ultimate function but a denial of that function. In the process of

the schematism the a priori categories are artificially limited or, to put

it another way, scientific understanding of the world, Natur-Erkenntnis,

illegitimately restricts the a priori knowledge of pure reason,

Ideal-Erkenntnis. It is Ideal-Erkenntnis which provides knowledge of the

real world; not Natur-Erkenntnis as the critical idealism of Kant has

suggested, and thus, Fries argues, if we are to see beyond ordinary
phenomenal experience to the real rational world; then we must create an

ideal schematism of the categories; In this process the a priori

categories are 'completed', which amounts to a removal of the limitation
imposed by sense experience upon our knowledge of them, which in turn
makes possible the experience of an ideal view of reality as a completely
intelligible world of rational being; Put another way; the ideal

schematism is a protest against, and subsequent denial of, the restriction

placed upon pure reason by the original empirical schematism, that is a
rejection by the rational a priori of the incompleteness and imperfection

of our discursive scientific knowledge.

Now in the context of Fries's distinction between three forms of

knowledge, Wissen, Glaube and Ahndung, discursive, scientific knowledge,

Natur-Erkenntnis, must be identified with Wissen and opposed to

Ideal-Erkenntnis which is, of course, Glaube, rational faith, and Glaube
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is conceived to be a higher form of knowledge than Wissen; denying what
Wissen has already affirmed. Thus, for instance, although Wissen, on the
basis of empirical experience, may be led to deny many religious beliefs,
such as the existence of God; the freedom of the human will and the
immortality of the soul;Glaube through the ideal schematism is led to deny
this denial. We discover the ideal reality only by becoming aware of the
limitations of empirical experience; Again; Wissen may suggest, on the
basis of empirical experience, that even if there were a deity, the nature
of our known universe demands that this deity cannot be omnipotent and
omniscient. However, when the time and space attributes are removed by an

ideal schematism, Glaube asserts that the restrictions upon power and

wisdom, as these are known in the phenomenal world, do not apply to the
deity. Similarly, Wissen may suggest that even if there could be a deity,

he could not be eternal, but again through the transcendence of the

temporal attributes of the empirical schematism Glaube can affirm that in

reality God is eternal.

However, despite the importance of Glaube in Fries's epistemology,
this rational faith does have one serious limitation when compared with
Wissen. That is that, although it offers knowledge of a different kind to
Wissen; this knowledge can never be a concrete positive knowledge of
reality; Glaube is essentially negative: Thus, although we know in
Glaube that the immortality of the soul, freedom of the human will and the
existence of an omniscient, omnipotent and eternal God are part of the
real world, we do not know what they are as such. In other words, in
Glaube we do not have concrete experience of the existence of God,
immortality of the soul and freedom of the human will; we only know that
such assertions cannot be repudiated by any possibie empirical
observations. Again, we can clarify the negative nature of the concept of
Glaube by recognizing that, although the affirmations of rational faith

can be thought, they cannot be thought home, they cannot be thought
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through, since they are the product of an ideal schematism. Since the
ideas of Glaube transcend empirical schematism of the rational a priori
categories, we cannot fully understand what they mean; but must recognize
that for Fries they are not metaphysical statements but rather
incomprehensible mysteries.

However, if Glaube is only negative knowledge, we are forced to
question whether there can be any positive experience of ideal reality at
all to which Glaube must refer; in attempting to demonstrate that its
incomprehensible mysteries do; in fact; have some concrete significance
for human life. It is to serve precisely this need that Fries introduces

his concept of Ahndung. Ahndung is aesthetic feeling, immediate and

positive, although not resoluble into rational concept. Whereas Glaube
offers a negative, conceptual knowledge of ideal reality, Ahndung offers
us the only possible, positive knowledge of this same, ideal reality

liberated from all empirical schematism, a knowledge wholly experienced in

feeling and a feeling that cannot be articulated, although experienced as
absolutely valuable and true. Furthermore; the knowledge of Ahndung is
not confined to the ideal world, since once formed independently of all

empirical schematism it then finds fulfilment in the recognition that the

phenomenal world is in reality in harmony with the rational principles of

the ideal world. 1In this divination the phenomenal world is experienced

by feeling as a unity in the manifold of sense perception and as ordered
by a mysterious higher purpose and worth that completely accords with the
ideals of the human spirit. Thus to sum up Fries's distinction between

Wissen, Glaube and Ahndung; whereas Ahndung is a necessary conviction of

pure feeling; positive and immediate, Wissen is the mediate conceptual
knowledge of the natural sciences, positive but the limited knowledge of
ordinary perception, and Glaube is the negative but necessary conviction

of pure reason which can only come into our consciousness in concepts. (80)
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Furthermore; we see the Friesian distinction between Wissen and
Glaube, so important for a proper understanding of the rational a priori

in The Idea of the Holy, given a theological restatement and Jjustification

by one of Fries's most important disciples, Theodore De Wette who was also
profoundly influential on Otto's thinking.(81) As Otto himself explains

in his extensive treatment of De Wette's theology in The Philosophy of

Religion, De Wette
distinguishes between Understanding and Reason: the former is the
lower mediate consciousness through which the world is conceived in
space and time and in its natural laws; by the latter he understands
the spirits' immediate actual knowledge, its total life in all its
activities, and as its central point he defined Faith.(82)
Clearly this antithesis of Reason and Understanding corresponds with the
Friesian distinction between Wissen and Glaube. Reason in contrast to
conceptual Understanding 'is a faculty of an independent and individual
fundamental knowledge' which is immediate.(83) This Reason
has its seat in the spirits deepest places...meriting the name
'supernatural' (and) is...nothing more or less than a perception of
the highest and absolutely objective Truth itself, and thus...a
self-revelation of the eternal Truth in the deepest places of the
human spirit, which is completely mysterious for we have no
simultaneous knowledge of how it comes to exist there...(84)
De Wette then informs us that this 'knowledge', although obscure, is a
genuine 'Inner Revelation' or 'Inner Light! which; although only a
predisposition, finds concrete expression in religiously gifted
individuals; prophets; founders and mediators. Furthermore; he argues
that this Reason is absolutely certain, free from error and doubt. By
contrast; all that is false and immoral has its home in the arbitrary, all
too human Understanding which is totally cut off from the 'divine voice in
the secret places of the soul....'(85)
Now what is interesting here about De Wette's distinction between
Reason and Understanding is not only that it confirms the Friesian

agriorism but also that it seems to reflect the mediaeval scholastic

distinction between two different faculties of reason or intellect, one
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which refers to objects in the empirical world, in other words, scientific
knowledge and the other which is concerned with the knowledge of eternal
things, the soul and God.(86) This might at first appear surprising in
the light of Otto's commitment to Lutheranism and his interest in
post-Kantian theology at the turn of the century, but that Otto was, in
fact, committed to a scholastic doctrine of faculties of ratio and

intellectus is suggested not only by explicit mention and praise of this

doctrine in the theology of Eckhart in his Mysticism East and West, (87)

but also by several references to Luther's pronouncements on religious

faith and reason in The Idea of the Holy itself. It is interesting to

notice that Otto rebukes Luther for his rage against the 'whore
Reason, '(88) and then searches for other statements of Luther which seem
to support the scholastic doctrine of two intellectual faculties. So, for
instance; he cites Luther as proclaiming that
....the natural reason itself is forced even were there no holy
scripture to grant (this assertion), convinced by its own judgement.
For all men, as soon as they hear it treated of, find this belief
written in their hearts, and acknowledge it as proved, even

unwittingly; first, that God is omnipotent..then, that He has
knowledge and foreknowledge of all things and can neither err nor be

deceived...(89)

Now this passage and Otto's attack against Luther's rage against the
'whore Reason' succeed his discussion concerning a priori knowledge in the
context of Plato's Republic, where Socrates asserts that 'God... is simple
and true in deed and word, and neither changes himself nor deceives
others'.. and Adeimantos replies that this truth now seems certain to him.
He does not simply believe Socrates's pronouncement; he sees clearly for
himself the truth of his words because of the immediate a priori
judgements of his religious conscience.(90) However, that the Luther
passage just cited is meant to do more than simply support Otto's Friesian
apriorism, that it is meant to corroborate a mediaeval doctrine of

faculties is made clear by what Otto says immediately after quoting the

passage. He asserts that Luther's concept of faith is
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a unique cognitive faculty for the apprehension of divine truth, and
as such is contrasted with the 'natural' capacities of the
Understanding, as elsewhere the 'Spirit' is contrasted.

He continues:

Faith is here like the 'Synteresis' in the theory of knowledge of the
mystics, the 'inward teacher' (magister internus) of Augustine, and
the 'inward light' of the Quakers which are all of them of course
above reason, but yet an a priori element in ourselves.

after which, in support of this, he cites another Luther passage which
speaks of the knowledge of God being impressed upon the mind of every man
by God, regardless of how wild or savage any man may be. (91) Clearly here
Otto is asserting that the distinction of De Wette between Reason and
Understanding or the Friesian distinction between Wissen and Glaube is

identical with the mediaeval distinction between ratio and intellectus,

and all this finally helps us to acquire a proper perspective on the

psychological function of references to the rational a priori and

schematization of the numinous in the text of The Idea of the Holy,

especially the awakening of numinous feelings; With the intellectual
background to Otto's ideas on the rational finally delineated, we can now

complete our consideration of references to the rational in The Idea of

the HolyQ

(viii) Discussion concerning the Rational A Priori Completed;

We must begin by returning to the passage which was cited immediately
prior to the elucidation of the Friesian epistemology just presented,(92)
which now has additional significance in the light of the Friesian
distinction between Wissen and Glaube. When the passage speaks of

The rational ideas of absoluteness, completion, necessity and

substantiality, and no less so those of the good as an objective

value, objectively binding and valid, (which) are not to be 'evolved'
from any sort of sense perception,

it is clearly describing the ideal schematism of Fries's concept of

Glaube. When the passage then locates these rational ideas in the 'pure

reason' independent of all perception, it is obviously referring to the
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Friesian distinction between Wissen and Glaube. We have already

demonstrated that schematization in The Idea of the Holy arouses numinous

feeling. We can now explain how this prOcess takes place by reference to

the ideal schematism in the above passage: When rational ideas are

completed, freed from the restraints of phenomenal experience, they serve
to evoke numinous feelings by a prbcess of association of analogous
feelings; The intellectual exercise of the Friesian ideal schematism has
the psychological function of turning the individual away from empirical
experience back to his inner world, from which he can make the transition
from transcendental rational experiences to numinous experiences. In
other words, Otto is arguing that there are two forms of reason, a secular
discursive reason and a religious transcendental reason, that the
religious reason forms its ideas completely independently of empirical
experience; and that it is only when rational thoughts are experienced or
understood as completed, as referring away from empirical experience, that
they can arouse numinous feelings.

This, for Otto, I suggest, is what largely defines the parameters of
the proper use and understanding of theology,(93) and it is in this sense
that religious discourse can be said to create the conditions for numinous
experience,»which is the only manner in which Otto's concept of

schematization can be said to have anything in common with Kant's concept

of schematization at all.(94)

Bearing all this in mind; we can now return to complete our

explanation of Otto's final definition of schematization which I

introduced earlier,(95) where he explains how the separate moments of the

numinous; the mysterium; tremendum and fascinans, are schematized by

different types of rational experience or ideas. It will be remembered

that the tremendum moment of the numinous is schematized by the rational

ideas of justice, moral will and the exclusion of what is opposed to

morality, the fascinans moment is schematized by the ideas of goodness,
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mercy and love, and the mysterium is schematized by the absoluteness of

all rational attributes applied to the deity. 1In the light of all that
has been said about Friesian idealism; one of the most important functions
of this passage, previously completely ignored, now becomes transparent.
It is clear that this passage is meant to explain how different moments of
numinous feeling are awakened. This is particularly obvious in the

context of the mysterium moment of the numinous; schematized by the

absoluteness of rational attributes applied to the deity, which Otto tells
us can be distinguished from similar attributes applied to the 'created
spirit' by being not relative, as thosé are, but absolute. Human
attributes admit of degrees, but all that can be asserted of God
conceptually is formally absolute. The content of the attributes is the
same; it is the element of form which separates God's attributes from
those that are human.

Our understanding can only compass the relative. That which in

contrast is absolute, though it may be thought, cannot be thought

home, thought out; it is within the reach of our conceiving, but it
is beyond the grasp of our comprehension.

Clearly here Otto is referring to the ideal, but negative knowledge
of Glaube and suggesting that when we think of human attributes as
completed when applied to God, we are directed away from the customary
limitations of empirical experience; so that we can pass over from the
completed rational feeling to the numinous through the process of
association of analogous feelinng In this way, Otto argues, there is a
correspondence between what is rationally absolute and the mysterious;
such that the former can be the legitimate schema of the latter, which
means that it can evoke it as well. The rationally absolute surpasses the

1imits of our understanding and so corresponds with the mysterium which

wholly eludes it or is 'wholly other'.
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Furthermore, it is now clear; in the light of our discussion
concerning the mysterium, that the rational schemata of the tremendum and
fascinans moments of the numinous must be understood as formally absolute
or completed and so able to evoke the corresponding moments of the
numinous as well. This is not only because the rational schemata are
applied to the deity rather than the limited human world, but also because
Otto explicitly defines rational attributes of God as formally absolute

right at the beginning of the argument of The Idea of the Holy: Not only

does he in chapter VI; in his introduction to the fascinans moment of the
numinous, assert that

The ideas and concepts which are parallels or schemata on the
rational side of this non-rational element of 'fascination', - love,
mercy, pity, comfort...all 'natural' elements of the common psychical
life, are here thought as absolute and in completeness.(96)

He also declares in the first paragraph of the first chapter of the whole
work that

The nature of God is thus thought of by analogy with our human nature
of reason and personality; only whereas in ourselves we are aware of
this as qualified by restriction and limitation, as applied to God
the attributes we use are 'completed', i.e. thought as absolute and
unqualified...The nature of deity described in the attributes above
mentioned is, then, a rational nature; and a religion which
recognizes and maintains such a view of God is in so far a 'rational'
religion. Only on such terms is belief possible in contrast to mere
feeling.(97)

In the light of this introductory definition of the rational, it is

obvious that the rational ideas which schematize the tremendum moment of

the numinous; that is the ideas of justice and moral will, must also be
understood as absolute or completed, and when so understood are also

capable of arousing the tremendum moment of the numinous.

One final point needs to be made about how the rational has the
capacity to evoke numinous experience; It concerns a passage that I have

already given considerable attention to(98) in the context of my

discussion concerning schematization and its connection with the arousal

of numinous experience. The passage declares that
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..Where the wind of the spirit blows, there the mere 'rational! terms
themselves are indued with power to arouse the feeling of the
'non-rational', and become adequate to tune the mood at once to the
right tone. Here schematization starts at once and needs no

prompting. He who 'in the spirit' reads the written word lives in
the numinous..

Now in the light of all that has been revealed about Otto's intellectual
background, it is obvious that this passage must be understood as
referring to a distinction between two types of reason; a religious
faculty of reason and a secular faculty of reason, the former having the
capacity to evoke numinous experience.

In fact the power of the rational to arouse the non-rational suggests
the distinction of De Wette between Reason and Understanding or the

mediaeval distinction between intellectus and ratio previously discussed.

And it is the phenomenological experience of the power of religious reason
which needs to be emphasised here. This potency of religious reason is

also suggested by other passages in the text of The Idea of the Holy, such

as the citing of the Republic passage already mentioned where Socrates
asserts that 'God...is simple, true in deed and word, and neither changes
himself nor deceives others'(99) and also in a provocative statement so
far not mentioned in which Otto speaks about the numinous infusing the
rational from aboveQ(TOO) Unfortunately, Otto fails to elaborate on this
idea, but it appears reasonable to suppose that this statement should be
interpreted in the light of the main passage under consideration here,
which describes the effects of the spirit on reason.{(101) 1Indeed it might
here be more appropriate, in order to convey the power of religious

reason; to speak about the numinization of the rational rather than the

schematization of the numinous, to borrow a phrase invented by Harold

Turner.(102)
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(ix) Otto's Concept of Divination

Having explored the many meanings and functions of religious reason

and schematization in The Idea of the Holy, we are now in a position to

turn to an examination of Otto's concept of divination, an important idea

in the work which has to date received little scholarly attention.(103)
Unfortunately, a proper understanding of the concept is not facilitated by
the ambiguities in the introductory chapter XVIII on 'The Manifestations

of the "Holy" and the Faculty of Divination.' For instance, Otto begins

this chapter with an almost unintelligible discussion about signs of the
holy that I referred to in chapter I of this essay.(104) pe identifies

divination with the proper recognition of signs of the holy, but, as I

have already argued, is unclear about whether the numinuous must be
understood as residing in history or behind history; and anyway he
wrongly argues that there is a similarity between identifying genuinely
beautiful objects and accurately perceiving the numinous. Having already
so clouded his elucidation of the concept of divination, he then proceeds
to create more confusion by beginning by speaking of divination as the
faculty of cognizing and recognizing the holy in its appearances(105) and

then later reverting to talk about divination of the numinous.(106)

Furthermore, he fails to define explicitly the relation of his discussion

concerning divination to the subject of the previous chapter; that is his

concluding remarks on the relation of the rational to the non-rational in
the idea of the holy, his final detailed explanation of the mechanism of

schematization of the numinous and his account of the relevance of this

concept to the practice of evaluating Christianity among other religions.
However, in spite of these ambiguities we can uncover the proper

meaning of divination by being guided by Otto's references, especially in

chapter XVIII, to Schleiermacher, Fries, De Wette and Goethe. Once we
have understood their ideas about religious contemplation, we shall be

able to piece together the remaining constituents of Otto's theory of
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religious experience, and we will recognize that there is no radical
discontinuity between the discussion concerning the connection of the
rational to the non-rational in the holy of chapter XVII and the

elucidation of the concept of divination of chapter XVIII. Indeed, we

will discover that the recognition of the a priori connection between the
rational and the non-rational in the holy is absolutely crucial to the

process of divination, even identical with it; and that the introduction

of the discussion concerning divination; far from artificially

interrupting the previous narrative about the concept of schematization,

is merely a continuation of interpretation of that concept so important

for the whole argument of The Idea of the Holy; In grappling with the

concept of divination; Otto does not discard his ideas about

schematization, but rather brings them to a conclusion.

Let us begin by reviewing the theories of religious contemplation of
Schleiermacher, Fries-and De Wette which are very similar to each
other.(107) Schleiermacher maintains(108) that the human spirit, when
absorbed in the contemplation of the vast living totality of things in
nature and history; is capable of discerning intuitively 'the Eternal and
the Infinite in and beyond the finite and the temporal'. These are
'intuitions and feelings' (Anschaungen and Gefuhle) of something which is
a 'sheer overplus, in addition to empirical reality.' While this
'overplus' of meaning cannot be given theoretical statement in the form it
assumes for science; it is capable of a certain groping formulation
similar to theoretical propositions; but distinguishable from them by
being purely felt and not reasoned. Because of this Schleiermacher
insists that these 'intuitions and feelihgs' can neither be employed as
statements of doctrine; nor built into a system of theoretical premises
from which theoretical conclusions can be drawn. Nevertheless, these

'intuitions and feelings' are inklings or surmises of a reality fraught

with mystery distinguishable from empirical reality. This reality is felt
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to have an ultimate mysterious cosmic purposiveness which is beyond all
reason and which is incapable of intellectual analysis. In fact so
delicate and elusive are these experiences that Schleiermacher refuses to
call them knowledge at all, and we get a sense of the difficulty of
understanding these 'intuitions and feelings' when we recognize that the
mysterious purposiveness of this higher reality, beyond but penetrating
empirical experience; is experienced; not in its univeral conformity to
law; a rational quality interpretable by the intellect in terms of
concrete purpose, but rather by means of what appears to us as a baffling
exception to law, thereby hinting at a meaning that eludes our
understanding;

However, in spite of Schleiermacher's reluctance to call this
experience knowledge Otto insists that it is legitimate and indeed helpful
to understand what lies behind such groping formulations as knowledge or
cognition, albeit knowledge which is the product not of reflection but of
feeling.(109) He argues that the distinction between this form of
knowledge and ordinary knowledge is illuminated by Kant's distinction
between the faculty of pure reason and the faculty of aesthetic judgement,
the subject of his third critique.(110) The distinction between ordinary
conceptual knowledge and Schleiermacher's 'intuitions and feelings' is,
Otto claims; identical to Kant's distinction between the faculty of
Jjudgement based on feeling and the faculty of discursive understanding.
In contrast to logical understanding; the faculty of aesthetic judgement

is not worked out in accordance with a clear intellectual scheme, but
in conformity to obscure dim principles which must be felt and cannot
be stated explicitly as premises,

and Kant sometimes conveys the merely felt dimension of aesthetic
judgements by the phrase 'not unfolded' or ‘'unexplicated concepts'
(unausgewickelte Begriffe); a phrase which suggests the same elusiveness

which characterizes the contemplative experience of Schleiermacher.(111)



91

When we turn from Schleiermacher to an examination of Fries's theory
of religious contemplation (Ahndung), we encounter hardly any change of
atmosphere at all. We have already introduced Fries's concept of Ahndung
in the context of our presentation of Otto's epistemology earlier in this
chapter,(112) and it is obvious from what has already been said about this
concept that it also can be understood to arise out of Kant's distinction
between a logical faculty of understanding and an aesthetic faculty based
upon feeling: Ahndung as feeling is the essence of religion for Fries.

It is, it will be recalled; an aesthetico-mystical feeling reflecting our
immediate awareness of the rational harmony and unity of the manifold
elements of sense perception. In this state of consciousness the
phenomenal world is recognized as in some sense ordered by a mysterious
higher purpose and vg;ue, and an eternal fitness is obscurely felt to
condition the temporal and the finite. It is this state of consciousness
which expresses the ultimate aim of the faculty of Ahndung, our immediate
awareness of the eternal in the majesty and beauty of our natural
environment; otherwise called by Fries the faculty of divining the
'‘objective teleology' of the world, and it is this experience, irresoluble
into rational concept; which is the source of religious piety giving rise
to devotion and surrender to God.(113)

Once again; as in Schleiermaeher; this religious feeling is capable
of only groping formulation; only expressible in symbol, to understand
which we must already have experienced the feeling denoted by the symbol;
So, for instance, in the epistemology of Fries the providence of God
forever escapes rational comprehensibn and can only be apprehended in the
obscure feeling of Ahndung.(114%) This obscure feeling of Ahndung, this
surmise, inkling, intuition or premonition of the providence of God, or of
the 'objective teleology' of the world, clearly has much in common with

mystical experience and, in particular, with what Otto has called the

mysticism of the 'unifying vision' in his Mysticism East and West which he




92

contrasts with the 'mysticism of introspection'.(115) This aesthetico-
mystical feeling, like Schleiermacher's religious contemplation, tells us
much about Otto's concept of divination; especially in its emphasis on the
feeling of mystery and eternal purpose in the universe, but it does not
give us a complete definition of Otto's divination. If it is divination

at all; then it is divination of an inferior form; inferior; that is, to

the divination of De Wette; the pupil of Fries, whose own concept of

Ahndung is identical with the concept of divination presented in The Idea

of the Holy: As Otto himself tells us in Mysticism East and West, what De

Wette did was to relate the mystical ihtuition or contemplative feeling,
especially as inherited from Fries, to an object to which it had never
before been applied by classical mystics of the west, namely, the factual
in history; Thereby, Otto believes; De Wette was continuing what

Schleiermacher had already begun in his On Religion; Speeches to its

Cultured Despisers, but which in his later teaching he had suppressed

rather than developed;(116) This unique mystical intuition in relation to
the factual in history Otto regards as profoundly important for his own

psychology of religion in The Idea of the Holy; since it provides the

foundation for his account of the recognition of the holy as previously
defined and; in particular; of the recognition of the supremely holy
object; holiness incarnate; the culmination of man's divination of
holiness, namely; Jesus Christ.(117) Let us now examine this concept of

divination more closely:

Davidson has argued that the most important difference between
Fries's concept of Ahndung, on the one hand, and De Wette's, on which

Otto's concept of divination depends, on the other; is that whereas the

former is only an aesthetic feeling, the latter is a specifically
religious intuition, since De Wette goes beyond Fries's 'objective

teleology' of the universe to discover that the ultimate reference for the

faculty of Ahndung must be the divinity of Christ, experienced in feeling
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and intuition together with the Christian doctrine of atonement. De Wette
recognises through Ahndung that the teleological character of the
historical process as well as the ultimate purposiveness of the universe
point to and culminate in the specifically Christian recognition of Christ
as supreme holiness.(118)

Now although Davidson accurately locates a difference between Fries's
and De Wette's accounts of Ahndung; it is; nevertheless; misleading to
suggest that Fries's concept of Ahndung; unlike De Wette's, is not really
a religious feeling but only an aesthetic experience. Rather we should
understand the difference between the two concepts of Ahndung not in terms
of a distinction between aesthetics and religion, but instead in terms of
one between a universal and a particular religious consciousness. Whereas
Fries's aesthetico-mystical feeling is general enough to be adopted by,
and incorporated into, many different religious systems with profoundly
different, even conflicting, theologies; De Wette's concept of Ahndung by
contrast refers to concrete historical events, recognizing that these
special irrepeatable events of a particular time and place constitute the
supreme revelation which is irreducibly Christian. This is where the real
difference lies in the concepts of Ahndung of Fries and De Wette; and
this distinction helps us to recognize that one of the purposes of Otto's

discussion concerning divination is to explain a transition from an

experience of holiness or the numinous in general to an experience of a
particular supreme revelation of holiness in Christ. Like De Wette, Otto

in The Idea of the Holy wants to demonstrate a transformation of a

universal religious feeling into a particular, indeed unique, religious

experience.

This is made perfectly clear in Otto's third and last chapter on

divination in The Idea of the Holy, chapter XX on divination in

Christianity today. In this chapter Otto's language is identical with De

Wette's. So, for instance, he says:
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Realization of Him through' surmise (Ahndung) of the divine
government of the world' depends essentially upon two factors. On
the one hand, there is the general view of the marvellous spiritual
history of Israel as a connected whole, with its prophetic and
religious development and with Christ appearing as its culmination.

And on the other, there is the complete life-work and achievement of
Christ himself in its entirety.(119)

Again, he says:
whoever sinks in contemplation of that great connected development of
the Judaic religion which we speak of as the '0ld Covenant up to
Christ' must feel the stirring of an intimation that something
Eternal is there, directing and sustaining it and urging it to its
consummation. The impression is simply irresistible....whoever goes
on to consider all this must inevitably conclude 'That is god like
and divine; that is verily Holiness. 1If there is a God and if He
chose to reveal Himself, He could do it no otherwise than thus.'

He goes on to explain:

Such a conclusion is not the result of logical compulsion; it does
not follow from clearly conceived premises; it is an immediate,
underivable judgement of pure recognition, and it follows a premiss
that defies exposition and springs directly from an irreducible
feeling of the truth...Such an intuition, once granted
issues....independently of exegesis or the authority of the early
church, in a series of further intuitions, respecting the Person, the
Work, and the Words of Christ, and it is the task of theology to
render these explicit.(120)

These extensive quotations obviously express the ultimate goal of

divination for Otto and help us not only to dispel some of the ambiguities

in the first chapter on divination; chapter XVIII already referred to, but

also assist us to connect Otto's concept of divination with his previous

discussion concerning schematization of the numinous.

It is clear that divination of the holy; just described as the

divination of Christ, means a Christian recognition of the necessary

connection of the numinous and the rational in history, and this must
surely explain why Otto introduces the concept of divination immediately

after concluding his presentation of his account of schematization. His

concept of schematization anticipates, if it does not overlap with, the

faculty of divination and this is confirmed when we look more closely at

some of the passages in Otto's concluding chapter on schematization of the

numinous. (121) Otto begins this chapter by asserting that
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...the same a priori character belongs...to the connection of the
rational and the non-rational elements in religion, their inward and
necessary union. The histories of religion recount indeed, as though
it were something axiomatic, the gradual interpenetration of the two,
the process by which the divine is charged and filled out with
ethical meaning. And this process is in fact felt as something
axiomatic, something whose inner necessity we feel to be self
evident.(122)

This is a passage which we have already referred to in our
examination of the levels of meaning in the complete concept of

schematization of the numinous, but it clearly also has a place here in

our elucidation of Otto's concept of divination. Not only does it

emphasize the element of feeling as genuinely cognitive, but it also
stresses that the connection of the rational to the numinous in the holy
is discovered in the histories or religion; This passage must, in the
light of our previous discussion concerning divination be interpreted as
an expression of it. Again; later in the chapter similar talk about 'the
a priori knowledge of the essential interdependence of the rational and
the non-rational elements in the idea of God' remind one of later

discussion on divination. He claims that for this connection

the history of religion is itself an almost unanimous witness.
Incomplete and defective as the process of moralizing the numina may
often have been throughout the wide regions of primitive religious
life, everywhere there are traces of it to be found. And wherever
religion, escaping from its first crudity of manifestation, has risen
to a higher type, this process of synthesis has in all cases set in
and continued more and more positively.(123)

Finally, Otto concludes this chapter on the holy as an a priori
category with statements which leave us in no doubt as to the connection

between schematization and divination. He asserts that

The degree in which both rational and non-rational elements are
jointly present, united in healthy and lovely harmony, affords a
criterion to measure the relative rank of religions and one, too,
that is specifically religious. Applying this criterion, we find
that Christianity, in this as in other respects, stands out in
complete superiority over all its sister religions....Christianity,
in the healthily proportioned union of its elements, assumes an
absolutely classical form and dignity, which is only the more vividly
attested in consciousness as we proceed honestly and without
prejudice to set it in its place in the comparative study of
religions. Then we shall recognize that in Christianity an element
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of man's spiritual life, which yet has its analogies in other fields,

has {orughe first time come to maturity in a supreme and unparalleled
way.(12

Having such a similar form to passages concerning the divination of Christ
already cited,(125) and appearing as it does immediately prior to Otto's
talk about signs of the holy, it is difficult to imagine how anyone could

question the connection between schematization and divination.

Furthermore, this connection between schematization and divination is

strengthened by another dimension of the process of divination which has

so far not been noted. I have already pointed out that divination is
divination of the connection of the rational and the numinous in the holy;
and in the first passage already cited of chapter XVII Otto emphasizes
that the connection between the numinous and the rational is 'felt as
something axiomatic, something whose inner necessity we feel to be
self-evident.'(126) Now this feeling of the necessity of the union of
rational and non-rational in the holy is philosophically explained both by
the proposition that the rational and non-rational in the holy are each a
priori and by the further proposition that there is also an a priori
connection between the rational and the non-rational in the holy. As I
mentioned much earlier in this chapter;(127) Otto's talk here about this a
priori connection between the numinous and the rational has an important
psychological dimension which has been largely overlooked by Otto's
critiecs. This 'connection' is experienced as completed in the mind
independently of empirical experience, and this; as I have also previously
argued, provides one important meaning of the complex concept of

schematization.(128) However, this felt necessity of the connection

between the numinous and the rational must also be extended to the concept

of divination as well, since divination is divination of the holy, and

this means that the process of divination must also be a priori in the

psychological sense that we have previously discussed extensively.
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This observation also helps us to complete our interpretation of
another passage in chapter XVII, which I have already referred to earlier
in this chapter of this essay, the long passage discusssing a priori
knowledge in the context of Plato's Republic where Socrates asserts that
'God..is single and true in deed and word, and neither changes himself nor
deceives others..' and Adeimantos responds by declaring that this truth
appears to him as self-evident, a product of the a priori judgement of his
religious conscience.(129) This immediate certainty is an expression of

the a priori nature of divination of the holy: In other words, the

divination of the holy; just like the belief in the providence of God, is
completed in the mind independently of all sense experience and is
affirmed even in the face of contrary empirical evidence. Otto's concept

of divination suffers from the same 'exaggerated apriorism'(130) as

numinous experience, and is invulnerable to empirical falsification in the

same way that, as I have already demonstrated, rational a priori schemata

of the numinous are.(131)

In the light of this, we are now able to clarify the remaining
ambiguities in chapter XVIII concerning divination. It will be recalled
that the chapter begins by speaking about divination of the holy and ends

by reverting to language about divination of the numinous,(132)

illustrating this idea by presenting Goethe's divination of the

*daemonic. Obviously Otto's presentation and criticism of Goethe's

daemonic is meant to illustrate how divination of the numinous is inferior

to divination of the holy and; in particular; to divination of the

supremely holy object, Christ. After pointing out that Goethe's daemonic
has all the qualities of numinous feeling; the mysterium, the fascinans

and, in particular, the tremendum; and after demonstrating that, like the
numinous, the daemonic surpasses all understanding and reason and cannot
be properly put into words,(133) Otto argues that Goethe's divination is

inferior to that of the prophet, in spite of the fact that he has a far
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more pronounced divinatory nature than Schleiermacher. Otto believes that

Goethe's divination is a 'pagan', as opposed to a specifically Christian,

experience because he is unable to unite the experience of the daemonic
(numinous) to the experience of the rational and the moral. Thus he says
that Goethe's daemonic

....does not rise to the elevation of the experience of Job, where
the non-rational mystery is at the same time experienced and extolled
as suprarational, as of profoundest value, and as holiness in its own
right. It is rather the fruit of a mind which, for all its depth,
was not equal to such profundities as these, and to which, therefore,
the non-rational counterpoint to the melody of life could only sound
in confused consonance, not in its authentic harmony, indefinable but
palpable.

In other words, he could not unite the numinous to the rational, and Otto
concludes that this daemonic
precedes religion proper, (and is) not at the level of the divine and
the holy in the truest sense....Goethe did not understand how to

adjust (his) divination of the 'daemonic' to his own higher
conception of the divine....(134)

(x) Some Concluding Observations about Otto's Theory of Religious

Experience

Finally, having clarified the meaning of Otto's concept of
divination, we must now attempt to pull together all the strands of Otto's
theory of religious experience; and from these extract a general account
of the development of religidus conscidusness; a task that Otto himself

failed to carry out in The lIdea of the Holy or; for that matter, in any of

his later works. What is the relationship between numinous experience and

divination? 1Is divination meant to be a transient state of consciousness

or a more durable feeling in religious 1life? Again, what is the
relationship between direct and indirect means of expression of the
numinous, and what, if any, is their connection with divination?
Unfortunately, Otto offers us no answers to these questions, but we can
suggest some plausible answers of our own, and in so doing, on the basis

of all the information that we have so far collected about Otto's concepts
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of schematization of the numinous and divination, we can carry further;

perhaps even bring to some proper conclusion, our discussion concerning
Otto's theory of religious experience;
In the light of what we have established about the concept of

divination, it seems reasonable to suppdse that this is rather an advanced

state of religious consciousness, perhaps a state which relatively few
people attain in our modern secularized post-Christian society. It is a
persistent, rather than a transient; state of consciousness, providing the
spiritual, psychological and intellectual background to profound numinous

encounters. One can understand divination as generating continuous, but

less intense, religious experiences, out of which the more dramatic or
impressive numinous feelings arise.

Furthermore, since divination, as earlier argued, is a priori in the

same psychological sense that the rational schemata are, that is completed
in the mind prior to all empirical experience, this means that, like
rational schemata, it may itself arouse numinous feelings. Clearly such a

picture of divination leads us to the conclusion that Otto intended to

provide a paradigmatic spiritual biography detailing the development of

religious life, in which divination is a station or important stage on the

way, a religious hurdle over which everyone must cross. It is also
suggested that Otto intended not only to grade different types of
religious experience which form the stages of religious 1life, but also to
grade different types of religious people according to the degree of
spirituality which they manifest in their 1lives.

This impression that Otto was interested in stages of spiritual
progress is also reinforced by Otto's distinction between direct and
indirect means of arousing the numinous. Direct means of evoking or
expressing the numinous consist of actual 'holy' situations found in the

reverent attitude and gesture, in the tone of voice and general demeanour

and in the solemn devotional assembly of prayer, and where the wind of the
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spirit blows, there the mere written word can arouse the numinous.(135)
Prayer and holy scripture are particularly appropriate as direct means of
expressing and arousing the numinous. Furthermore; there are direct means
of expressing and evoking the numinous in art as well, although these are
negative. They are darkness and silence; and also the void or emptiness,
which, like these other negations, eliminate all particular concrete
experiences so that the ineffable or the 'wholly other' may become
apparent. (136)

By contrast, indirect means of expressing and arousing the numinous

consist in the analogies in profane experience to the mysterium,. tremendum

and fascinans moments of numinous feeling; the 'triggers' for numinous
experience with which so much of this chapter has been concerned.(137) Now
in the light of this distinction, it is plausible to argue that indirect
means of arousing the numinous provide religious experiences which, if
intense, are still of less value than experiences evoked by direct means.
Indirect means are for people of a lower spiritual station, the spiritual
proletariat, who have little or no previous experience, and so need more
powerful or obvious religious stimulants to awaken them to the numinous,
that is concrete analogies to the several moments of the numinous. The
majority of people, religious or irreligious, are insufficiently
religiously sensitive to be able to experience the numinous through its
direct means of expression. Only the spiritually more educated, those
whom Weber called the 'religiously musical'; are sufficiently sensitive to
be able to discover the numinous behind its direct means of expression,
prayer, holy scripture, holy behaviour, emptiness, silence and darkness.
Furthermore, this distinction between direct and indirect means of
expressing and evoking the numinous reflects another important distinction
in Otto's work; his distinction between numinous feeling and experience of

the holy. As I have demonstrated already, numinous experience is not as

valuable as experience of the holy, and yet anticipates it. Now numinous
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experience is aroused generally by indirect means, whereas the experience
of the holy is evoked by the direct means. Just as numinous experience
precedes and may evolve into experience of the holy, so Otto's account of
the development of religious life suggests that the indirect means of
expression of the numinous are only a religious preparation for the direct
means of arousing it. To summarize the meaning of the distinction between
the direct and indirect means of expressing the numinous, we could argue
that Otto begins by drawing his reader's attention to moments of the
numinous in the world (indirect means), and then proceeds from there to
demonstrate the feeling, the meaning and the value of the holy (direct
means). Implicit in this position is the ideal that without some prior
experience of the numinous one cannot understand what the holy is like;
but Otto also insists not only that the feeling of the numinous must not
be confused with the experience of holiness, but also that it does not
possess the same value as the holy;

One final question remains. Otto does not explain how a transition
from indirect means of arousing the numinous to direct means is made. In
other words, he offers no clarification of how progress from a stage of
spiritual insensitivity to one of holiness is possible; Now one plausible
explanation for such spiritual progress is to be found in Otto's concepts

of divination and the rational a priori which schematizes the numinous.

What divination and the rational a priori achieve is to provide a bridge

or connection between the indirect and direct means of arousing numinous
feelings; What this means is that because divination and the rational

schema are both a priori;that is completed in the mind independently of,

or prior to, all sense experience, they can sensitize a man to direct
means of arousing the numinous. Once again, we are led to the central
theme of this whole chapter, namely, the thesis that it is Otto's
'exaggerated apriorism'(138) which arouses authentic religious experience.

It is this inwardness which provides such an important psychological
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factor in Otto's presentation of the growth of religious consciousness,
and it is this inwardness which has been so neglected by previous

interpreters of The Idea of the Holy.
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Chapter III

Religious Language and the Inexpressible

(i) Summary of the Issues To Be Discussed in this Chapter

Numinous experience, Otto asserts, is totally unlike other types of
experience, and we cannot offer any literal description of it but must
approach it through analogy. Only by drawing the reader's attention to
experiences which are similar to numinous feelings, can he be lead,
through the operation of Otto's law of association of analogous feelings,
to discover for himself what numinous experience is like. Thus, for
instance, the element of numinous awefulness in the tremendum moment of
numinous experience can be elucidated by drawing the reader's attention to
other aweful situatiéhs, providing the reader does not forget that there
is a numinous overplus in numinous awe discovered in feeling, a quality in
the experience of numinous awe which is not reproduced in any
non-religious examples of feelings of awe. Similarly, there is a numinous
overplus to be found in the other moments of the numinous, the mysterium
and the fascinans.(1) Otto seeks to support his claim concerning the

evocative character of religious language in The Idea of the Holy by

referring to many analogies to religious feelings. He cannot point
directly to numinous experience but must speak around it hesitantly. He
suggests that religious experience is like this more familiar experience
and unlike that one; it is similar to this experience in one respect but
dissimilar to it in others; it is similar to different experiences in
different respects but has something extra as well. Then he asks his

readers: now can you feel for yourself what are the distinctive qualities

of numinous feeling?(2)
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This thesis concerning numinous experience, which Otto elsewhere
describes as inexpressible and 'wholly other',(3) nas already been shown
to be central to Otto's psychology of religion in chapter II. 1In this
chapter the profound significance of this thesis for Otto's philosophy of
religion will be unfolded through an examination of his philosophical
theory of the relationship between numinous experience and religious
language. This is a dimension of Otto's work which has, to date, received
only superficial attention from Otto's interpreters, but it requires a far
more systematic treatment which attempts to demonstrate its many implicit
epistemological assumptions, since there has been much recent philosophy
of religion and philosophy of language which can be construed as
challenging the very foundations of Otto's philosophical position. It is
because much contemporary philosophical debate tends to dismiss Otto's
theory of religious language and the inexpressible, or any theory like it,
as unintelligible, that we need a thorough reappraisal of this theory in
order to clarify whether it provides an adequate theoretical foundation
for his psychology of religion and, if it does not, whether it can be
revised so that it can support this psychology.

For example, Otto's philosophical position is immediately plagued by
two uncompromising epistemological problems. The first is that there
appears to be a contradiction between arguing that numinous experience is
'wholly other' or inexpressible and asserting that it is analogous to
non-religious experiences. How can there be an analogy, indeed any
relation, between an ordinary experience and a religious experience which
is said to be 'wholly other'?2(Y4) The second problem involves the very
idea of ineffability of numinous experience which, if understood

rigorously as several passages in The Idea of the Holy suggest,(5) appears

to be unintelligible. The problem is primarily a semantic one and can be
put in the following way: how can a religious experience be incapable of

description or expression if it can be correctly said to be indescribable
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or beyond expression? How can it be ineffable if it can be correctly said
to be ineffable? The description of ineffability here can only succeed if
it defeats itself.(6) However, the problem can also take (and commonly
does) an epistemological form, when the term 'wholly other' is applied not
only to numinous experience but to the object of that experience as
well.(7) Here the paradox concerns how we can be aware that the numinous
experience or object is unknowable unless it is knowable.(8) Although the
term 'wholly other' suggests absolute ineffability, as Stace has pointed
out (following Wittgenstein), if there is a limit to our knowledge, it
must be one of which we are completely unaware and do not even suspect.(9)
Thus if the numinous experience or object is absolutely ineffable, then we
can know nothing about it, not even that it is numinous or divine, indeed
not even that anything is actually presented to consciousness at all.
However, these are only the most transparent philosophical problems
concerning Otto's theory of the inexpressible. Behind these lie far more
complex epistemological issues concerning the general relationship between
not only numinous experience and religious language but all experience and
language. Otto erronecusly believed that much theological discourse was
intended simply to reflect; rather than to educate; religious
experience;(10) Coupled with this, he emphasized; reflecting the decisive
influence of the Romanticism of Schleiermacher, the significance of the
feeling dimension of religious experience; insisting that the rational
dimension of such experience is parasitic upon its non-rational
dimension.(11) Moreover, in the light of the importance of non-rational
numinous feeling in Otto's account of religious 1ife; it should not be
surprising that he opposes this religious feeling as a religious way of
knowing to conceptual reasoning, arguing that this religious feeling is
the source of a knowledge inaccessible to our ordinary rational
understanding.(12) Now not only is there a need to re-examine critically

this religious epistemology (so obviously an expression of the influence
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of the Friesian philosophy of religion on Otto's work) in the light of
more recent philosophical discussion concerning the nature of religious
experience, but we must also question whether the more general theory of
the nature of experience, interpretation and language, on which these
observations depend, is itself intelligible. Otto's theory of religious
experience presupposes a particular intellectual model of what language
and experience really are, and if this model is rejected as inadequate or
incomprehensible, then either his theory of religious experience will have
to be modified or some completely new theory constructed.

There are several assumptions in Otto's general theory of language
and experience which many contemporary philosophers and theologians would
want to challenge. Perhaps the most important is the assumption that
there is such a thing as pure experience which is distinguishable from all
interpretations of, or language about, that experience. Otto believes
that words are labels or signs for separate experiences and that such
words can never fully express those experiences. However, many recent
writers have argued that this traditional distinction between experience
and interpretation or language simply does not reflect our ongoing
concrete experience. Experience, they say, cannot be separated from
interpretation or language so that the former can be compared with the
latter. On the contrary, it is largely interpretations which make
experiences the experiences they are. It is not only that such interpre-
tations determine in advance what can, or cannot, be experienced (that is
to say, anticipate the nature of future experiences and thereby
subsequently determine their actual character), illustrating the
epistemological principle that all experience is influenced by previous
already interpreted experience and, thus, that no experience can be
understood when divorced from its particular, concrete, already

interpreted context.(13) It is also that it is largely interpretations
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which give experiences the shape which they possess, without which it is
impossible to identify any particular experience and separate it off from
other experiences.(14)

Furthermore, it could be argued that not only is pure uninterpreted
experience an artificial abstraction, but also that all experience is
inseparable from, and only comes to us through, language; What is being
asserted here is that the parameters of experience coextend as far as the
parameters of language and no further. It is meaningless, it is argued,
to speak about experience transcending language or language shutting us
off from possible experiences, as is entailed by Otto's ineffability
claims. Languagé is not a prison but our whole world of experience,
indeed the only world we have. The only experience we can have are those
we can speak about, even if it be on occasions hesistantly.(15) cClearly,
this account of language and experience, if true, must fundamentally
weaken Otto's claim that numinous experience transcends language even if
we can speak about it analogically. It also sugggests another criticism
of Otto's theory of ineffability. Otto's talk about the numinous suggests
that because there are limits to language, there must be limits to reason
as well, limits, that is, beyond which we cannot go. But it could be
argued that such limits to reason are artificial, and that beyond what can
now be understood there is only more to understand. When we subscribe to
a belief in the limits of reason, we only prevent ourselves from
recognising that there is always more to be understood. (16} In fact this
could be construed as a form of intellectual self-deceit, which we see
through when we recognize that; as I have already suggested in this
chapter, if there is an absolute limit to our knowledge, it must be one of
which we are completely unaware.

These are the major epistemological problems confronting Otto's

theory of religious experience, which this chapter will re-examine in an

attempt to present the philosophical presuppositions behind the concept of
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numinous experience in The Idea of the Holy. However, in its endeavour to

elucidate Otto's real intentions in the work, this account will be guided
by the sound hermeneutical principles which, Kellenberger has suggested,
should govern any attempts to interpret mystics® ineffability claims.(17)
Like so many mystics' ineffability claims, Otto's talk about the numinous
in many contexts seems either unintelligible or ambiguous, but

instead of prematurely dismissing Otto's claims about the numinous as
inexpressible or incomprehensible as confused, we may perhaps discover the
real intentions of these claims by looking at what else Otto says about
the numinous. It is because interpreters in the past, for instance, have

singled out ineffability statements in The Idea of the Holy and treated

them in relative isolation from more positive claims made about the

numinous or numinous experience, that Otto's position has often appeared

more incoherent than perhaps it is. There is a real danger here of
rejecting Otto's position without ever really understanding it.(18)

This chapter will explore whether it is at all possible to hold
together coherently some, or many, of the different ineffability claims of

The Idea of the Holy and yet at the same time to maintain that numinous

experience is analogous to other forms of experience. In the event of
such an undertaking being possible, we shall examine the structure of the
concept of numinous experience which emerges from this enquiry, a concept
which, of course, we must understand as implicit in the general discussion

of The Idea of the Holy rather than explicitly formulated in that work.

This, at least, will allow us to approach Otto's theory of numinous
experience as if it were coherent, and will demand of us a constructive as
well as a critical approach to this dimension of his work.

Furthermore, it is in the same spirit that we should approach Otto's
theory of the relationship of language and interpretation to experience.

Once again, it is easy to criticise Otto's theory of the inexpressible

without fully understanding his philosophy of language. Otto was clearly
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unaware of the epistemological difficulties involved in the idea of a pure
experience, which is not only completely separated from interpretation but
can also generate it in a quite uncomplicated way. Obviously this
dimension of his theory of experience and interpretation must be
dismissed. But this, I suggest, gives us no licence to argue that,
accordingly, the notion that experience and, in particular, numinous
experience transcends language is unintelligible. The theory that the
limits of experience extend as far as, and no further than, the limits of
language is questionable and certainly cannot have universal application.
There are some experiences which suggest a need for unusual relations with
unconventional, that is non-literal, forms of language, and it is such an
observation which appears to be presupposed by Otto's attempts to indicate
the nature of numinous experience indirectly.

Accordingly, if we are to understand how Otto uses religious language

and what he conceives its limits to be in The Idea of the Holy, we must

turn away from the restricted, conventional behaviour of literal language
as a guide to his intentions and turn towards the metaphorical use of
language. 1In fact a comparison of his employment of analogical language
with the poetic use of metaphor will lead us to recognize that Otto, like
many poets, far from underestimating the possibilities and the limits of
language and reason, is actually pushing language as far as it will go.
Otto, far from being complacent about what we can say about experience
and, in particular, numinous experience, is attempting through the
exploitation of analogy to extend the boundaries of our understanding of
religious experience.

Thus an examination of Otto's use of analogy can help us to identify
several functions of religious language which should be of considerable
interest to contemporary phenomenologists and philosophers of religion.
Otto's argument concerning religious language is not only that we have an

inadequate vocabulary for the complex but elusive religious feelings which
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contribute to religious experience. Neither is it just that a lack of an
adequate religious vocabulary tends to inhibit intense religious
experiences and a fully religious life. Nor is it only that analogical
language about the numinous is intended to evoke numinous experience
through the operation of the taw of association of analogous feelings. 1In
addition to all this, the thread of Otto's argument about religious
language also suggests that one important function of analogical language

in The Idea of the Holy is to help us to grasp and understand aspects of

numinous experience which are elusive, transient and shapeless. Analogies
for numinous experience enable us to form for ourselves mental pictures or
ideas of religious feelings which would otherwise be mute, undefined and
inchoate, and this provides one important explanation for Otto's
relentless pursuit of such analogies. Now defective as these mental
pictures or ideas of elusive religious experiences may be, they are
precisely what may help us to remember them with some precision. This
may, in turn, lead us to recognize future numinous experiences as
religious when they occur and may even generate subsequent religious
experiences.

Of course Otto's analogies cannot help anyone to form an image or
idea of numinous feelings if he has not already had some experience of
them himself,(19) but, to repeat, they can prevent previous numinous
experiences being forgotten, a not insignificant achievement considering
how elusive and transient religious experiences usually are. Furthermore,
Otto's analogies to numinous experience may have profound significance for
those who have had numinous experiences but now cannot remember anything
about them. Clearly if Otto's analogies to be numinous help his readers
to recall numinous experiences they thought they had forgotten, this would

offer some further explanation for the astounding popularity of The Idea

of the Holy.
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All of these aspects of Otto's theory of religious language demand
our attention, and it is only when we have discussed these issues that we
canvattempt to venture an answer to the question, whether in Otto's
opinion the ineffability of numinous experience is indistinguishable from
the ineffability of other feelings or whether, alternatively, there are
qualities in numinous feelings which create unique linguistic problems for
religious experience which are not to be found in any other forms of

experience regardless of their intensity.

(ii) The Meaning of Otto's Ineffability Claims

Having now summarized the issues to be discussed in this chapter, we
can return to consider the meaning of Otto's ineffability claims. As I
have already indicated,(ZO) ineffability claims, when understood
rigorously, appear to be unintelligible and express themselves in two
paradoxical ways: either as semantic problems or as epistemological
problems. However, for the purpose of discussing Otto's ineffability
claims there is no need to distinguish between them, since Otto's
ineffability statements presuppose that they are inseparable (if we
construe his many references to the numinous eluding conceptual under-
standing as expressing a semantic as well as an epistemological
problem).(21)

Many of Otto's ineffability statements convey the initial impression
of making absolute ineffability claims, and therefore appear to generate
irresolvable contradictions. For example, Otto tells us that the numinous
'completely eludes apprehension in terms of concepts' and that in this
respect it is similar to experience of the beautiful. (22) Again, he says
that conceptual characterization of the mysterium is negative, that is
beyond conception and understanding; it is extraordinary and unfamiliar,

and yet, paradoxically, what is meant by these terms is discovered in

feelings to be absolutely positive.(23) Then he asserts that the 'wholly
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other' is beyond the sphere of the usual, the intelligible, the familiar,
falling outside the limits of the 'canny' and filling the mind with blank

wonder and astonishment.(24) Then in one of his most uncompromising

passages he states:

The truly 'mysterious' object is beyond our apprehension and
comprehension, not only because our knowledge has certain irremovable
limits, but because in it we come upon something inherently 'wholly
other', whose kind and character are incommensurable with our own,

and before which we therefore recoil in a wonder that strikes us
chill and numb.(25)

Again, we find a most revealing passage which seeks to define what is

meant by the non-rational. He declares:
Not the most concentrated attention can elucidate the (numinous)
object to which this state of mind refers, bringing it out of the
impenetrable obscurity of feeling into the domain of the conceptual
understanding. It remains purely a felt experience, only to be
indicated symbolically by ideograms.(26)

Again, this time praising Plato, he says:
No one has enunciated more definitively than this master-thinker that

God transcends all reason, in the sense that He is beyond the powers
of our conceiving, not merely beyond our powers of comprehension.

(27
Finally,)in the spirit of the statement of the German Pietist, Gerhard
Tersteegen, 'A God comprehended is no God',(28) Otto celebrates the
inconceivable in God in the ﬁost radical fashion at the end of the work in
the first appendix in his discussion of Chrysostom's interpretation of
this theme.(29) One passage in this appendix in particular seems to
express the most uncompromising ineffability claim yet, and so unequivocal
is it, that it could be construed as confirming that Otto's numinous
ineffability is indeed logically unintelligible. The passage, although
lengthy, is so important that it requires full quotation; Notice,
however, that the passage does not come from Otto's pen, but is an extract

from Chrysostom's New Testament commentary which Otto has inserted into

the text of the appendix to support and press to its conclusion his own

argument . (30)
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The passage reads:

He dwells, says St. Paul, in an unapproachable light. Observe here
the exactitude of St. Paul's expression...For he says not merely in
an incomprehensible, but (what conveys far more) in an altogether
'unapproachable light'. We say 'inconceivable' and 'incomprehensi-
ble' of something which, though it eludes conception, does not elude
all enquiry and questioning. 'Unapproachable', on the other hand,
means something which in principle excludes the very possibility of
inquiry, which is quite inaccessible by conceptual investigation. A
sea into which divers may plunge, but which they cannot fathom, would
represent the merely 'incomprehensible'. It would only represent the
'unapproachable' if it remained in principle beyond search and beyond
discovery.(31)

Anyone, I think, in the light of this passage as well as the previous
citations, may be forgiven for believing that Otto's ineffability claims
are logically incoherent. If these passages were the only references to

the numinous in The Idea of the Holy, there would be no room for doubt

that Otto's numinous 'inexpressible' is logically unintelligible.
However, these are not the only references to the numinous in the

text of The Idea of the Holy; There are many other far more positive

references to numinous experience(32) which must be placed beside these
negative passages, and the principal question we must then attempt to
answer is whether these positive references to the numinous can indeed in
any way be reconciled with the radical ineffability passages I have just
cited. Or to put it more precisely: is there any way that these
uncompromising ineffability claims can be modified so that they can be
reconciled with other more positive claims about the numinous? One way to
resolve this problem is to argue that, since radical ineffability
separates man completely from God and makes not only all religious
experience impossible but also all religious behaviour meaningless, we
must construe all of Otto's talk about the numinous as 'wholly other' or
inexpressible as actually not literal talk at all but analogical statement
from which no logical inference can be legitimately drawn. For instance,
Davidson claims that Otto's numinous is not wholly 'wholly other' but that

the term 'wholly other' is actually a conceptual symbol or ideogram.(33)
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Unfortunately, however, this device does not so much constitute a
resolution of the logical problem of radical ineffability as avoids
meeting this problem altogether, since Davidson offers no reasons why
terms such as 'wholly other' and inexpressible should be understood
analogically and not literally, other than that without this device Otto's
account of the numinous would indeed be logically unintelligible. We can
present the problem in another way as well. Davidson appeals to Otto's
ideas on ideograms; analogies and symbols; but what he overlooks is Otto's
failure to specify the epistemological function of such terms. It is

precisely terms such as 'analogy' and ideogram in The Idea of the Holy

which are so much in need of philosophical clarification.

It is also into a similar difficulty that Turner's more recent
attempt to resolve this problem falls.(34) Like Davidson, he argues that
numinous experience is not wholly 'wholly other' and that the phrase
should be understood as an ideogram or analogy rather than as a literal
statement. However, unlike Davidson, he does at least atiempt to support
his thesis by arguing that, since the numinous must be present to our
experience without losing its 'otherness', it must have some affinity with
men. It is '"the Beyond that is akin'. Here, at least, Turner moves
beyond the mere assertion of the analogical nature of ineffability claims
but not very far beyond it, since the passage under consideration does not

explain what it is in the actual argument of The Idea of the Holy which

suggests 'the Beyond that is akin'. Turner does not explain, in the
context of his discussion of the 'wholly other', that the reason why the
numinous has some affinity with men is because of Otto's theory of the

numinous a priori, a theory which is profoundly important for the whole

argument of The Idea of the Holy.(35) He does not point out that the

reason that radical numinous ineffability should be denied is that, in the

words of Otto:
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Every religion which...springs from personal assurance and inward
convincement (i.e. from an inward first-hand cognition of its truth)
...Must presuppose principles in the mind enabling it to be

independently recognized as true. But these principles must be a
priori ones...(36) -

Significantly, it is these a priori principles which assure the religious
believer that his experiences are veridical. This is why the numinous has
an affinity with man. This by itself, however, does not take us much
further in our attempt to explain the logical status of Otto's ineff-
ability claims and, in particular, it does not help us to understand the
epistemological function of terms such as ideogram, analogy and symbol. In
fact Turner is no more successful than Davidson in establishing the
precise meaning of Otto's ineffability claims.

In order to decipher the real meaning and function of Otto's
ineffability claims, we must turn away from all attempts to conceal the
logical and epistemoibgical difficulties inherent in statements such as
those of Davidson and Turner. When we do, we shall discover that Otto's
ineffability claims can be interpreted as not radical after all, providing
the following hermeneutical principles are accepted as a key to an
understanding of such claims: the first principle is that we discover the
sense of ineffability claims and determine whether they are, in fact,
radical only be examining whether anything further is said about the
object of such claims (whether this be the deity or religious experience).
If anything further is asserted in addition to these ineffability claims,
then we must assume that such claims were not; after all, intended by the
writer to be understood as radical ineffability claims, regardless of how
negative the language of such claims actually was. The principle which
should guide our deliberations concerning the meaning of ineffability
claims should be the intentions of those who write ébout them, and we can
only discover what these are by taking into account what else they say (if
anything) about the deity or religious experience other than that it is

ineffable. In the majority of instances (as we shall see with Otto's
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ineffability claims shortly), it is clear that writers do not intend their
ineffability claims to be understood rigorously or literally. To sum up
this rule, ineffability claims can only be understood in the context of
their utterance, and those philosophers who abstract ineffability claims
from that context without concern for the intentions of those who make
such claims, in the evident belief that the implication of any proposition
are what they are regardless of what the speaker of that proposition wants
them to be, tend all too often mistakenly to assume that such claims are
confused and incoherent and, therefore, dismiss them without ever
understanding them. (37)

The second principle, parasitic upon the first, merely extends the
meaning of the demand that all ineffability claims be understood within
the context of their utterance. This principle declares that the meaning
of any ineffability claim is crucially affected by whoever makes it and in
whatever situation it is made. Thus the meaning of an ineffability claim
about the deity or religious experience proposed by someone who is
religious, in the context of life of prayer, devotion and contemplation,
will be utterly different from the same ineffability claim made by a man
who is not religious and perhaps cannot understand what the religious life
is like. In the context of our problem concerning radical ineffability
claims, it is clear that whereas such a claim made about the deity or
religious experience by a man with no interest in religion would indeed be
incoherent because emptied of all meaning; the same claim made by a
religious man would not be incoherent because, in spite of the
uncompromising nature of its verbal form, it would not, and indeed could
not, be a radical ineffability claim. Such an ineffability claim could
not be understood rigorously; since it would have to be qualifed by
whatever were the religious assumptions presupposed by the man making the
claim. The religious situation of the man making any claim about the

deity or religious experience must contribute to the meaning of that
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claim. Indeed, we could argue that outside of any concrete situation any
claim about God, including an ineffability claim, would be meaningless,
since all the assumptions which the speaker has about God (whether they be
religious or agnostic) must affect the meaning of that claim, and this
once again refutes the argument of many contemporary philosophers of
religion that we can establish the truth or falsehood of religious
propositions without having to examine the concrete contexts within which
they have been formulated.

Thus we can conclude that no ineffability statements made by
religious people in concrete religious circumstances are radical
ineffability claims, no matter how negative the language of such
statements may be. Even the negative theology of Dionysius the Areopagite
contains no radical ineffability claims, although non-religious observers
outside the Christian tradition may misinterpret his mystical theology to
be making such claims, since this negative theology presupposes the
possession of a wealth of information about God (if not intimate first
hand experience of Him) through prayer, theology and cult which lends
intelligibility to those claims, indeed which gives them a meaning that
can be discovered by someone steeped in the same or similar religious
tradition as that from which Dionysius spoke;(38)

Having now outlined the rules which should be applied to Otto's
ineffability claims to establish whether they are, or are not, coherent,
let us now turn to consider some of those apparently radical ineffability
claims themselves, many of which I have already cited. Of course many of
Otto's ineffability claims are merely expressions of the Friesian

epistemology so influential on the argument of The Idea of the Holy. For

instance, in a passage already quoted on p.lllof this essay Otto argues
that, although the conceptual characterization of the mysterium is
negative, that is beyond conception and understanding, what is meant is

discovered in feelings to be absolutely positive, feelings which our
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discussion can make clear to us in so far as it arouses them in our

hearts.(39) This sentiment is also echoed by Otto's assertion that,
although the terms 'supernatural' and 'transcendental' appear positive,
they are really negative terms and only acquire meaning as they refer to
the positive feeling content of the 'wholly other', whose special
character we can feel without being able to give it clear conceptual
expression;(NO) Clearly these two passages reflect the Friesian
distinction between the negative, conceptual knowledge of Glaube and the
positive feeling, incapable of being given clear conceptual expression,
Ahndung. The same is true of the following, which also expresses
sentiments which in Christian tradition can trace their ancestry back at
least as far as Dionysius the Areopagite:
And it is still more instructive that in reading and hearing such
words their merely negative character simply is not noticed; that we
can let whole chains of such negations enrapture, even intoxicate us,
and that entire hymns and deeply impressive hymns - have been
composed in which there is really nothing positive at all! All this
teaches us the independence of the positive content of this
experience from the implications of its overt conceptual expression,
and how it can be firmly grasped, thoroughly understood, and
profoundly appreciated, purely in, with, and from the feeling
itselr.(41)
It is also significant that these ideas about a negative theology and

positive, but inexpressible, feelings are repeated in the first appendix

to The Idea of the Holy, 'Chrysostom on the inconceivable in God', in a

passage which follows the radical ineffability passage of'Chrysostoms' New
Testament commentary quoted extensively earlier;(MZ) and which, as we
shall see, appears to retract the radical ineffability claim of that

passage. Otto says:

But this 'negative theology' does not mean that faith and feelings
are dissipated and reduced to nothing; on the contrary, it contains
within it the loftiest spirit of devotion, and it is out of such
'negative' attributes that Chrysostom fashions the most solemn
confessions and prayers. He thereby shows once more that feeling and
experience reach far beyond conceiving, and that a conception
negative in form may often become the symbol (what we have called an
ideogram) for a content of meaning which, if absolutely unutterable,
is none the less in the highest degree positive. And the example of
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Chrysostom at the same time shows that a 'negative theology' can and
indeed must arise...from purely and genuinely religious roots,
namely, the experience of the numinous. (43)

Now these passages are clearly not radical ineffability claims which
are confused and incoherent. This is not only because of the second rule
outlined above, namely that the meaning of any ineffability claim can only
be established by taking into account the situation in which such a claim
is made, the implication of the passages cited being that they presuppose
an intense religious life on the part of the author of these statements,
which he assumes that he shares to some degree with those he believes will
understand his writing.(44) 1t is also because, even under the first rule
for establishing whether ineffability claims are radical or not, it is
clear that the claims just cited are not intended to be understood
rigorously, since these claims, in spite of their negative language about
the numinous, speak of so much that is already known about the deity or
religious experience which is often wrongly overlooked. If we recognise
that all knowledge, regardless how insubstantial it may appear to be, is
positive, then we shall have to conclude that Otto's ineffability claims
tell us considerably more about the numinous than we might otherwise have
thought.

Thus when we look at the first Otto passage just cited,(”5) we find
that the mysterium; although negative, is discovered in feeling to be
positive. The second passage adds nothing to this, (46) put the third
passage speaks of chains of negations which enrapture; even intoxicate us,
which must surely tell us something significant about the nature of
numinous feeling even if it be otherwise inexpressible; Again; the fourth
passage informs us positively about the numinous. Negative theology
arising from numinous experience does not mean that faith is dissipated
but that it contains within it the loftiest spirit of devotion. Indeed,
Otto speaks of Chrysostom's solemn confessions and prayers, as well as his

declaration that religious experience, although unutterable, is in the
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highest degree positive. This passage is clearly opposed to the radical
ineffability passage of Chrysostom's New Testament commentary previously
quoted, (47) ang suggests that either its forceful language about the
numinous being beyond search and discovery, and even tracing, is not to be
understood literally, or that we have a genuine contradiction to contend
with. To repeat, if this radical ineffability passage is logically
incoherent; then it is contradicted by another passage later in the same
appendix as well as by Otto's declaration that, in spite of Chrysostom's
strictures, the incomprehensible is stiil understood by him as a
fascinans.(48) 1 suggest that, in the light of other ineffability claims

in The Idea of Holy, the uncompromising language of the Chrysostom New

Testament commentary passage is intended by Otto not to be understood
literally, regardless of what may have been the intention of Chrysostom
himself. (49)

Furthermore, our impression of the exceptional nature of this passage
is also reinforced by our recognition that other ineffability claims
already quoted, which appear to be uncompromising, are in fact not so at
all. For instance, Otto declares that

The truly 'mysterious' object is beyond our apprehension and

comprehension, not only because our knowledge has certain irremovable

limits, but because in it we come upon something inherently 'wholly

other', whose kind and character are incommensurable with our own,
and before which we therefore recoil in a wonder that strikes us

chill and numb.(50)
Although this statement might initially suggest radical ineffability, this
view is mistaken since it speaks positively of recoiling in a wonder that
strikes us chill and numb; which echoes a statement made previously about
the 'wholly other' falling outside the limits of the canny, filling the
mind with blank wonder and astonishment.(51) Again, on closer inspection,
what appears to be another radical ineffability claim (already quoted) is
not one, even though it seeks to define the non-rational. Otto asserts:

Not the most concentrated attention can elucidate the object to which

this state of mind refers, bringing it out of the impenetrable
nhscurity of feeling into the domain of the conceptual understandlng
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It remains a purely felt experience, only to be indicated

symbolically by ideograms. That is what we mean b i it i
non-rational. (52 v seyine it s

Even this claim about the non-rational, which comes closest to the radical
ineffability claim of the Chrysostom passage, still speaks about a state
of mind; on obscurity of feeling and the use of ideograms. When this
claim is understood in the light of our second rule about ineffability
claims, namely that their meanings are affected by their contexts within
arguments (in this case its meaning being affected by its place in the

argument of The Idea of the Holy), it becomes clear that this passage is

no more empty of meaning or incoherent than many other passages which
refer to ineffability in the text.

Clearly the weight of evidence, we can now assert, supports the view
that Otto's ineffability claims, contrary to the opinion of L.M.S.
Griffiths, (53) are not incoherent, and if we now add to the evidence
already cited Otto's many statements about analogies to numinous
experience, then we are forced to conclude that all ineffability claims

in The Idea of the Holy, regardless how uncompromising they may appear,

are never absolute but always qualified.(5”) The crucial question which
should govern any study of Otto's ineffability claims is not then whether
they are meaningful,(55) but what precisely is the extent of their
ineffability. This question could be put another way: how much does the
information we have about what is otherwise ineffable (numinous experience
of the numinous object) reveal about its essential nature? Once again, we
are brought to the point where we are forced to recognise that, although
we can see that Otto's talk about analogies and ideograms is meaningful,

we still cannot assess their precise epistemological function.



122

(1ii) Otto's Distinction between Religious Feeling as a Religious Way of

Knowing and Discursive Reason.

In order to do this, we must return to a more detailed examination of
Otto's general theory of religious experience and his philosophy of
language, which presupposes that religious feeling as a religious way of
knowing is contrasted with discursive reason, and that such religious
knowledge is inaccessible to our ordinary rational understanding.(56)
Clearly this theory of religious experience is directly indebted to the

Friesian distinction between Wissen, Glaube and Ahndung described in

chapter II, but it can also trace its ancestry further back to Friedrich
Schleiermacher's profoundly influential distinction between immediate
'raw' religious experience and mediated theological discourse which
depends upon such experience.(57)

This by now much applauded, but also much criticized distinction
between religious language and experience, indeed any language and
experience, is perhaps most lucidly presented in the writings of William
James, whose philosophy of Pragmatism confirmed (if it did not actually
influence) Otto's own ideas on the relation between religious experience
and interpretation of that experience. James argues that thoughts or
concepts stand outside the stream of immediate experiences, and this
provides the foundation for his insistence that there are two kinds of
knowledge: ‘'knowledge of acquaintance' and 'knowledge about'.
'Acquaintance knowledge' is the more fundamental, since it is gained in
immediate experience and cannot be communicated to anyone else. This pure
experience is dumb when separated from 'knowledge about'. By contrast,
'knowledge about' is derived from 'acquaintance knowledge', and is the
product of the reflective activity of mind operating on the material
supplied by immediate experience. 'Through feelings', says James, 'we
become acquainted with things, but only by our thoughts do we know about

them. Feelings are the germ and starting point of cognition, thoughts the
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developed tree.'(58) Now although James admits that 'acquaintance
knowledge' can tell us nothing about the inner nature of objects or what
makes them what they are, we find all through James's writings a polemic
against the supposition that 'knowledge about' is self-sufficient and
constitutes a substitute for 'acquaintance knowledge'. Abstract
knowledge, he argues, has been consistently over-valued by all western
philosophers, and it is in the light of this observation that James claims
that religion originates in feeling alone which is the most important
ingredient in religious experience. Although religious experience is
immediate, it is also cognitive, yielding 'acquaintance knowledge' upon
which all 'knowledge about' depends.(59)

Now this model, extracted from James's writings, of two types of
knowledge, mediated discursive knowledge and immediate experience,(60) is
reflected in Otto's theory of religious experience, in particular, in the
distinction between Wissen and Ahndung upon which Otto's theory of

numinous experience in The Idea of the Holy depends. However, there are

two damaging criticisms which can be made of this model, neither of which
can it be said that Otto responded to adequately. The first is that
immediate or first-hand experience simply is not by itself knowledge.
Knowledge is not just a kind of awareness. It is the process of relating
immediate experience to previous knowledge and experience. Immediate
experience, contrary to Otto, James and others; is not by itself genuinely
cognitive, although of course, it is a necessary factor in our acquisition
of knowledgeQ(61) The second criticism is that there can be no immediate
'experience of' something without, at least, some 'knowledge about' it.
All immediate 'experience of' depends upon a background of 'knowledge
about'.{(62) Now this criticism amounts to more than merely underlining a
point I have already laboured in this chapter, namely that there can be

no absolutely ineffable experience. It also challenges the position of
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those religious thinkers who claim that while we can have positive
'experience of' God, we can have absolutely no discursive 'knowledge
about' Him.

Clearly Otto is one such thinker as is apparent from several
ineffability passages previously cited,(63) although, as I have already
demonstrated, his discussion can be construed to be making a set of
qualified, rather than unqualified, ineffability claims and, consequently,
his theory of numinous experience can be interpreted as depending upon
some rational understanding of, or 'knowledge about', God after all. Thus
Otto's theory of religious experience can be seen ultimately to avoid the
criticisms which have justifiably plagued the argument that immediate
encounter with God presupposes no rational knowledge of God outside that
encounter. (Incidentally, this theory of immediate, non-rational,
religious experience often seeks to draw attention to a similarity between
wordless immediate encounter between two human beings and the encounter
bétween man and God, which; in turn; appeals to the authority of Martin
Buber's distinction between I - You ('acquaintance knowledge') and I - It
('knowledge about') relationships and his insistence that although we can
have both I - You and I - It relationships with our fellow human beings,
we can only have I - You relations with God.(64) But as several
philosophers have recently argued, we can have no I - You experience of
God which is not parasitic upon some I - It experience of Him, just as we
can have no I - You experience of another human being which does not
depend upon some I - It experience.(65) Religious experience of direct
encounter without any I - It experience no more points towards God than
towards anyone or anything else.)(66)

However; in the context of Otto's theory of numinous experience, it
is important to recognize that although 'immediate experience' and
'‘knowledge about' are always united in the constant 'stream of

experience', this does not mean that what can be said about the former
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must be reduced to what is said about the latter. 1In other words, the
insistence that 'immediate experience' and discursive understanding are
inseparable does not entail the claim that there can be no dimension of
experience which is non-verbal, nor that the only experience we can have
is that which we can speak about.(67) as Kellenberger has recently
argued, one meaning of ineffability, in the context of mysticism, is that,
although mystical experience can be referred to by propositional language,
it has a

cognitive import that extends beyond (such strict propositional

expression...It is as though mystical propositions had a cognitive

shadow, beyond language and beyond the strict import of propositions

spoken or unspoken, in which lay their greater significance.(68)
Kellenberger is distinguishing here between knowing that a proposition is
true and understanding the full significance of what is known, a
distinction which relies upon the insistence on the distance between
experience and language about that experience, and which consequently
recognizes that language can express neither the subtleties nor the
intensities of experience. It is this separation of language from
experience which led Eliot to speak of 'a raid on the inarticulate', and,
as I shall demonstrate later in this chapter, it is such a theory of
language and experience which leads Otto to stretch language as far as he
can, in order to lend intelligibility to religious experiences which would
otherwise be inexpressible.

To conclude this argument then, the recognition that there can be no
'experience of' without some 'knowledge about' does not by itself entail
the further claim that there can be no non-verbal experience, nor that the
parameters of experience extend only as far as the parameters of language
and no further. Consequently, although Otto, as I have shown, was not
aware of the epistemological difficulties surrounding his concept of
immediate experience, this by itself is not damaging to his theory of

language and experience upon which his psychology of religion depends.
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(iv) The Epistemological Issues Raised by Otto's Understanding of the

Relationship between Experience, Interpretation and Language in 'The Idea

of the Holy'

However, many recent writers have also wanted to argue against Otto,
and other writers like him, that not only is all experience linguistic, by
which is meant that experience cannot be abstracted from its linguistic
context so that language and experience can be compared with each other,
but as a corollary of this that all experience is inseparable from
interpretation, by which is meant not only that all experience has a
concrete unique interpretative context; but also that interpretation
enters into the experience itself as a constitutive factor so that, it is
argued, the endeavour to distinguish expefience from interpretation is
misconceived because impossible. Now if it is demonstrated that the
concept of a 'pure' or 'raw' experience distinguishable in principle from
its interpretation is unintelligible, if it is shown that all experience
is mediated by our language about, or our interpretation of, such
experience, then this will be very damaging to Otto's theory of religious
experience, since it will call into question once again his claim implicit

in The Idea of the Holy that there is, in fact, a separation between

language and experience and that experience transcends language.

This model of language, Or interpretation; and experience is crucial
to Otto's psychology of religion, and without it we can make no sense of
his agonizing over the inexpressible nature of numinous experience and his
experiments with metaphorical language in order to attempt to convey the
distinétive flavour of such religious experience which, as I have already
insisted, is one of the most important strands of argument in the text of

The Idea of the Holy. It is for this reason that we cannot avoid some

consideration of the difficult epistemological issues surrounding the
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relationship between experience, interpretation and language, a subject
which has engaged many contemporary students of mysticism. It is to some
consideration of this complex problem that I now turn.

In fact contemporary interest in definitions of, and distinctions
between, experience and interpretation among students of religious
experience has arisen as a response, or rather reaction, to the claim that
there can be a pure, immediate, uninterpreted; neutral mystical experience
which forms a universal core of religious experience in all mystical
traditions. Contrary to all appearances, variations in reports about
mystical experience are not due to differences in the actual experiences
of different traditions, but are the result of those experiences being
distorted by interpretations which are added to, or superimposed upon,
them. Walter Stace is typical of those who would argue for a uniform
mystical experience across religious traditions, which is discovered when
we strip off all theory-laden interpretations from the description of such
experiences.(69) He says:

If there are common characteristics in the mystical experiences

reported in all religions, cultures, and periods of history, it seems

obvious that we cannot expect them to be everywhere described in

similar sets of words. We should surely expect on the contrary a

great variety of vocabularies, styles and modes of expression. We

must therefore be able to penetrate through the mantle of words to
the body of the experiences which it clothes. We must be able to
recognize the same experience though described in a wide variety of

types of phraseology and language. 70)

Unfortunately, however, there is one immediate difficulty in
'penetrating through the mantle of words to the body of the experiences',
and that is, as many commentators have pointed out, that the non-mystic
who studies accounts of mystical experience has no direct access to the
actual original mystical experiences in order to compare them with
descriptions of those experiences. Accordingly, he is in no position to
discover whether those descriptions of mystical experiences have been

corrupted by interpretation or not.(71) It is for this reason that

eritics of Stace and other proponents of the philosophia perennis argue
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that it is impossible to isolate a pure experience from any interpretation
in any account of mystical experience, and that, accordingly, such
accounts éf mystical experience must be understood to be wholly
descriptions of experience in the absence of any evidence to the contrary.
In this case, it becomes clear that the variety of accounts of mystical
experience is explained by a genuine variety of experiences themselves,
and each experience is the product of external stimulus and interpretative
framework.(72) The interpretative framework becomes a constituent of the
mystical experience, and this is one, although not the only possible,
reason why people of different religious traditions necessarily have
different religious experiences.

However, some writers have wanted to argue that experience and
interpretation are inseparable in the report of a mystical experience, not
merely because the experience itself is not available for comparison with
the report, but also because the distinction between experience and
interpretation is unintélligible even to the subject of the experience
himself. This is a far more radical claim, namely that experience and
interpretation are inseparable in principle, each epistemologically
contaminated by the other, and it is to an examination of this claim that
I now turn.

Steven Katz has recently forcefully argued that there are no pure or
unmediated experiences. All experiences, mystical and non-mystical, are
shaped by the concepts the subject brings to his experience; that is to
say, the forms of consciousness which the subject brings to his experience
set structured and limiting parameters on what the experience will be.
Because of the kind of beings we are and the kind of epistemological

processes that we are all subjected to, this rule must apply to mystical

experience as well. Thus religious beliefs define in advance what will be

experienced and rule out what will not in a particular concrete context.
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For instance, the Hindu mystic does not have an unmediated experience
which he then interprets in the language of Hinduism. Rather, he has an,
at least, partially pre-formed, anticipated Hindu experience,(73)
conditioned by pre-experiential belief patterns.(74) There is no given,
immediate experience free from all mediating cultural conditioning.
That is, the given is appropriated through acts which shape it into
forms which we can make intelligible to ourselves given our

conceptual constitution, and which structure it in order to respond

to the specific contextual needs and mechanisms of consciousness of
the receiver.(75)

Contrary to all appearances, forms of mysticism which seek liberation of
the self from all conditioned existence cannot attain any state of
non-contextual awareness, because all states of consciousness are
contextual. Indeed, it can be argued that mystics of different traditions
seek different specific goals through different specific ways or paths.
Thus properly understood, altered states of consciousness attained during
meditation exercises are not examples of
an unconditioning or deconditioning of consciousness, but rather...a
reconditioning of consciousness...albeit a new, unusual, and perhaps
altogether more interesting form of conditioned, contextual
consciousness.(76)
Since mystical life is filled with concrete, future directed activities
which generate expectations of what will be experienced, there is
obviously, Katz concludes, '‘'a self-fulfilling prophetic aspect' attached
to all mystical experience,(77) and this leads him to argue that all
mystical activity is intentional and; therefore; culture Specific.(78)
It is because all experience is culture specific, that another

writer; Peter Donovan, has also argued that uninterpreted experience is

not even a possibility. This is because all experience, even while it is

taking place, is being interpreted, that is taken to be one sort of

experience rather than another. It is not possible to describe the 'feel'

of an experience and 'bracket out' the interpretation which supervenes

upon it at the moment that the 'feel' is recognized, and since this is the
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case, any description of the 'feel' of an experience, which pretends to be

an abstraction of that neutral experience from its interpretation, wilil
in fact, be only a description of the 'fee]! of that experience which has

already been contaminated by interpretation. 1In fact, Donovan concludes

that

it becomes very difficult to say how experiences could be individ-
uated (marked off from one another) at all, at some uninterpreted
level...No means for identifying or individuating experiences seem to
remain, once all interpretations are left out of the picture, for it
is largely they which make an experience the experience it is.(79)

Furthermore, Donovan asks:

why it should be supposed that the less the amount of interpretation,
the nearer we get to the essential meaning of an experience, while
the greater the amount of interpretation the further we get from the
true meaning. It is, after all, just as possible to miss the genuine
significance of an experience through under-interpretation as it is
through over-interpretation.(80)

Once again, we find the insistence that experience and interpretation are
not even distinguishable in principle, and this leads Donovan to claim
that

the words we can use and the interpretations we can make may very
much govern the kinds of experience we are able to have. Far from
being merely a source of labels and descriptions, our language is the
thing that makes many of our experiences possible.(81)...lf we are
unaware of the discriminations and shades of meaning which words
bring to our attention, then the experiences we are capable of having
will be limited and lacking in subtlety too...That is especially so
with religious experiences. People who lack all familiarity with the
language, imagery or world-views of a religious system can hardly be
said to be capable of having religious experiences, for they lack the
habits of mind and the awareness of significance which make
religiously-interpreted experiences possible.(82)

However, perhaps an even more sophisticated and sensitive account of
the relationship between religious experience and its interpretation is to
be found in an important article by Peter Moore, who argues that reports
of mystical experience can be analysed into four theoretically distinct
elements. These are:

(i) ‘references to doctrinal interpretations formulated after the

. . . C
experience is over', which he_calls 'retrospective interpretation’,
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(ii) 'references to interpretation spontaneously formulated either
during the experience itself or immediately afterwards', which he calls
'‘reflexive interpretation',
(iii) 'references to features of experience which have been caused or
conditioned by a mystic's prior beliefs, expectations and intentions',
which he calls 'incorporated interpretation', and include 'ideas and
images in an experience in the form of visions and locutions (reflected
interpretation)' and 'features of experience moulded into what might be
termed phenomenological analogues of some belief or doctrine (assimilated
interpretation)’,
(iv) 'references to features of experience unaffected by the mystic's
prior beliefs, expectations, or intentions' which he calls 'raw
experience'.(83) Now what is significant about this account is that,
although Moore insists that 'experience and interpretation are not
actually exclusive epistemological categories', he deviates from the
positions of Katz and Donovan on two important issues. The first is his
delineation of several forms of interpretation which are defined by their
different relationships to experience, and the second is his conviction
that, in spite of all the practical difficulties, it is possible to
distinguish 'raw experience' from 'retrospective interpretation', which
suggests that, contrary to Katz and Donovan, the distinction between
experience and interpretation is not unintelligible;(Su)
Nevertheless, there are many issues concerning which Moore's position
is in harmony with that of Donovan and Katz. Moore criticizes those who
tend to treat the doctrinal elements in an account as factors
irrelevant, if not actually obstructive, to the phenomenological
analysis of the experience in question...The suggestion that the
doctrinal elements in an account obscure the real nature of the

experience described makes about as much sense as saying that if we
want to know what a chicken really looks like we must first pluck out

all its feathers.(85)
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Here Moore is referring to his incorporated interpretation which

both reinforces and is reinforced by the mystic's beliefs, so that
these beliefs may indeed be as much 'read off' from an experience as
added to it...(86) The mystic's doctrinal background should,

therefore, be seen as a key to his experience rather than a door
which shuts us off from it.(87)

However, Moore claims that religious beliefs and intentions not only enter
experience as a constituent in the form of 'incorporated interpretation’',

but actually facilitate and literally 'educate' the experience as a
whole. In this case...the lack of doctrinal presuppositions might
prevent the mystic not only from understanding and describing his
mystical states but even from experiencing the fullness of these
states in the first place. The possession of what could be called a
'doctrinal vocabulary' might indeed serve to precipitate features of
experience which would otherwise remain at the margin of conscious-
ness if not actually beneath it. The fullest and most informative
experiences might be those for which the subject was prepared

beforehand-prepared, that is, in respect of some definite doctrinal
background. (88)

The parallel here with comments of Katz and Donovan already cited is
obvious, as is another parallel in Moore's observation that all experience
is conditioned by cultural factors,

while if it were (or could be) free of all cultural conditioning

whatsoever it might 'not be pure' so much as shapeless and

undeveloped. In such a case...the subject of the experience
would...find it difficult to represent it, reflexively or retro-

spectively, to his own understanding. (89)

Clearly there is much common sense in these observations and many
more which insist on the mediated nature of all experience including
mystical experience; These comments once again highlight the naivity of
Otto's insistence on an immediate 'pure' experience which is fully
cognitive and his failure to understand the complexity of all epistemo-
logical processes. Nevertheless; we must not conclude from all this that

Otto's claim that experience‘transcends language must, therefore, be

finally discarded. This is because there are, in fact, two significant

confusions about the notion of interpretation which Katz and Donovan just

cited share (one of which is also to be found in Moore's work), which

create unnecessary difficulties for Otto's experiments with language. It

is William Wainwright who has recently exposed these two related habitual
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errors which much contemporary writing on the interpretation of mystical
experience suffers from,(90) and it is to a consideration of these issues

that I now turn.

The first confusion which is apparent in the writings of Katz,

Donovan and Moore cited above is that betwéen

interpretations of mystical experience and elements incorporated
within it which reflect the beliefs, attitudes and expectations which
the mystic brings to his experience.

Wainwright continues:

Recognising the difficulty of distinguishing those elements of an
experience which are contributed by the mystic from those elements
which are not, or of isolating an experience's raw data from its
other aspects, one concludes that interpretation cannot be
distinguished from description...The error is to assume that a pure
description of mystical experience is a description of what is
contributed by the setting or the 'given'. This is an error because
what is contributed by the setting or the 'given' is not the
experience itself but, at most, one of its components.(91)

In other words, Wainﬁ}ight insists that there is no evidence that it is
impossible to describe experience as a whole, providing this includes
incorporated beliefs and other factors contributed by the tradition as
well as the 'given';(92) Wainwright is not denying that the colour or

taste of mystical experience varies from tradition to tradition, nor is he
unimpressed by what Moore calls 'incorporated interpretation'.(93)
However, what he insists upon is that since authentic descriptions of
mystical experience are possible, and since interpretation must be an
interpretation of something, that is the experience, the distinction

between experience and interpretation cannot be incoherent. Wainwright

defines interpretation as the attempt

to relate the elements so described (the experience) to a largef
context, that is to beings, qualities, events or states of affairs,
the existence of which is supposed to explain or account for the

experience and/or its components. (94)

For instance, a psychoanalyst who attempts to explain a religious

experience by reference to Freudian concepts is 'interpreting' the

experience. Similarly, the mystic who asserts that God is the cause of
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his experience is also interpreting it. And he underlines what he means
by 'interpretation' in a revealing criticism of Moore's concept of
'incorporated interpretation'. He complains that the use of the word

'interpretation' here is misleading.

Flavour, doctrinal beliefs or concepts, imagery, and phenomeno-
logical analogues are parts or aspects of these mystical experiences,
not interpretations of them. If it were legitimate to speak of these
things as interpretations, there would have to be something (the
'given' or 'raw data') which they interpret...(To see the problem,

ask how the flavour of an experience or incorporated imagery explains
the 'raw data'.)(95)

Clearly this must mean that much which Katz and Donovan, as well as
Moore, call interpretation should not be so called, but it is important to
recognise a distinction between Moore's position and that of Katz and
Donovan. Moore's position surpasses that of the other two writers because
he is, at least, prepared to distinguish 'raw experience' in principle
from three different types of interpretation. Although recognising the
difficulties in making such distinctions, given appropriate documentary
evidence such distinctions are possible.

However, for Katz and Donovan distinctions between what Moore calls

'raw experience' and 'incorporated and reflexive interpretation' are not
even possible in principle. Donovan, in particular, stresses that one
cannot distinguish 'raw experience' from 'reflexive interpretation',(96)
arguing that all experience is an 'experience as' something in
particular,(97) but this leads him to the unreasonable claim; already
cited, that no means for identifying experiences seem to remain once all
interpretations are excluded, since it is largely interpretations which

make experiences the experiences they are.(98) (Clearly such a statement

. ' .
leaves one wondering whether the word 'experience' has any remaining

semantic function; If the concept of experience is to be at all

intelligible, some distinction between interpretation and experience must

be possible. If there is such a thing as experience, we must be able both

to be aware of it and to say, at least, something about it, else how would
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we know anything about it? And if we can be aware of experience and say
something about it, then we can not only distinguish an experience from
its interpretation, but we can also mark off one experience from another
prior to all interpretation. It is also into some such difficulty that
Katz's insistence on the contextual particularism of all experience
falls. Of course no experience can be fully understood when separated
from its context and, of course, all experience is mediated by complex
cultural factors, but this does not mean that it is impossible to
distinguish experience from both 'reflexive and retrospective
interpretation'.

The second important error concerning the interpretation of mystical
experience which Wainwright considers is the unquestioned assumption that
mystical experience is largely constituted by the tradition within which
it occurs. Wainwright considers Katz to be the major spokesman for this
methodological position; a choice which is surely not surprising in the
light of his philosophy of mysticism. He argues that Katz's claim, that
all experience is substantially determined by its context and that,
therefore, mystical experience is, like all other experience, strictly
intentional, is an epistemological assumption which is unexplained and

unsupported.

That no experience is entirely pure or '‘unmediated' does not entail
that the nature of mystical experience is significantly determined by
the religious tradition to which the mystic belongs.

As Wainwright goes on to explain, the contribution of the mystic's
tradition to the experience may be comparatively negligible, and one
important point to consider in the context of this argument is that there

is a profound difference between demonstrating a strong correlation

i iti i i onnection
between a mystic's tradition and his experience and a necessary ¢

between them. It is because the connection between tradition and

experience is not necessary, that Wainwright insists that the experience

is not constituted by the tradition and that, therefore, the tradition's
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contribution to the experience may be relatively minor.(99) If tnis is
the case, then once again, it is reasonable to argue for a distinction
between experience and interpretation and for Otto's insistence that
experience transcends language.(100)

Wainwright's criticism can also be directed at the work of Donovan as
well. It will be recalled that Donovan claims that the words we can use
and the interpretations we can make govern the kinds of experience we are
able to have. If we are unaware of the shades of meaning which words
bring to our attention, then our experiences will be limited and lacking
in subtlety, and this is particularly the case with religious experiences.
Without a doctrinal vocabulary a man is not capable of having religious
experiences, and Donovan goes on to argue that we should reject the view
that the less the amount of interpretation the nearer we get to the
essential meaning of an experience, while the greater the amount of
interpretation the further we get from it, because very often the feeling
of an experience is not a particularly central feature of it at a11.(101)
However, the difficulty with Donovan's argument is that he does not
consider whether religious experience might be significantly less
constituted by its particular tradition or context than many other forms
of experience. As Donovan rightly insists; many experiences are very
complex and we have to know much about their context before we can fully
appreciate them, but are all mystical experiences like that? Are they aill
as complex as 'losing a golf tournament...or being worried about the
economy?' In many forms of experience the feeling may not be pronounced

but may be overshadowed by other factors, but is this the case with

mystical experience? Can we assume that the feeling dimension of mystical

experience is less important than other factors, when so many mystics

testify to the contrary?
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In any case, that a doctrinal vocabulary may well facilitate or
educate, as well as make intelligible, religious experiences of much
greater subtlety and complexity does not mean that such experiences are
largely constituted by doctrinal interpretations. It might be the case
that, rather than substantially entering into experience, such doctrines
simply draw our attention to previous discriminations within experience,
and in preventing us from forgetting such subtle variations of experience
these doctrines may stimulate experiences of just as great, if not
greater, complexity and subtlety in the future.(102) 1In this case, a
doctrinal vocabulary would not be understood as something which creates or
completes mystical experience so much as something which is itself
parasitic upon an accumulation of previous experience. In other words,
the observation that a doctrinal vocabulary facilitates a fully religious
life may not only refer to processes of situating experiences within
appropriate specific contexts and so narrowing down their meaning. It may
also draw our attention to the way doctrines can actually express or
reveal prior experiences, and so provide a guide for the mystic seeking
religious experiences within his tradition. The mystic's interest in his
doctrinal vocabulary then suggests both that experience can influence
doctrine and that doctrine can shape experience.

It is clear that religious doctrines can provide a mystic with a
substantial quantity of valuable information about the varieties of
experience which are available to him, and that this information may find
its source in the experience of past masters, and thus we can conclude

that Donovan's observations do not establish that there can be no

dependence of doctrine upon prior experience. Once again, we find that

Otto's distinction between experience and interpretation and his

insistence on the priority of experience over doctrine in religious life,

while not reflecting the whole spectrum of religious life, nevertheless,

is not shown to be incoherent or unintelligible by Donovan's remarks. (103)
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However, before proceeding to explain how Otto uses language in The

Idea of the Holy, we must briefly review one more recent work on the

relations between religious language and experience which, like Donovan's
work, asserts that the parameters of experience extend as far as the
parameters of language and no further. Paul van Buren's work(104) is one
of the most uncompromising of recent attempts to demonstrate that all
claims that experience transcends language are unintelligible. He insists
that just as experiences of deep love do not extend beyond language, so
experiences of religion likewise do not extend beyond words. Concerning
such profound experiences we may speak hesistantly, but, nevertheless,
words do precisely what they are supposed to do - they mediate
experiences. Such profound experiences are not quite speechless
-otherwise language could say nothing about them and we would know nothing
about them.(105)

In fact van Buren argues that when we grapple with words in order to
speak about religious experiences or experiences of love, we turn away
from the use of ordinary descriptive language to speaking at the 'edges of
language'. Nevertheless, he is careful to make clear that this defence of
metaphorical language should not be construed as a vindication of any
theory of non-verbal experience, for he insists that when we go out to the
edges of language,(106) this means only that there are edges beyond which
we cannot go without 'falling off' into meaninglessness.(107) Here van
Buren is indebted to Wittgenstein's theory of meaning, which insists on
the public, rule-governed nature of all language which we necessarily

share, (108) but this is no reason, he argues, why language should be

interpreted as a cage which restricts our ability to obtain experience.

To see language in this way, he insists, is to misunderstand its role in

our lives, since it assumes that we can conceive of an inside and an
9

outside of this cage, perhaps even that we stand apart from the cage and

see it holding humanity captive. But van Buren makes the point already
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made by Donovan and Katz that we cannot step out of the linguistic world
to see ourselves captive within it,(109) and so he insists that, to
counteract the picture of the cage, we should conceive of language as a
kind of platform that we build out while standing on it. This is what is
meant by the 'extension of language' or by 'speaking at the edges of
language', and he insists that this extension of language is a social act
as language itself is, and that when we fall off the platform into a
misuse of words, that is in to nonsensical speech; this is the void where
the public, socially agreed rules are ignored.(110)

Furthermore, beside these criticisms of the idea that there can be
non-verbal experience can be placed the comments of Renford Bambrough
concerning Otto's agonising about the inexpressible nature of numinous
experience.(111) Bambrough is critical of all claims that there are
limits to language beyond which we cannot go, and singles out for
discussion what Eliot has called the 'raid on the inarticulate'.(112) The
suggestion of Eliot, Otto and others that words cannot capture feelings
with any precision, and particularly religious feelings for which the best
expressions are silence and darkness, Bambrough questions, not only
because, like van Buren, he believes that all feelings must be expressible
in some form or we could know absolutely nothing about them, but also
because the idea that there are limits to language suggests that there are
absolute limits to human reason as well beyond which we cannot go.

However, Bambrough takes issue with this idea that there are limits

to reason, on the grounds that contingent and temporary limitations of

reason are treated as if they were a priori, and so we fail to recognize

that there are always opportunities to transcend the particular limits of

reason by which we are temporarily bound. In fact when we fall into

accepting that there are & priori limits to reason, we are discouraged

from just the effort that ié needed if we are to extend our understand-

ing.(113) There are, in fact, no limits to our understanding and no
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limits to our reason. Beyond what is now understood there is not a blank

but only something further to be understood.(114) There need be no limit

to the extent to which our understanding may be increased and no limit to
our powers of expression, for a temporary intellectual problem or limit to
our powers of expression already indicates the direction in which we
should look for a means of solving the problem or transcending the
particular limit. 'A failure to express is a failure, and there is no
failure where no success is thinkable'.(115)

Thus Bambrough asserts that we can resolve the paradox presented by
Eliot, Otto and others, who need many words, sometimes whole volumes, to
agonise over, or assert, the inexpressible dimension of experience. Such
'raids on the inarticulate' are not, as Eliot and Otto seem to think,
indications that we have reached the limits of language, but rather very
fine examples of just how effective language can be, that is demon-
strations of penetrating to a new understanding of what is difficult to
understand. When words 'strain, crack, sometimes break under the burden'
of capturing experience, or when they 'decay with imprecision, will not
stay in place, will not stay still', this is not an example of the
limitations of language but of its proper use. Thus Bambrough concludes
that in the face of what is presently difficult to understand, silence,
empty space or darkness are never adequate responses, because if they are
accompanied by nothing else, they are vehicles of communication for

absolutely nothing!(116)

However, these comments of Bambrough as well as those of van Buren,

although they appear to be reasonable, largely miss the point of those

who, 1like Otto, agonise over the inexpressible; Of course we must be

able to say something about what we experience, otherwise we could know

nothing about it, and such is clearly an effective use of language that we

should be continually striving to extend. Again, there is obviously no

value in being deceived into thinking there are absolute limits to



14

language and reason. However, Otto does not appear to want to question
the wisdom of these principles; On the contrary, Otto, far from wishing
to restrict the use of language, desires to extend it as far as he can,
since his problem is not that we can say nothing about experience, but
that we can never say enough! Otto's use of analogical language is an
attempt to extend further and further what we can say, or think, about
what we experience. 1In other words; it is a continuous striving for
greater and greater understanding of our experience. Accordingly, when
van Buren concludes that language will always express all that can be said
and encompasses all experience, although he speaks about extending the
uses of language and of 'speaking at the edges of language', the net
effect of his complacency about the uses and functions of language is to
inhibit the extension of language rather than to promote it.

In fact van Buren and Bambrough in their apparent confidence in
language are actually more likely to be insensitive to the possibilities
of extending our language about our experience than Otto is, and this
insensitivity to what can, or cannot; be said either now or at some future
moment is nowhere more clearly demonstrated than in van Buren's insistence
that the aroma of coffee is not an example of a non-verbal experience
which cannot be described. Van Buren argues that we cannot describe the
aroma of coffee because we have no need to. We have noses with which to
smell the aroma of coffee and distinguish it from other smells, so that
the phrase 'aroma of coffee' is all the description we need, coffee being

common enough in our world for this aroma to be familiar to us. Van Buren

concludes that although we have no further descriptions of certain

experiences than our references to them, these references are all we

need. (117)

However, in arguing in this way, van Buren overlooks the possibility

of extending what we can say, and understand, about our experience of the

aroma of coffee. There is always more to be said about such experiences,
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and we praise our poets for seeking more to say about them. It is
precisely such a restless seeking that we shall discover in Otto's
attempts to extend our language about, and consequently our understanding
of, religious experience.(118) To repeat, Otto, far from being complacent
about the limits of reason with respect to religious experience, is,
contrary to the opinion of Bambrough and other thinkers like him,
continually striving to transcend those limits.

In fact what is wrong with van Buren's discussion of 'the aroma of
coffee' is his failure to see the inadequacies of literal language.
Literal language presupposes shared experiences. Certainly literal
language can help a number of people to agree that they are experiencing
the aroma of coffee, even to agree that this aroma can be recognized by
certain qualitities, but what literal language cannot do is to extend what
we know about the aroma of coffee and therefore the experience of that
aroma as well. It is the same difficulty that we find in Stace's
insistence that terms such as emptiness and the void are literal
descriptions of mystical experience.(119) The problem with this statement
is that it assumes that mystics and non-mystics share experiences,
whereas, in fact, no such sharing exists, and it certainly does not
explain how the non-mystic can possibly be interested in this literal
description; Surely this description will be unintelligible to him
because he has had no immediate first hand acquaintance with the void or
emptiness of mystical experience, in fact, as unintelligible as talk about
colour is to one who was born blind, or indeed as talk about the aroma of
coffee is to one who has never had such a satisfying experience;

Furthermore, the inadequacy of literal language not only restricts
person to another about a mystical experience;

what can be conveyed by one

it also prevents the subject of the experience from extending what he

knows about the experience and therefore the experience itself. Literal

language creates false limitations and expectations which prevent the
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mystic from experiencing as fully and as sensitively as he might, and it
is for this reason that metaphorical language is so important, not only in
the context of religious experience but also in the context of other forms
of experience which are to some degree non-verbal. We shall soon see that
it is such a theory of metaphorical language which is presupposed by
Otto's attempts to offer analogies to numinous experience, in order not
only to evoke such experience but also to extend and deepen our under-
standing of it. However, before examining Otto's theory of metaphorical
language which informs his psychology of religion, I want briefly to
review the remarks of several recent writers on metaphor which will help

to clarify Otto's own ideas on this subject.

(v) Metaphor: An Introductory Survey of its Meaning and Purpose.

Of course the word 'metaphor' means to carry over. It refers to the
process in which aspects of one object are carried over or transferred to
another object so that the second object is spoken of as if it were the
first. This process of transference has the purpose of achieving a new,
wider, or more precise, meaning.(120) However, there are two ways in
which metaphors have traditionally been understood to function in
language, which can trace their ancestry back to Plato and Aristotle. The
theory of metaphor associated with Aristotle sees it as a decoration of
clear, unambiguous, ‘ordinary’', literal language. Metaphor is a kind of
dignifying of literal language; the noted resemblances of metaphor and
their surprising nature add charm to literal language, but there must not

be too much of it which would lead to a lack of decorum and clarity.

Behind this view of metaphor may be discerned a theory about the

relationship of language to the real world. Language and reality, words

and the objective world to which they refer, are quite separate and

uncontaminated entities.(121)
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This theory of metaphor was particularly influential in the

Renaissance period and in the centuries of Classicism. However, as will

not be surprising in the light of the foregoing discussion concerning the
relationship between experience and interpretation, this theory of
metaphor was opposed by another which traces its ancestry back to Plato,
but which only really began to be widely respected during the period of
19th century Romanticism, and which in this century has been widely
acclaimed by writers on literary criticism, linguistics and anthropology.
This theory does not see metaphor as providing an embellishment of, or
diversion from, the realities of life or language but as the creator of
them. Indeed, metaphor can be distinguished neither from the real world,
nor from the rest of language. As Ivor Richards, the great literary
critic, has affirmed, all language by the nature of its transferring
relation to reality is fundamentally metaphorical. Given this, the chief
use of metaphor, Richards argues, is to extend language, and since
language is reality, the ultimate function of metaphor must be to expand
reality.(122) pAgain, a more recent literary critic has found the
metaphorical process to be everywhere in language. Owen Barfield has
invented the term 'tarning' from the German verb tarnen meaning to
disguise, to camouflage, to say one thing and mean another, and he argues
that 'tarning' is essential to the process of creating the new, of making

what was previously unconscious conscious. One must on the face of it

(123)

talk nonsense in order to suggest new meaning.

However, one of the most lucid and detailed accounts of this theory

of metaphor (especially seeing that it throws much light on Otto's

philosophy of language implicit in The Idea of the Holy is that of Sallie

TeSelle, who is not a literary critic but herself a theologian who is

interested in the Gospel parables and in the notion of theology as story.
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Like Richards, Barfield and many other writers, TeSelle insists that all

language is ultimately traceable to metaphor, it being the foundation of a

language and thus of thought.

Consequently,

Metaphor is not first of all the language of poets (referring to the
Aristotelian theory of metaphor) but ordinary language. We use

metaphors all the time in order to say something about things we know
little about.(124)

And she illustrates what she means; by citing an interesting passage from
the influential work on English Romanticism by Abrams who writes:

Any area for investigation, so long as it lacks prior concepts to
give it structure and an express terminology with which it can be
managed, appears to the enquiring mind inchoate - either a blank, or
an elusive and tantalising confusion. Our usual recourse is, more or
less deliberately, to cast about for objects which offer parallels to
dimly sensed aspects of the new situation, to use the better known to
elucidate the less known, to discuss the intangible in terms of the

tangible. This analogical procedure seems characteristic of much
intellectual enterprise..(125)

It is for this reason that TeSelle maintains that metaphors are
cognitive, although the information obtained through them is 'highly
risky, uncertain and open-ended'. TeSelle speaks of

The simultaneity of the moment of insight (into the unknown object)
and the choice of metaphor (for it) - they appear to come together
and be forever wedded...it is..as if the other dimension, the unknown
one; were available to us only in and through the familiar

dimension. (126)

Furthermore, she argues:

Because of the dialectic of the ordinary and the strange in poetic
metaphor, in which each evokes and provides the context for the
other, there is no way to have the new meaning apart frgm thg
metaphor itself. Any attempt to paraphrase a metaphor 1m@ed1ately
reveals one of the primary characteristics of a good poetic metaphor;
its inseparability from what is being said... metaphor cregtes the
new, it does not embellish the old, and it accomplishes this through

seeing similarity in dissimilars.
Again, she says that we must approach everything elliptically and

indirectly with no final satisfaction of ever finding the one and only way

to a thing. Many metaphors are necessary, many forays on reality are
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needed, since there is no univocal relation between language and reality
no privileged set of terms for reality which are exempt from criticism

In fact,

we cannot say our me ' i
y taphors correspond' to 'what is'; at best, we

can only say that they seem appropriate to o 'fi
o seom "miontr (158) p ur experience, they 'fit!

Finally, TeSelle suggests (and here we come to her most significant
observations) that the claim that metaphor lies at the root of language
and thought means that the mind is continually constructing and reconst-
ructing reality. Reality is created by a process of metaphors,

of seeing this as that, and we use what we notice about one thing to

name, that is to describe, call up, evoke, elicit, another thing

where we notice something of the same, and hence for the first time

we see it that new way.
The process being described here is 'the hypostatizing, distinguishing
character of language formation, the naming through noticing'. What the
metaphor does is to 'seek to distinguish, to emphasize, to hold the object
of attention, to fix the object as a permanent focus of attention'.(129)
What TeSelle is assuming is that we are continually barraged by what
William James called the 'stream of experience', that is the continuous
flow of elusive but complex and subtle feelings for which we have little
or no vocabulary with which to name such experiences and so distinguish
them, one from another. Our states of consciousness are continually
changing from moment to moment, and the only way we can give any
definition to the great variety of transient, often undeveloped and even
shapeless experience is through metaphor; It is through metaphor that we
break up the 'stream of experience' into different parts and distinguish
one from another, including the numinous from the secular and even

different types of numinous experience, although this process must remain

incomplete since no language can perfectly reflect the complex and subtle
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variations of experience. TeSelle's ideas on metaphor are obviously

important for an understanding of Otto's philosophy of language, to a

consideration of which I now turn.(130)

(vi) Analogy, Metaphor and Otto's Philosophy of Language.

Otto conceives of numinous experience as similar to other feeling
states, and, like William James, insists that nobody can make clear to
another who has never had a certain feeling in what the quality or worth
of it consists.(131) Thus the psychological talk about numinous

experience in The Idea of the Holy is not meant to convey an idea of what

numinous experience is like to those who have had no prior acquaintance
with it, but rather to help those who have had previous numinous
experience to attain a deeper understanding of it and to recognize future
confrontations with it as religious;(132) Otto's language about numinous
experience, his description of the moments of numinous experience, the
mysterium, the tremendum and the fascinans, and his talk about ideograms,

analogies and symbols, not only defines the unique sui generis nature of

religious experience; it also helps anyone to discriminate between
religious and non-religious forms of experience; Being continuously
subjected to a stream of varied, complex and subtle, yet often undefined,
even shapeless; transient feelings (some of which are religious, some of
which are not), Otto's extensive religious vocabulary is intended to help
one to distinguish religious experiences from other forms of experience to
which it is similar and with which it is liable to be confused, such as
aesthetic experiences, moral experiences and emotional experiences. Like
so many other feelings, religious experiences often lack structure. They
often appear to the mind as inchoate, an elusive and tantalizing
confusion, and thus we cast about for analogies for these confused

religious experiences, which Otto understands as metaphors.(133) We use

the better known to elucidate the less familiar: and there is a
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simultaneity of the moment of insight into the relatively unknown numinous
feeling and the choice of metaphor (analogy) for it, although it must be
stressed here that the choice of metaphor can only be understood by
someone who has already had a numinous experience, but is having
difficulty giving it any definition. (134)

Again, Otto interprets ideograms,(135) which he elsewhere identifies
Wwith analogies and symbols;(136) as instruments of understanding of
numinous feelings. Ideograms are, like analogies to the numinous,
metaphors which use what we notice about more familiar feelings to name,
and thereby notice, something similar in the numinous itself. The process
being described here is again that of naming the moment of the numinous by
finding an analogy for it, and thereby noticing it for the first time. It
is in this way that moments of numinous experience are distinguished,
emphasized and held as separate moments of consciousness, intelligible and
fully-formed, and therefore capable of being recognized as religious
experiences and amenable to the process of storing in the memory, since
these experiences now have sufficient definition for them not to be
confused with any other experiences. This is obviously one very important
function of the development of a complex and sophisticated vocabulary
about religious experience such as the one offered by Otto. As I have
already indicated in the context of a criticism of Donovan's work, a
religious vocabulary may well facilitate religious experiences of much
gfeater subtlety and complexity; not only because religious experiences
are constituted by doctrinal interpretations, but also because such a
religious vocabulary may draw attention to previous discriminations within
experience and thereby prevent the recognition of subtle variations of
experience from being forgotten. It is in this way that a religious
vocabulary may not only depend upon, and be influenced by, previous

religious experience, but, through preserving a memory of previous subtle
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variations of what are otherwise elusive religious feelings, may
precipitate religious experiences of as great, if not greater, subtlety
and complexity in the future.

What I am, in fact, arguing is that Otto's religious vocabulary about
the numinous may well create a greater sensitivity to future religious
experiences, and also ensure that numinous experiences are consciously
recognized as religious and then committed to memory as such. It is this
memory of religious experiences; sometimes mute, undefined and inchoate,
sometimes disturbing, which may contribute to what the sociologist, Peter
Berger, has called a 'plausibility structure',(137) a system of visible
cultural symbols which support, and thereby lend plausibility to, ongoing
inner religious life, and it is this same memory which may bring about an
increase in the incidence of subsequent numinous experience. Furthermore,
Otto's analogies and “ideograms for numinous experience may have profound
significance for those who have had numinous experiences but now cannot
remember much, or anything, about them. Obviously, if Otto's metaphorical
language helps many of his readers to recall numinous experiences they
thought they had forgotten, and perhaps lost for ever, by giving them
definition, this would offer some further explanation for thé powerful

evocative qualities of The Idea of the Holy.(138) I suggest that the

tremendous popular appeal of this text should be attributed not just to
its ability to evoke novel numinous experiences through the process of
association of analogous feelings, but also to its capacity to reawaken

memories of numinous experiences long since forgotten and thereby to

convince the reader of the reality, vitality, authority and value of

religious experience; This would explain why, on the one hand, Otto

writes about the numinous when he himself insists that the distinctive

qualities of numinous experience cannot be directly indicated by language
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but can only be discovered through immediate acquaintance, and, on the
other, why he insists that those who have had no previous religious
experience should not read his book.(139)

However, behind the challenging observations about analogy and
metaphor which we have just explored, there is an unacknowledged
theological assumption about the cognitive limitations of religious
language, and in particular concerning the function of analogy in
religious discourse, which needs to be discussed. Apart from his constant
praise of figurative language as a powerful means of evoking numinous
experience and deepening our understanding of it, Otto is constantly
criticising those who interpret theological language literally; and
before concluding our discussion concerning Otto's philosophy of language,
I would like to elucidate the unavowed theological assumption concerning
the nature of religious language which informs that criticism, as well as
to discuss a recent, much respected; theological account of religious
language which is in many ways remarkably similar to Otto's and appears to
lend it much support.

Of course Otto's criticism of literal interpretation of theological

language is a persistent theme in The Idea of the Holy. The following

passages illustrate his position:

....all those who later championed against the 'God of philosophy'
the 'living God' and the God of anger and love and the emotions have
unwittingly been defending the non-rational core of the Biblical
conception of God from all excessive rationalization, and so far they
were right - where they were wrong and sank into anthropomorphism was
in defending not figurative 'anger' and 'emotion', but literal anger
and emotion, misconceiving the numinous character of the attributes
in question and holding them simply to be 'natural' attributes taken
absolutely, instead of realizing that they can only be admitted as
figurative indications of something essentially non-rational by means
of symbols drawn from feelings that have analogy to it.(140)

The mysterium is merely an ideogram; an analogical notion taken from
the natural sphere, illustrating, but incapable of exhaustively
rendering, our real meaning.(141)

If such an ideogram is taken as an adequate concept, the result is
anthropomorphism such as mythology illustrates....and the
pseudo-science of theosophy. For the characteristic mark of all
theosophy is just this; having confounded analogical and figurative
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ways of expressing feeling with rational concepts, it then system-

atizes them, and out of them spins, like a monstrous web, a 'science

of God'....(142)
Clearly here these passages draw the reader's attention to the cognitive
limitations of religious language; However; what we need to enquire into
is the unavowed theological assumption concerning the nature of religious
language which lies behind and informs these comments.

One of Otto's principal theological problems with regard to religious
language is to justify the kind of vivid analogical language about
religious experience and God which he constantly uses to evoke numinous
experience and to deepen our understanding of it. He obviously recognises
that the terms he uses to refer to ordinary experience cannot be used in
the same sense to refer to God or religious experience, that is
univocally. At the same time, he knows that the terms he uses to refer to
ordinary experience cannot have a completely unrelated sense when used to
refer to God or religious experience; that is be understood equivocally;
otherwise these terms, when applied to God, would be cognitively empty.
Accordingly Otto is forced to adopt the 'middle way' between the univocal
and equivocal use of words; the way of analogy advocated by Thomas Aquinas
in the 13th Century, in which the same term may be used to refer to man
and God in a similar or related, but not an identical sense.(143) Tnis is
the unacknowledged theological assumption about the nature of religious
language which informs Otto's criticism of the literal interpretation of
religious discourse. For Otto, every statement about God or numinous
experience must be qualified in some way, and, of course, this observation
lies at the heart of the Thomistic doctrine of analogy.

The reason, however, why Otto refuses to acknowledge the influence of
the Thomistic doctrine of analogy on his thinking about religious language
is that he does not share the desire of Aquinas, Cajetan and others to

explore the metaphysical implications of the analogy of being between man

and God.(144) 1n particular, he is not interested in exploring the
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metaphysical implications of the proposition that although we cannot
understand what the qualities of love or wisdom mean for God, we can know
that God possesses such qualities which are analogous to those in human
nature.(145) oOtto, I suspect, regards such an attempt to define the
nature of deity without being able to conceive what that definition means
for God as an example of the excessive rationalization of religion which
he associates with 'intellectualist' scholasticism at its worst, and which
should not be confused with his own very practical use of analogical
language in referring to the numinous.(146)

It is because of this that he fails to acknowledge the influence of
Aquinas on his thinking about religious language, and instead turns to
Plato for assistance in his formulation of his non-literal interpretation
of religious discourse. Otto shares with Plato the desire to distinguish
the religious interpretation of reality from the scientific, and he admits
that his concept of the ideogram, which is created to achieve this, was
suggested to him by the use of myth in Plato's philosophy. In fact, Plato
defines myth as an imprecise language of images which speak of religious
truths which are inaccessible to the precise language of philosophy.

Where the language of philosophy cannot go in speaking of religion, there
one must resort to the language of myth:(1“7) It is specifically in this
sense that Otto seeks to liken his ideograms to Plato's use of myth. He

says:

....the most remarkable characteristic of Plato's thought is just

that he himself finds science and philosophy too narrow to comprise

the whole of man's mental life. He has indeed properly no philosophy
of religion; he grasps the object of religion by quite different
means than those of conceptual thinking, viz by the 'ideograms' of
myth, by 'enthusiasm' or inspiration, 'eros' or love, 'mania' or the
divine frenzy. He abandons the attempt to bring the object of
religion into one system of knowledge with the objects of
science....(148)

Yet, in spite of these illuminating comments about the similarities

between ideograms and Plato's use of myth, we are forced to conclude that

Otto's comparison between the two confuses, rather than clarifies, his
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definition of the function of ideograms in religious language. This is
because Plato's idea of myth is far too vaguely defined to be of much use
as a source of comparison with ideograms. 1In particular, whereas Otto
specifically identifies ideograms with analogies; there is in the language
of Plato's myth as much parable as analogy.(149) We must, accordingly,
conclude that, because of Otto's excessive reliance on Plato here, as well
as his failure to acknowledge the influence of the Thomistic doctrine of
analogy on his philosophy of language, he does not offer as precise a
definition of his ideograms, or more generally of his analogies, in
religious discourse as he might.

We are, however, fortunate in having the recent account of religious
language of the theologian Ian Ramsey (itself profoundly influenced by the
Thomistic doctrine of analogy) which addresses itself specifically to the
issues surrounding analogy (and ideogram) in religious discourse which
Otto avoids above, and in a manner which is remarkably close to the
'spirit' of Otto's writing on ideograms and analogies. 1Indeed, Ramsey's
account of analogy lends Otto's philosophy of language considerable
support, and it is for this reason that it deserves our attention.

Ramsey, like Otto, desires to demonstrate that religious language
should be understood analogically or metaphorically; but, unlike Otto, he
offers a detailed explanation of how religious discourse should be
constructed so that it will warn the reader not to interpret it literally.
Ramsey's essential thesis is that all properly constructed, religious
statements, and especially those concerned with God; should be based on
the interaction between what he calls 'models' and 'qualifiers'.(150) By
the term 'model', Ramsey means to refer to that aspect of religious
discourse which speaks in the language of ordinary empirical experience.
The purpose of the model is to mediate religious experience and to anchor
that experience; as well as statements about God, in every day empirical

experience; By contrast, the term 'qualifier' refers to that aspect of
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religious discourse which warns the reader that the model-term is not to
be interpreted in a simple, straightforward fashion. What is revealed by
religious discourse points beyond the model-term to an extraordinary,
'unseen', religious dimension of experience. Ramsey says:

The overall lesson to be learned, then, is that if we want to

understand language which claims to talk of a mystery, if we want to

understand some piece of distinctive religious discourse, we must
first pick out the words which are most straightforward and most
obviously descriptive. We then look at the other words to see which
of them act as qualifiers behaving logically like an imperative to
direct us to a (religious) disclosure. Every complete religious

assertion will thus use words descriptively and also specify a

technique by which we may move from 'what is seen' to 'what is seen

and more', from the expressible to the point where the expressible
becomes part of the inexpressible.(151)

Ramsey also offers some examples of statements about God which
express in an ideal way the interaction between models and qualifiers. He
asks his readers to consider the following positive claims about God: God
is 'first cause', 'infinitely wise', 'infinitely good', ‘'creator out of
nothing' and exhibits 'eternal purpose'. The pattern of such claims
obviously expresses Ramsey's distinction between models and qualifiers.
Firstly, the terms 'cause', 'wise', 'good', ‘'creator' and 'purpose'
function as models, which are used to designate situations generally
familiar to people in ordinary experience. It is because of this that a
model serves to anchor the theological claims presented for consideration
above in 'a situation with which we are all familiar, and which can be
used for reaching another situation with which we are not so familiar;
one which, without the model, we should not recognize so easily'.(152)
Clearly, here, we have an observation which is similar to that which we
have recently seen Otto making concerning the cognitive function of
metaphorical language about the numinous. Obviously, Ramsey; like Otto,

seeks to find access to the relatively unknown, 'unseen', religious

dimension of experience through what is relatively familiar.
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Secondly, the words 'first', 'infinite', 'out-of-nothing', and
'eternal' function as qualifiers. 1In fact they have two separate
functions, which are to express the logical limitations of the model terms
when used in connection with God,(153) and to indicate in which direction
the models are to be developed. What Ramsey desires to do, in speaking of
the latter function, is to indicate that words like 'cause', 'wise' and
'good' are to be developed in the direction of their higher meanings.

When they are so developed through their interaction with qualifiers, they
provide what Ramsey calls ‘'analogical pointers', indicating the direction
towards God. Yet such 'pointers', he argues, should not be mistaken for
descriptions of the religious destination that the believer seeks.(154)

In concluding our discussion concerning Ramsey's account of religious
language, it is useful to cite some of the unfortunate consequences which
he regards as the result of the failure of religious statements to include
both a model-term and a qualifier-term.(155) To begin with he observes
that if religious assertions fail to use qualifier-terms, then it is
extremely likely that they will be interpreted as straightforward
empirical assertions, which, of course, they are not. So, for example, he
argues that statements such as 'God is 1ove'; 'God exists', and 'God is
the Father', ought to be avoided, because they give the misleading
impression that they should be interpreted literally; which is disastrous
to the religious understanding. Rather, if such claims are to be made at
all, then they should be appropriately qualified: Thus the assertion 'God
is love' should be qualified by the term 'infinite'; the claim 'God
exists' should be qualified by the term 'necessarily'; and the statement
'God is the Father' should be qualified by the term 'heavenly'. In this
way, it is never forgotten that such religious claims are no more than
'analogical pointers' to God. On the other hand, he observes that if
religious assertions fail to anchor themselves in empirical experience by

means of model-terms, they will be cognitively empty. Qualifiers cannot
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function independently of other terms. Simply to say, for example, 'God
is infinite', or 'God is necessary', is to say very little indeed! Thus
we can conclude that Ramsey conceives models and qualifiers to be
dependent on one another for their meaning, and that he regards religious
statements as only valuable if they include both model and qualifier

terms.

(vii) Otto's Ineffability Claims Reconsidered in the Light of our

Previous Discussion concerning Analogy and Metaphor;

Finally, we must venture an answer to the question whether in Otto's
opinion the ineffability of numinous e#perience is indistinguishable from
the ineffability of other forms of experience, or whether alternatively
numinous feelings create unique linguistic problems which other forms of
experience do not suffer from. Clearly this is not an easy task, since

whereas, as I have just indicated; much of the language of The Idea of

The Holy seeks to find metaphors for numinous feelings and so extend our
understanding of them in the same way that we might extend, deepen and
enrich our understanding of aesthetic or emotional feelings, many other
passages can be found that stress the unique linguistic problems
surrounding numinous experience, such as those I discussed earlier in this
chapter. (156) Clearly, although Otto's references to the 'wholly other'
and the inconceivable are not to be understood as radical but only
qualified ineffability claims; nevertheless, such claims do suggest that
something about numinous experience must lead one to the conclusion that
it is to be distinguished from a linguistic point of view from all other
experiences. Consequently, we are forced to recognize a profound tension

in the argument of The Idea of the Holy between two contrary conceptions

of the relationship between language and numinous experience, and I want
to conclude this chapter by offering my own account of how this tension

might be eliminated.
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I suggest that Otto's oscillation between these two theories of the
relationship between language and numinous feeling must reflect an
important distinction between different moments of numinous experience.
The tremendum and the fascinans moments of numinous experience are clearly
patient of a substantial amount of rational analysis which is |
inappropriate to the mysterium moment of numinous experiencé. The
mysterium is 'wholly other',

that which is quite beyond the sphere of the usual, the intelligible,

and the familiar, filling the mind with blank wonder and

astonishment.(157)
The 'wholly other' is also said to be

beyond our apprehension and comprehension, not only because our

knowledge has certain irremovable limits, but (also)

because....before (it) we....recoil in a wonder which strikes us

chill and numb.(158)
Furthermore, Otto seems to associate the 'wholly other' particularly
closely with mysticism and suggests, reflecting his Friesian idealism,
that although conceptual designations of mystical states of consciousness
are negative, the feelings they refer to are positive.(159) oObviously,
the Friesian distinction between Glaube and Anndung forms the background
to Otto's thinking about the relations, or rather the lack of relations,
between language and the mysterium moment of numinous expereience, and
again, it is equally apparent that this Friesian distinction is much more
appropriate to mystical experience than to other forms of religious

experienceQ(160) Here at last, then; in the distinction between the

tremendum, fascinans and mysterium moments of the numinous, we find some

explanation for the conflicting strands of thought concerning relations

between language and numinous experience in The Idea of the Holy;

Clearly the tremendum and fascinans moment of numinous experience
are capable of far more definition than that of the mysterium. They are

like other feelings to the extent that they possess particular qualities



158

which, while incapable of literal description, are to some degree
accessible through metaphor. By contrast, metaphor can convey almost
nothing about the mysterium. That is its distinctive mark.(161)

With these comments in mind, we are led to two important concluding
observations. The first refers to Bambrough's complaint that Otto, in
claiming that religious experience is inexpressible, has constructed
artificial and unnecessary limits to our reason and language, and thereby
deceived himself and others into believing that there are absolute limits
to our understanding when there are none.(162) I argued earlier that
Bambrough was mistaken about Otto's intentions, that Otto, far from
underestimating the limits of reason; was continually striving to extend
them. Clearly this assertion must now be qualified. Although Otto was
constantly pushing at the edges of reason in order to define, and to
understand, the tremendum and the fascinans moments of numinous
experience, this was not the case with the mysterium moment of numinous
feeling concerning which he believed that there definitely are limits to
reason. On the other hand; although we can now see that Bambrough had, in
fact, located a claim about the limits of reason in Otto's work, it is
clear that he was mistaken about the meaning of that claim. What
Bambrough has done is to confuse one ineffability claim with another. He
has assumed that Otto was making a general, absolute claim about emotional
ineffability, whereas, in fact, he was making a much more narrowly
defined, qualified ineffability claim about the mysterium moment of
numinous experience.

The second observation concerns Wainwright's questioning of the
assumption of many recent scholars, such as Katz, that mystical experience
in substantially, if not totally, determined by the religious tradition to
which the mystic belongs.(163) Wainwright has suggested that the

contribution of the religious tradition to any mystical experience may be

comparatively negligible, and his observations lead us to speculate that
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the degree to which a mystical tradition will influence mystical
experience is likely to vary from one experience to another, one context
to another, perhaps even one moment to another. Certainly, we are neither
entitled to assume that any mystical experience is substantially
constituted by its tradition; nor that the relationship between experience
and tradition is unlikely to change; Now I suggest that such observations
about tradition and experience can lead us to a more discriminating
understanding of Otto's ideas about the relationship between language and
experience. It is plausible to speculate (although Otto himself did not)
that the mysterium moments of numinous experience, because they are least
accessible through language, are those which are least constituted or
influenced by religious tradition,(164) whereas non-religious experiences
are largely determined by their cultural contexts and amenable to a
substantial amount of linguistic definition, and the tremendum and
fascinans moments of numinous experience lie somewhere between these two
extremes.

In fact if this hypothesis is plausible, then the tremendum
and fascinans moments of numinous experience, although comparable with
other emotional and aesthetic feelings, are likely to be less determined
by their tradition than these non-religious feelings; Indeed, on this
basis we could then argue that the limits of reason or language of the
tremendum and fascinans moments of numinous experience are likely to be
more sharply defined than those of their non-religious analogues. For
example, we should be able to say less about numinous awe than about
non-religious forms of awe, and this would warn us not only that numinous
awe is less familiar than other forms of awe, not only that we need a
special religious word; perhaps even a religious vocabulary, to help us to

distinguish numinous awe from similar non-religious feelings, but also
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that numinous awe is less accessible to language and reason than
non-religious forms of awe, although, of course, more accessible to

language than the mysterium moments of numinous feeling.
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Chapter IV

Otto's Contribution to the Phenomenology of Religion

(1) Some Preliminary Observations

Otto has been one of the most important exponents this century for a
unique, irreducible, religious consciousness. Through the introduction
of the term numinous, he has attempted to delineate an elusive, transient
and largely shapeless experience which, while in some respects similar to
other elusive, transient and largely shapeless feelings such as aesthetic
and moral feelings, possesses qualities which distinguish it from all
other feelings and make it what it is, religious experience. Otto draws
our attention to similarities between religious and non-religious
feelings, only in order to underline the differences between them; and
having done this, he insists that this unique religious consciousness that
he has delineated lies at the centre of religious life, and that we can
only understand all the visible dimensions of religion (theology,
religious institutions; ritual and art) in the light of such
consciousness. Numinous experience should govern the direction of all
studies of religion. This means not only that students of religions need
a religious sensitivity, and that those without prior acquaintance with
numinous experience are incapable of fully understanding religious
phenomena; but also that Otto challenges the reductionist approaches to
religion of sociologists; anthropologists; psychologists and others who
insist on interpreting religious phenomena completely within the context
of non-religious areas of human experience and activity. For Otto,
religious life and experience are not epiphenomena of something
non-religious, and can only be criticized from within a specifically

religious context.(1)
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Furthermore, Otto argues that religious discourse has its own
peculiar structure just as other areas of language, such as morals and
aesthetics, possess their own characteristic forms of inference, and that
this distinctive structure of religious discourse may, on the one hand, be
an expression of prior religious experience and, on the other, take its
form from its ability to arouse subsequent numinous experience.(2)
However, in order to comprehend fully Otto's thinking on the distinctive
nature of religious discourse, we must remember what John Moore calls
Otto's 'exaggerated apriorism', that is his suggestion that rational
language (schemata) about religion must be understood as a priori in the
psychological sense introduced in chapter II of this essay (referring away
from all empirical experience). This argument concerning rational
apriorism is one of the most important observations that Otto has made in

The Idea of the Holy, and yet it is remarkable that it should remain

unnoticed by writers who have been involved in the phenomenology of
religion. Otto argues that only the religiously sensitive man, as
opposed to the profane or the 'natural' man, can understand religious
discourse,(3) and this is because he alone is capable of the act of
'exaggerated apriorism', this refusal to allow empirical experience to
contradict the truths of reason discovered in inner religious life. It
is an awareness, and understanding, of this 'exaggerated apriorism', we
should conclude, which Otto believes that every student of religion should
possess, although inevitably the scholar will recognize his distance from
this apriorism.

Now phenomenologists of religion interpret Otto to be recommending a
religious subjectivity, and emphasizing the 'wholly other' nature of
numinous experience to such a degree that religious experience is totally
separated from other forms of experience, including rational experience,
but this is only because they have not to date recognized that, to repeat,

one of the most important dimensions of this religious subjectivity is
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Otto's rational apriorism. This rational apriorism needs to be
understood by phenomenologists of religion, if they are to be sensitive to
the distinctive features of religious life. They must be aware of the
possibility of such apriorism significantly influencing religious
behaviour and‘experience, and must be prepared to take steps to measure
its effects on religious life. Of course, study of this apriorism,
because of the difficulty of collecting evidence for it, will not be
easy,(”) but it is clear that Otto has located an important area of
religious 1ife which phenomenoclogists of religion have for a variety of
reasons ignored.(5)

Similarly, the phenomenologist of religion must be aware that much of
his material may be coloured by a religious consciousness of an a priori
connection between rational schemata and the numinous. Once again, the
task of the phenomenologist is to take steps to establish whether, in
fact, there is any evidence for the a priori category of the holy in
particular traditions. Clearly, on the basis of the material in The Idea

of the Holy, there is some evidence for the a priori category of the holy

in some religious traditions, but such evidence as there is is scattered
and therefore inconclusive. Thus there is need of more systematic
research before we can begin to hypothesize about typical or even
universal patterns in the development of religions;(6)

Finally, the phenomenologist of religion should be much more
attentive to another dimension of religious experience which is an
expression of Otto's exaggerated agriorism; namely; what Otto has called

the 'divination of the objective teleology of history'; To date,

phenomenologists of religion have given little attention to this dimension
of religious experience, perhaps because of the mistaken belief that it is
only to be found within the Christian tradition, perhaps because of the
assumption that it is not as significant as the more dramatic religious

experiences that Otto calls numinous experiences. However, as 1
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emphasized in chapter II of this essay, the term divination for Otto means
a more sustained, if less intense, form of experience which provides the
background to both numinous experience and religious speculation, so that

divination may contribute to the stimulation of intense or dramatic

religious experiences. Obviously; Otto's concept of divination is a
significant factor in religious life which phenomenologists of religion
should not ignore.(T7)

Clearly, while it is widely recognized that Otto has made a
significant contribution to the foundations of phenomenology of religion,
there is obviously still much more in his work which needs to be digested
by contemporary scholarship. However, although Otto's work is far from
being completely understood by more recent phenomenologists of religion,
we can make some progress towards a clarification of Otto's place in the
history of phenomenology of religion, by comparing his work with that of
other writers who make no secret of their great intellectual debt to him,
as well as those who respond more critically to his ideas. In fact, 1
want to compare Otto's ideas with those of four writers who have been
influenced either positively or negatively by his theories, Gerardus van
der Leeuw and Mircea Eliade both profoundly influenced by Otto, and
Jacques Waardenburg and Ninian Smart who, while recognizing the great
value of Otto's work, have attempted to respond to what they see as

weaknesses in his methodolong

(ii) A Comparison of Gerardus Van Der Leeuw's Phenomenology of Religion

Wwith Otto's Methodological Observations concerning the Study of Religions.

I turn first to consider the work of Gerardus van der Leeuw, the
Dutch phenomenologist of religion, where Otto's influence is particularly
transparent; and I begin by offering an introductory explanation of his
methodological position. Van der Leeuw believed that the phenomenology

of religion should include both a cataloguing of religious phenomena and
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some exercise of subjective understanding by the scholar (reflecting the

influence of Dilthey on his work). Phenomenology of religion requires

not only meticulous observation of religious reality but also systematic
introspection by the observer, and thus the phenomenologist should, in
addition to providing a description of religious phenomena from outside
the tradition, allow these phenomena to enter his own inner life and then
testify to what he has experienced. Phenomenology is therefore the
discussion of appearances when these have been internalised by the
scholar, and although it demands a 'bracketing out' of all theoretical
presuppositions concerning what appears, such scholarly understanding also
rather paradoxically involves the 'loving gaze of the lover on the beloved
object' since all understanding rests upon self-surrendering love. Van

der Leeuw, in fact, sees phenomenology of religion as combining a

religious subjectivity with a 'pure objectivity' which he evidently does

not regard as being mutually exclusive, and he summarizes the task of the
phenomenologist in the following five stages:

I. To assign names to groups of religious phenomena, e.g. sacrifice,
prayer etc.

II To experience religious phenomena subjectively.

III. To withdraw to one side and observe what one has experienced. This
is the act of objectivity which involves bracketing out premature and
unfounded truth-claims, and is known as the process of epoché.

IV. To clarify and comprehend what appears; the fully formed phenomenon.

V. To testify to what has been understood. (8)

Clearly, van der Leeuw's methodological position owes much to Otto's
work and suffers from similar difficulties. Like Otto, van der Leeuw was
a theologian as well as a phenomenologist of religion(9) and, like Otto,
he has been accused of using phenomenology as a form of theological
propaedeutics. It is for this reason that commentators have been so

suspicious of the demand of both scholars that the student of religion
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must possess a religious sensitivity and exercise his subjectivity in
order to understand religious phenomena in their entirety. Like van der
Leeuw's ideas, Otto's comments on religious experience possess the
semblance of objective reports about religious appearances. They appear
to be masterpieces of phenomenological reporting, but critics suspect them
of being only disguised forms of theology.

There are real methodological difficulties with the claim of Otto and
van der Leeuw that the scholar should exercise his subjectivity in the
study of religious phenomena, although it is an understandable response to
a genuine problem in the history of phenomenology of religion. Otto and
van der Leeuw have justifiably argued that the effect of insisting upon
detached empirical studies of religion is often to produce reductionist
accounts of religious phenomena, even to identify such detached empirical
studies with reductionist forms of scholarship which pay little attention
to what is distinctly religious in religious phenomena, and they conclude
that the distance between the scholar and religious phenomena, which is
created by what they see as the spiritually anaesthetizing effect of the
unhealthy 20th century emphasis on empiricism, destroys his understanding
and appreciation of them. Only through some profound religious sympathy
can the scholar comprehend religious phenomena from within a religious
tradition rather than from outside it.

However, the problem of religious understanding is rather more
complex than this. What Otto and van der Leeuw overlook is that the
scholar's religious subjectivity is as likely to distort as to enhance his
understanding of phenomena of another religious tradition, since no
religious sensitivity can be free from cultural parochialism. Otto and
van der Leeuw attempted in their study of religious phenomena to move from
a position of religious outsiders to one of religious insiders, but all
they have done is to create another category of religious outsiders

comparable to that of reductionist students of religion. No religious



167

subjectivity can be abstracted from any particular tradition. Thus, when
Otto and van der Leeuw claim to be exercising a religious sensitivity
which is appropriate to the study of phenomena from many religious
traditions, we must counter that they are, in fact, only working with a
Lutheran Christian sensitivity which is in principle aé likely to distort
the interpretation of religious phenomena as any other form of religious
sensitivity or the lack of it.(10)

Rather, if we are to arrive at an understanding of religious
phenomena of other cultures which is free of distortion we must be guided
(at least initially) by those scholars who insist that the religious
subject is the final authority concerning his religious experiences, and
that these are accessible not through some scholarly religious sensitivity
