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WHAT THE REFORMATION REJECTED

I want to approach the Reformation from a religious rather than a political point of view. By 'religion' I mean a world view - the relation ('religare' means to link, to establish a relationship) between human consciousness and the world about us. In this very broad understanding of the word, the view that consciousness has evolved out of a long and largely fortuitous series of chemical reactions can be regarded as a religious world view. More usually the word religion is used to characterise the view that that relationship between human consciousness and the Universe is in some way personal. It is possible to enter into dialogue between us and 'it'.

In a polytheist religion the relationship is between ourselves and a number of personalised forces of nature, which can include aspects of our own psychology. Usually these gods relate to us by involving us in their own dramas. They may from time to time help us out in our own projects but they are not in general concerned to guide us - exceptional individuals apart -  into their own divine realm.

Monotheism on the other hand envisages a single consciousness behind the world, which usually is concerned with our wellbeing, both earthly and, more importantly, 'heavenly', posing the problem and the possibility of 'eternal life'.

The Reformation was an event in the evolution of our own, 'modern' world view and I want to concentrate on certain aspects of the traditional Christian world view which the Reformation rejected. By 'traditional Christian world view' I mean here elements held in common by all those Christian communions that can trace themselves back at least to the fourth century of the Christian era - the church of the Roman Empire (eg the Greek and Russian Orthodox churches); the church of the German Empire (the 'Roman Catholic' church); the Egyptian church (Copts); the Ethiopian church; the Armenian church; and the several different churches claiming succession to the old Syrian church centred on Antioch.

The German, or Frankish ('Roman Catholic') Church occupies a special place in this discussion since it was out of it that the Renaissance and the Reformation (which could be called the shadow of the Renaissance, a shadow that eventually consumed the substance), emerged. The other churches experienced the consequences of this development as a hostile force coming from outside. The special characteristics of the Western church that allowed this development might be the subject of another article.

One of the major characteristics of traditional Christianity rejected by the Reformation was monasticism. Until the sixteenth century it could have been safely assumed that Christianity, like Buddhism, was a monastic religion. So radical is the rejection of monasticism that the Christianity that did it - Protestant Christianity in all its varieties - could be regarded as a new thing under the Sun, a new religion.

MONASTICISM

Monasticism implies the existence of a discipline that can bring its practitioners closer, by their own efforts, to eternal life. The discipline is called 'asceticism'. Although nowadays we tend to think of asceticism uniquely in terms of renunciation it is worth remembering that the Greek word askesis actually means 'exercise.' It is a word that would be used for the exercises done by athletes and monastic literature (following an example set by St Paul - 1 Cor 9:24) often compares the work of the monks to the work of athletes. 

The discipline claims its origin in the commandments of Christ, most obviously his reply to the question of the rich young man, '"What must I do to inherit eternal life?" ... "If you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the poor and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me.' (Mark 10:17 and Matthew 19:21). It entails a rejection of what would normally be considered the social and political virtues - consideration of one's own personal honour, loyalty to the family, loyalty to the nation. We in the West tend to associate the religious orders with good deeds, hospitals, schools etc, but in its essence the calling of the monk is, at least on the face of things, socially useless, concerned primarily with the individual's own salvation. The movement had its origins in the eremitic movement, the departure to the desert to lead a solitary life. This was not a matter of seeking a pleasant contemplative life in the tranquility of a monastery garden. The conditions of life in the desert were difficult. The hermits went to to the desert to do combat with the devil since that is where he was thought to be at his strongest. The battlefield was the hermit's own body. The manifesto of the battle was the book of Psalms which, to the profane eye, reads as a series of battle hymns. David, the warlike King, was to the monks, a spiritual master teaching the principles of the 'invisible combat'.

The hermits formed into monastic communities simply because of the difficulty, the near impossibility, with the real risk of madness, of the solitary life. But the ideal of the solitary life is embodied in the very word 'monk', 'monachos', meaning 'single', and the community life of the monks was seen as a necessary training for those few who wanted and were able to pursue what was considered to be the higher life of the solitary hermit (the same is true in Buddhism).

Although some of the lives of the saints suggest an earlier origin of the idea (and there is a hint of it in Hebrews 11:37-8), the movement took off in the fourth century at the very moment that Rome adopted Christianity, when Christianity for the first time offered good career opportunities as well as the possibility of building a great Christian culture. On the face of it this departure of many of the most earnest Christians would seem to have been, both socially and politically, a very undesirable development. The one Christian tendency that does not seem to have been tempted by monasticism was Arianism - denial of the divinity of Christ - and this may have been a reason why, through the fourth century, in defiance of the resolutions of the Council of Nicaea, Arianism was encouraged, in the end unsuccessfully, by the Emperors (and I have a notion that it may eventually have fed into the refusal of monasticism in Islam).

The monastery embodied a total commitment to Christ that was implicitly a reproach to the less than total commitment of the rest of us. It attracted the most serious members of society who might otherwise have been good soldiers or administrators. The monks and nuns devoting their lives to nearness to God could acquire a charismatic authority - perhaps analogous to the authority in other societies of shamans, also believed to be close to an extra-human reality - independent of the merely political authority of the government or of the church hierarchy (in the Roman church centred in Constantinople it became the rule - I'm not sure when - that Bishops could only be taken from the ranks of the monks). But despite their apparent refusal of the society it was soon considered to be in the interests of the wider society to support them. To understand this it is necessary to have some notion of what a Christian society was. It was believed to be in itself an organic unity, the 'Body of Christ' (1 Cor 12:12-31). As such, each part had a role to play in relation to the whole. The monks were the praying part. This does not mean that the monks were encouraged to think they were engaged in a search for anything other than their own salvation. A belief that their prayers were a service to the wider society and had a special resonance with God would induce spiritual pride or, to use a very useful Russian word, 'prelest' - spiritual illusion. Nonetheless a virtue in one part of the body had its effects on the whole body. To vary the metaphor, the intense research of the monks after union with God was the leaven that raises the lump.

This of course opened the way for the abuses complained of by the reformers. You could pay the monks to do your praying or your penance for you. But open to abuse as this may be it has a logic based on the spiritual interdependence of society. If the struggle to achieve union with God ('theosis' or 'deification' in the technical language of the monks) requires a renunciation of the virtues necessary to maintain a society (including, for example, the warlike virtues), nonetheless the maintenance of the society is necessary to the wellbeing and tranquility of the monks. As the laymen do the sinning necessary to maintain the wellbeing of the monastery so the monks do the penance necessary to maintain the wellbeing of the laymen.

VENERATION OF THE SAINTS

This spiritual interdependence stretches beyond the grave. Closely associated with the monasteries was another practise rejected by the Reformation, the veneration of the saints. The saints were largely drawn from the monasteries. In the early days they were usually martyrs but the ascetic life came to be seen as a voluntary martyrdom ('death to the world', to use the title of a website developed for Heavy Metal loving Orthodox Christians). These are people who have drawn so close to God that Jesus's promises of miracle working apply to them - 'these signs will accompany those who believe: in my name they will cast out demons; they will speak in new tongues; they will pick up serpents, and if they drink any deadly thing it will not hurt them; they will lay their hands on the sick and they will recover' (Mark 16:17-18). Although miraculous events may occur during their lives it is only after their deaths that the Church will recognise them formally as saints - when the closeness to God and the ability to perform miracles are of course amplified

The ability of the saints to hear and heed prayers addressed simultaneously from all over the world, and the fact that there are large numbers of them may put one in mind of the old gods. But it is important to stress that the saints are human and have achieved sainthood through a human discipline, which is to say that they embody a potentiality built into human nature to go beyond the normal limits of space and time. To quote the words of Metropolitan Anthony Bloom, representative of Russian Orthodoxy in London for many years: 'A miracle is not the breaking of the laws of the fallen world, it is the re-establishment of the laws of the kingdom of God.' (Living Prayer, p.93) This is a capacity that is in the nature of things and theoretically accessible to everyone, an indication of how things will be after the General Resurrection. The gods, incidentally, representative of forces of nature and of the human passions, have not disappeared in this scheme of things but have been reduced to the rank of demons.

Through the veneration of the Saints, heaven is both populated and immediately present and effective on earth. It is particularly present and effective in the church. I can't resist quoting Metropolitan Anthony again:

'A church, once consecrated, once set apart, becomes the dwelling place of God. He is present there in another way than in the rest of the world. In the world he is present as a stranger, as a pilgrim, as one who goes from door to door, who has nowhere to rest his head; he goes as Lord of the world who has been rejected by the world and expelled from his Kingdom and who has returned to it to save his people. In church he is at home, it is his place; he is not only the Creator and Lord by right but he is recognised as such. Outside it he acts when he can and how he can; inside a church he has all power and might and it is for us to come to him.' (p.87)

And the Saints are his court, present, together with the angels, at the liturgy and visibly present in the Orthodox tradition in the form of the icons which express the ideal of a transfigured humanity, particularly symbolised by the halo - which is not a pretty little chaplet floating above the head of a very human looking saint, but a full circle in which the transfigured human head is glorified.

VENERATION OF RELICS

This transfiguration, like the original transfiguration of Christ (Matt 17:1-8) and indeed of Moses (Exodus 34:29-35), is a transfiguration of the body. Christianity from the earliest days taught the resurrection of the body and this was one of the aspects that the classical culture of the pre-Christian Empire found hardest to accept. Platonism had envisaged the possibility of eternal life but it saw this as a purely incorporeal, 'spiritual' affair. We might think Christianity would have had an easier time of it if they had dropped this refusal to separate soul and body. It is highly significant that they didn't.

The Reformation did not formally reject the doctrine of the resurrection of the body but one feels they were uncomfortable with it, and they did reject the complementary practise of the veneration of relics. The veneration of parts of the bodies or clothing of the saints goes back to the very early days of Christianity, well before the conversion of Constantine. It was early established that the presence of such a relic was necessary before a church could be consecrated. To the disgust of mainstream Mediterranean opinion, 'the Christian cult of saints rapidly came to involve the digging up, the moving, the dismemberment - quite apart from much avid touching and kissing - of the bones of the dead, and, frequently, the placing of these in areas from which the dead had once been excluded.' - Peter Brown, The Cult of the Saints, p.4. Brown calls it a 'breaching of the established map of the universe' and continues:

'the impact of the cult of saints on the topography of the Roman city was unambiguous: it gave greater prominence to areas that had been treated as antithetical to the public life of the living city; by the end of the period, the immemorial boundary between the city of the living and the dead came to be breached by the entry of relics and their housing within the walls of many late-antique towns, and the clustering of ordinary graves around them.'

Where, for example, Plotinus taught that matter was the product of a process of degeneration and thus contained within itself the potential for evil, the Christians taught that matter itself shared in the capacity to transcend the normal laws of nature and the limitations of space and time and was therefore able to enter into eternal life, indeed to participate, here and now, in eternity. Most spectacularly of course this could be seen in communion, the transformation of bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Christ (a doctrine that perhaps may seem less outrageous if we remember that ordinary bread and wine when eaten and drunk is transformed, by a process that, like so much that is 'natural', is nonetheless very wonderful, into our own body and blood).

WHAT WAS LOST

Three characteristics of traditional Christianity, then, rejected by the Reformation:

1. Monasticism, with its implication that the Christian society is a single body with interdependent parts. Salvation is not a purely individual affair and Christians are not all equal before God. There is a hierarchy of saintliness, not identical with the hierarchy of the administrative structure of the church. It is in the nature of hierarchy that the very existence of the higher parts can help the lower parts: 'He who receives a prophet as a prophet has a prophet's reward, and he who receives a righteous man as a righteous man has a righteous man's reward.' (Matt 10:41).

2. This unified body is not confined to those still living on earth. It goes beyond the grave, hence the efficacy of prayers for the dead and of prayers addressed to the (dead) prophets and saints ('that the dead are raised, even Moses showed in the passage about the bush where he calls the Lord the God of Abraham and the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob. Now he is not God of the dead but of the living; for all live in him.' - Luke 20:37-8). Heaven is present on earth. The saints are still with us and still capable of rendering assistance and hence their humanity, which is continuous with our own humanity, goes beyond the supposed laws of nature and the limitations of space and time.

3. This capacity to go beyond the laws of nature and the limitations of space and time embraces material reality, hence the continued efficacy and power of the bits of matter associated with the Saints. If Heaven is present on earth it is not alien to it. The 'magical' character of the relic is a revelation of the real, eternal nature of matter.

I have singled out these three characteristics of traditional Christianity because I think they were universally accepted. They did not form part of the great debates which divided early Christianity. Also they would have seemed strange and 'unscientific' to the society that first encountered them. They could be contested on the basis of our everyday experience without having to wait for science to prove the great age of the Earth or the great size of the Universe. And they imply an underlying 'philosophical' sense of the reality of things that is different from our own but which could have given birth to other possibilities.

WHAT IS LEFT?

But they were all rejected by the Reformation. In Reformation thinking there was no spiritual hierarchy in the body of Christ. All individuals are equal and equally responsible before God for their own salvation. The church is a gathering of individuals. They will of course have different abilities and be able to serve the church in different ways but this will of itself have no bearing on their capacity to be saved, to enter into eternal life. 

There is no discipline that can bring the individual soul closer to God. Luther left his monastery because, he felt, it simply wasn't working. Salvation is a free and quite arbitrary gift of a sovereign God. Not all Protestant tendencies suggest that the individual has no role whatsoever to play in the process but the role is minimal. It is confined to the need to lead a decent life and refrain so far as possible from overt sin. Prayer is the fulfilment of a personal need and it may be effective in realising particular earthly needs but it is not of itself a means of salvation (it is something the saved Christian will want to do and therefore  the taste for it carries with it the implication that one is a saved Christian).

The boundary between the living and the dead is absolute. No help can be expected from the dead (the saints) and no help can be given to the dead (prayers for the dead). So if Protestants are aware of the presence of Heaven on earth it is a comparatively empty Heaven, confined largely to God as Trinity. Karl Barth in his massive Church dogmatics has written at some length on the presence of angels, but he complains that they have been neglected in the Protestant tradition. They ought to be present but they really aren't.

Although the resurrection of the body was not, I think, formally repudiated in the mainstream Protestant tendencies there is a tendency to see the spiritual life in entirely immaterial terms. Not, as in the old gnostic model, that the soul is trapped in a material prison, but more that the material shell is in the last analysis irrelevant - one might say immaterial. Calvin, arguing for a 'real presence' of Christ in the Communion of the Bread and Wine, saw it as an entirely spiritual presence. As far as material reality is concerned, this side of the grave at least, the laws of nature and the limitations of space and time are regarded as pretty well absolute. Miracles are manifestations of God's exceptional power not, as in traditional Christianity (at least as argued by Metropolitan Anthony), revelations of the real nature of things.

WHERE WE ARE NOW

The saints, through their direct experience of divine things, provided the church with a source of authority and guarantee of the truth of its teachings. This too, together with the authority that goes with an acceptance of tradition, was lost to the Reformation. The only authoritative source of information about divine things was the Bible (though, perhaps somewhat inconsistently, the mainstream Protestant churches regarded the findings of the first four ecumenical councils of the fourth and fifth centuries as authoritative). But the Bible is open to many different possible interpretations. The absence of authority within Protestantism opened the door to an unlimited array of possibilities. This open-endedness is possibly the most important thing about it historically, more important than the actual intentions or teachings of the early reformers. There is indeed something very moving about the earnestness, the anguish with which this open-ended search for truth was conducted and, like it or not, we are all products of it. We all of us, now, live in an age of private opinion, even those of us who may have chosen to adopt the more traditional forms of Christianity. We can only turn to them on what might be called a Protestant basis. Rather than a frame of mind common to a whole society, it is a personal choice, even if it is a personal choice made by large numbers of people. The frame of mind common to the whole society is the frame of mind formed (even, I suspect, in Christian countries that didn't receive the Reformation) by this Protestant open-endedness. Which essentially means a bedrock (whatever structures we might individually build on it) of nihilism, as defined by Nietzsche. Heaven is empty and the predominant human value is the Will to Power, as exemplified by the great concern we all have for technical inventiveness, for gadgetry.  

The question is posed - is this state of affairs irreversible? Is it being reversed in Russia? Is it a road that other religions, Islam for example, have managed to avoid?

I would like to finish with a brief comment on Heidegger.

I never read, nor did I ever expect to read Heidegger until John Minahane launched his Heidegger Review. I started reading him then because I thought that was an exciting project and that I would like to be involved in it. Like, I suppose, most people I found him pretty unreadable but nonetheless found myself getting drawn in. What got my attention was the notion that from the start - even before, in the mid-thirties, Heidegger went, according to his critics, 'mystical' - it seemed to me he had a coherent project of restoring a religious frame of mind more humanly satisfying than the view that consciousness is the consequence of a largely arbitrary series of chemical reactions. But he was persuaded that this could not be done by any of the churches or by any already given theological framework. The Christian cycle has come to fruition and its fruit is nihilism.

He argues that this Christian cycle was part of a larger philosophical cycle beginning in Greece, with Parmenides. The Greeks established the idea of the fundamental reality of things ('being') that enabled acceptance of Christianity. What is required now is what was done then, the radical examination of the assumptions that we think render everyday life supportable - something similar to what we find in, for example, the Platonic dialogues. One might say a plunge into nihilism to overcome nihilism, creating the necessary philosophical preconditions in the hope, perhaps, that something more radical will come along ('Only a god can save us').

I'm not sure that I go along with that. But I think it's interesting.
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