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23. Religious Faith as Interpretation
John Hick

We come now to our main problem. What manner of cognition is the religious man's aware-
ness of God, and how is it related to his other cognitions?

We become conscious of the existence of other objects in the universe, whether things or
persons, either by experiencing them for ourselves or by inferring their existence from evidences
within our experience. We have also noted that the awareness of God reported by the ordinary
religious believer is of the former kind. He professes, not to have inferred that there is 2 God, but
that God as a living being has entered into his own experience. He claims to enjoy something
which he describes as an experience of God.

The ordinary believer does not, however, report an awareness of God as existing in isolation
from all other objects of experience. His consciousness of the divine does not involve a cessation
of his consciousness of a material and social environment. It is not a vision of God in solitary
glory, filling the believer’s entire mind and blotting out his normal field of perception. . . . But
at any rate the ordinary person’s religious awareness here on earth is not of that kind. He claims
instead an apprehension of God meeting him in and through his material and social environments.
He finds that in his dealings with the weorld of men and things he is somehow having to do with
God, and God with him. The moments of ordinary life possess, or may possess, for him in varying
degrees a religious significance. As has been well said, religious experience is “the whole experience
of religious persons.”' The believer meets God not only in moments of worship, but also when
through the urgings of conscience he feels the pressure of the divine demand upon his life; when
through the gracious actions of his friends he apprehends the divine grace; when through the
marvels and beauties of nature he traces the hand of the Creator; and he has increasing knowledge
of the divine purpose as he responds to its behests in his own life. In short, it is not apart from the
course of mundane life, but in it and through it, that the ordinary religious believer claims to
experience, however imperfectly and fragmentarily, the divine presence and activity.

This at any rate, among the variety of claims to religious awareness which have been and
might be made, is the claim whose epistemological credentials we are to examine. Can God be
known through his dealings with us in the world which he has made? The question concerns
human experience, and the possibility of an awareness of the divine being mediated through
awareness of the world, the supernatural through the natural.

In answer to this query I shall try to show in the present chapter that “mediated” knowledge,
such as is postulated by this religious claim, is already a commen and accepted feature of our
cognitive experience. To this end we must study a basic characteristic of human experience, which
I shall call “significance,” together with the correlative mental activity by which it is apprehended,
which I shall call “interpretation.” We shall find that interpretation takes place in relation to each
of the three main types of existence, or orders of significance, recognized by human thought—the
natural, the human, and the divine; and that in order to relate ourselves appropriately to each, a
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primary and unevidenceable act of interpretation is required which, when directed toward God,
has traditionally been termed “faith.” Thus I shall try to show that while the object of religious
knowledge is unique, its basic epistemological pattern is that of all our knowing.

This is not to say that the logic of theistic belief has no peculiarities. It does indeed display
certain unique features; and these (I shall try to show) are such as follow from the unique nature
of its object, and are precisely the peculiarities which we should expect if that object is real. In
the present chapter, then, we shall take note of the common epistemological pattern in which
religious knowledge partakes.

“Significance” seems to be the least misleading word available to name the fundamental
characteristic of experience which I wish to discuss. Other possible terms are “form” and “mean-
ing.” But “form,” as the word is used in the traditional matter-form distinction, would require
careful editing and commentary to purge it of unwanted Aristotelian associations. “Meaning,” on
the other hand, has been so overworked and misused in the past, not only by plain men and poets,
but also by theologians and philosophers,” as to be almost useless today, except in its restricted
technical use as referring to the equivalence of symbols. We may perhaps hope that after a period
of exile the wider concept of “meaning” will be readmitted into the philosophical comity of notions.
Indeed Professor Brand Blanshard has already braved the post-Ogden and Richards ban by using
the phrase “perceptual meaning.”* I propose here, however, to use the less prejudged term “sig-
nificance.”

By significance I mean that fundamental and all-pervasive characteristic of our conscious
experience which de facto constitutes it for us the experience of a “world” and not of a mere
empty void or churning chaos. We find ourselves in a relatively stable and ordered environment
in which we have come to feel, so to say, “at home.” The world has become intelligible to us, in
the sense that it is a familiar place in which we have learned to act and react in appropriate ways.
Qur experience is not just an unpredictable kaleidoscope of which we are bewildered spectators,
but reveals to us a familiar, settled cosmos in which we live and act, a world in which we can
adopt purposes and adapt means to ends. It is in virtue of this homely, familiar, intelligible
character of experience—its possession of significance—that we are able to inhabit and cope with
our environment.

If this use of “significance™ be allowed it will, I think, readily be granted that our conscious-
ness is essentially consciousness of significance. Mind could neither emerge nor persist in an
environment which was totally nonsignificant to it. For this reason it is not possible to define
“significance™ ostensively by pointing to contrasting examples of significant and nonsignificant
experience. In its most general form at least, we must accept the Kantian thesis that we can be
aware only of that which enters into a certain framework of basic relations which is correlated
with the structure of our own consciousness. These basic relations represent the minimal conditions
of significance for the human mind. The totally nonsignificant is thus debarred from entering into
our experience. A completely undifferentiated field, or a sheer “buzzing, booming confusion,”
would be incapable of sustaining consciousness. For our consciousness is (to repeat) essentially
consciousness of significance. Except perhaps in very early infancy or in states of radical break-
down, the human mind is always aware of its environment as having this quality of fundamental
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mmEE.m:Q or intelligibility. Significance, then, is simply the most general characteristic of our
experience,

Significance, so defined, has an essential reference to action. Consciousness of a particular
kind of environmental significance involves a judgment, implicit or explicit, as to the appropri-
mwomn% of a particular kind, or range of kinds, of action in relation to that environment. The
distinction between types of significance is a distinction between the reactions, occurrent and
dispositional, which they render appropriate. For the human psychophysical organism has evolved
under the pressure of a continual struggle to survive, and our system of significance-attributions
has as a result an essentially pragmatic orientation. Qur outlook is instinctively empirical and
practical. Physiologically we are so constituted as to be sensitive only to a minute selection of the
vast quantity and complexity of the events taking place around us—that precise selection which
is practically relevant to us. Qur ears, for example, are attuned to a fragment only of the full
range of sound waves, and our eyes to but a fraction of the multitudinous variations of light. Our
sense organs automatically select from nature those aspects in relation to which we must act. We
w%nn:n:a the world only at the macroscopic level at which we have practical dealings with
[} SN

Although the locus of significance is primarily our environment as a whole, we can in thought

divide this into smaller units of significance. We may accordingly draw a provisional distinction
between two species of significance, object-significance and situational significance, and note the
characteristics of significance first in terms of the former. ,
) Every general name, such as “hat,” “book,” “fire,” “house,” names a type of object-signif-
icance. For these are isolable aspects of our experience which (in suitable contexts) render ap-
propriate distinctive patterns of behavior. The word “hat,” for example, does not name a rigidly
delimited class of objects but a particular use to which things can be put, namely, as a covering
for the head. Objects are specially manufactured for this use; but if necessary many other items
can be made to fulfill the function of hat. This particular way of treating things, as headgear, is
the behavioral correlate of the type of object-significance which we call “being a hat.” Indeed the
boundaries of each distinguishable class of objects are defined by the two foci of (1) physical
structure and (2) function in relation to human interests. Our names are always in part names
for functions or uses or kinds of significance as apprehended from the standpoint of the agent.

Significance, then, is a relational concept. A universe devoid of consciousness would be neither
significant nor nonsignificant. An object or a sense-field is significant for or to a mind. We are
only concerned here with significance for the human mind, but it is well to remember that the
lower animals also are aware of their environment as being significant, this awareness being
expressed not in words or concepts but in actions and readinesses for action. . .

After this preliminary characterization of the nature of significance, we may take note of the
mental activity of interpretation which is its subjective correlate. The word “interpretation™
suggests the possibility of differing judgments; we tend to call a conclusion an interpretation when
we recognize that there may be other and variant accounts of the same subject matter, It is
precisely because of this suggestion of ambiguity in the given, and of alternative modes of con-
struing data, that “interpretation” is a suitable correlate term for “significance.”

Two uses of “interpretation” are to be distinguished. In one of its senses, an interpretation
is a (true or false) explanation, answering the question, Why? We speak, for example, of a
metaphysician’s interpretation of the universe. In its other sense, an interpretation is a {(correct

The Search for the Holy 149

or incorrect) recognition,* or attribution of significance, answering the question, What? (*What
is that, a dog or a fox?”) These two meanings are closely connected. For all explanation operates
ultimately in terms of recognition. We explain a puzzling phenomenon by disclosing its context,
revealing it as part of a wider whole which does not, for us, stand in need of explanation. We
render the unfamiliar intellectually acceptable by relating it to the already recognizable, indicating
a connection or continuity between the old and the new. But in the unique case of the universe as
a whole the distinction between explanation and recognition fails to arise. For the universe has no
wider context in terms of which it might be explained; an explanation of it can therefore only
consist in a perception of its significance. In this case, therefore, interpretation is both recognition
and explanation. Hence the theistic recognition, or significance-attribution, is also a metaphysical
explanation or theory. However, although the explanatory and the recognition aspects of theistic
faith are inseparable, they may usefully be distinguished for purposes of exposition. In the present
chapter we shall be examining interpretation, including the religious interpretation, as a recog-
nition, or perception of significance; and in the following chapter, as an explanation.

An act of recognition, or of significance-attribution, is a complex occurrence dealing with
two different types of ambiguity in the given. There are, on the one hand, interpretations which
are mutually exclusive (e.g., “That is a fox” and ““That is a dog,” referring to the same object),
and on the other hand interpretations which are mutually compatible (e.g., “That is an anirnal”
and “That is a dog”; or “He died by asphyxiation™ and “He was murdered”). Of two logically
alternative interpretations only one (at most) can be the correct interpretation. But two compatible
interpretations may both be correct. We shall be concerned henceforth with this latter kind of
difference, in which several levels or layers or orders of significance are found in the same field of
data.

The following are some simple examples of different levels or orders of object-significance.

(a) I see a rectangular red object on the floor in the corner. So far I have interpreted it as
a “thing” (or *“‘substance™), as something occupying space and time. On looking more closely,
however, [ see that it is a red-covered book. I have now made a new interpretation which includes
my previous one, but goes beyond it.

(b) There is a piece of paper covered with writing. An illiterate savage can perhaps interpret
it as something made by man. A literate person, who does not know the particular language in
which it is written, can interpret it as being a document. But someone who understands the
language can find in it the expression of specific thoughts. Each is answering the question, “What
is it?” correctly, but answering it at different levels. And each more adequate attribution of
significance presupposes the less adequate ones.

This relationship between types of significance, one type being superimposed upon and in-
terpenetrating another, is a pattern which we shall find again in larger and more important
spheres.

We have already noted that significance is essentially refated to action. The significance of
an object to an individual consists in the practical difference which that object makes to him, the
ways in which it affects either his immediate reactions or his more long-term plans and policies.
There is also a reciprocal influence of action upon our interpretations. For it is only when we have

4, This is a slightly off-dictionary sense of “recognition,” equating it, not with the identification of the appearances of an
abject at different times as appearances of the same object, but with the apprehension of what has been discussed above



impersonal relationships between persons.) Ethical significance, as the distinctive significance of
situations in which persons are components, includes both of these realms. To feel moral obligation
is to perceive (or misperceive) the practical significance for oneself of a situation in which one
stands in a responsible relationship to another person or to other people. That the perception of
significance in personal situations sets up (in Kant’s terms) a categorical imperative, while natural
situations give rise only to hypothetical imperatives, conditional upon our own desires, is a defining
characteristic of the personal world.

Clearly, moral significance presupposes natural significance. For in order that we may be
conscious of moral obligations, and exercise moral intelligence, we must first be aware of a stable
environment in which actions have foresceable results, and in which we can learn the likely
consequences of our deeds. It is thus a precondition of ethical situations that there should be a
stable medium, the world, with its own causal laws, in which people meet and in terms of which
they act. Indeed the two spheres of significance, the moral and the physical, entirely interpenetrate.
For all occasions of obligation have reference, either immediately or ultimately, to overt action.
Relating oneself to the ethical sphere is thus a particular manner of relating oneself to the natural
sphere: ethical significance is mediated to us in and through the natural world.

Asin the case of natural situational significance, we can enter the sphere of ethical significance
only by our own act of interpretation. But at this level the interpretation is a more truly voluntary
one. That is to say, it is not forced upon us from outside, but depends upon an inner capacity and
tendency to interpret in this way, a tendency which we are free to oppose and even to overrule.
If a man chooses to be a moral solipsist, or absolute egoist, recognizing no responsibility toward
other people, no one can prove to him that he has any such responsibilities. The man who, when
confronted with some standard situation having ethical significance, such as a bully wantonly
injuring a child, fails to see it as morally significant, could only be classified as suffering from a
defect of his nature analogous to physical blindness. He can of course be compelled by threats of
punishment to conform to a stated code of behavior; but he cannot be compelled to feel moral
obligation. He must see and accept for himself his own situation as a responsible being and its
obverse of ethical accountability.

Has this epistemological paradigm--—of one order of significance superimposed upon and
mediated through another—any further application? The contention of this essay is that it has.
As ethical significance interpenetrates natural significance, so religious significance interpenetrates
both ethical and natural. The divine is the highest and ultimate order of significance, mediating
neither of the others and yet being mediated through both of them.

But what do we mean by religious significance? What is it that, for the ethical monotheist,
possesses this significance, and in what does the significance consist?

The primary locus of religious significance is the believer’s experience as a whole. The basic
act of interpretation which reveals to him the religious significance of life is a uniquely “total
interpretation.” . . . But we must at this point indicate what is intended by the phrase “total
interpretation,” and offer some preliminary characterization of its specifically theistic form.

Consider the following imagined situation. I enter a room in a strange building and find that
a militant secret society appears to be meeting there. Most of the members are armed, and as
they take me for a fellow member I judge it expedient to acquiesce in the role. Subtle and biood-
thirsty plans are discussed for a violent overthrow of the constitution. The whole situation is
alarming in the extreme. Then I suddenly notice behind me a gallery in which there are batteries
of arc lights and silently whirring cameras, and I realize that I have walked by accident onto the

set of a film. This realization consists in a change of interpretation of my immediate environment.
Until now I had automatically interpreted it as being “real life,” as a dangerous situation de-
manding considerable circumspection on my part. Now I interpret it as having practical signifi-
cance of a quite different kind. But there is no corresponding change in the observable course of
events. The meeting of the “secret society” proceeds as before, although now I believe the state
of affairs to be quite other than I had previously supposed it to be. The same phenomena are
interpreted as constituting an entirely different practical situation. And yet not quite the same
phenomena, for I have noticed important new items, namely, the cameras and arc lights. But let
us now in imagination expand the room into the world, and indeed expand it to include the entire
physical universe. This is the strange room into which we walk at birth. There is no space left for
a photographers’ gallery, no direction in which we can turn in search of new clues which might
reveal the significance of our situation. Our interpretation must be 2 zotal interpretation, in which
we assert that the world as a whole (as experienced by ourselves) is of this or that kind, that is
to say, affects our plans and our policies in such and such ways.

The monotheist’s faith-apprehension of God as the unseen Person dealing with him in and
through his experience of the world is from the point of view of epistemology an interpretation of
this kind, an interpretation of the world as a whole as mediating a divine presence and purpose.
He sees in his situation as 2 human being a significance to which the appropriate response is a
religious trust and obedience. His interpretative leap carries him into a world which exists through
the will of a holy, righteous, and loving Being who is the creator and sustainer of all that is.
Behind the world—to use an almost inevitable spatial metaphor—there is apprehended to be an
omnipotent, personal Will whose purpose toward mankind guarantees men's highest good and
blessedness. The believer finds that he is at all times in the presence of this holy Will. Again and
again he realizes, either at the time or in retrospect, that in his dealings with the circumstances
of his own life he is also having to do with a transcendent Creator who is the determiner of his
destiny and the source of all good.

Thus the primary religious perception, or basic act of religious interpretation, is not to be
described as either a reasoned conclusion or an unreasoned hunch that there is a God. It is,
putatively, an apprehension of the divine presence within the believer’s human experience. It is
not an inference to a general truth, but a “divine-human encounter,” a mediated meeting with the
living God.

As ethical significance presupposes natural, so religious significance presupposes both ethical
and natural. Entering into conscious relation with God consists in large part in adopting a par-
ticular style and manner of acting towards our natural and social environments. For God summons
men to serve him in the world, and in terms of the life of the world. Religion is not only a way
of cognizing but also, and no less vitally, a way of living. To see the world as being ruled by a
divine love which sets infinite value upon each individual and includes all men in its scope, and
yet to live as though the world were a realm of chance in which each must fight for his own
interests against the rest, argues a very dim and wavering vision of God's rule. So far as that
Sﬂo: Is clear it issues naturally in a trust in the divine purpose and obedience to the divine
will. . ..

. In one respect this theistic interpretation is more akin to the natural than to the ethical
interpretation. For while only some situations have moral significance, a/! situations have for
embodied beings a continuous natural significance. In like manner the sphere of the basic religious



interpretation is not merely this or that isolable situation, but the uniquely total situation consti-
tuted by our experience as a whole and in all its aspects, up to the present moment.

But on the other hand the theistic interpretation is more akin to the ethical than to the
natural significance attribution in that it is clearly focused in some situations and imperceptible
in others. Not all the moments of life mediate equally the presence of God to the ordinary believer.
He is not continuously conscious of God’s presence (although possibly the saint is), but conscious
rather of the divine Will as a reality in the background of his life, a reality which may at any
time emerge to confront him in absolute and inescapable demand. We have already observed how
one situation may interpenetrate another, and how some sudden pressure or intrusion can cause
a shift of interpretation and attention so that the mind moves from one interlocking context to
another. Often a more important kind of significance will summon us from a relatively trivial
kind. A woman may be playing a game of bridge when she hears her child crying in pain in
another room; and at once her consciousness moves from the artificial world of the game to the
real world in which she is the mother of the child. Or an officer in the army reserve may be living
heedless of the international situation until sudden mobilization recalls him to his military re-
sponsibility. The interrupting call of duty may summon us from trivial or relatively unimportant
occupations to take part in momentous events. Greater and more ultimate purposes may without
warning supervene upon lesser ones and direct our lives into a new channel. But the final signif-
icance, which takes precedenceover all others as supremely important and overriding, is (according
to theism) that of our situation as being in the presence of God. At any time a man may be
confronted by some momentous decision, some far-reaching moral choice either of means or of
ends, in which his responsibility as a servant of God intrudes upon and conflicts with the require-
ments of his earthly “station and its duties,” so that the latter pales into unimportance and he
acts in relation to a more ultimate environment whose significance magisterially overrules his
customary way of life. When the call of God is clearly heard other calls become inaudible, and
the prophet or saint, martyr or missionary, the man of conscience or of illumined mind may ignore
all considerations of worldly prudence in responding to a claim with which nothing else whatever
may be put in the balance.

To recapitulate and conclude this stage of the discussion, the epistemological point which I
have sought to make is this. There is in cognition of every kind an unresolved mystery. The
knower-known relationship is in the last analysis sui generis: the mystery of cognition persists at
the end of every inquiry—though its persistence does not prevent us from cognizing. We cannot
explain, for example, how we are conscious of sensory phenomena as constituting an objective
physical environment; we just find ourselves interpreting the data of our experience in this way.
We are aware that we live in a real world, though we cannot prove by any logical formula that
it is a real world. Likewise we cannot explain how we know ourselves to be responsible beings
subject to moral obligations; we just find oursclves interpreting our social experience in this way.
We find ourselves inhabiting an cthically significant universe, though we cannot prove that it is
ethically significant by any process of logic. In each case we discover and live in terms of a
particular aspect of our environment through an appropriate act of interpretation; and having
come to live in terms of it we neither require nor can conceive any further validation of its reality.
The same is true of the apprehension of God. The theistic believer cannot explain ow he knows
the divine presence to be mediated through his human experience. He just finds himself interpreting
his experience in this way. He lives in the presence of God, theugh he is unable to prove by any
dialectical process that God exists.

To say this is not of course to demonstrate that God does exist. The.outcome of the discussion
zEm far is rather to bring out similarity of epistemological structure and status between men’s
basic convictions in relation to the world, moral responsibility, and divine existence. If our line of
Eo.:mE in Chapter 1 has been sound, these three parallel convictions all qualify, as instances of
rational certainty, for the title of knowledge. The aim of the present chapter has thus been to
show how, if there be a God, he is known to mankind, and how such knowledge is related to other
kinds of human knowing. I hope that at least the outline of a possible answer to these questions
has now been offered. . . .

24. What Is Mysticism?
W.T. Stace

(1) Terminological. In these pages I shall often use the expressions “mysticism,” “mystic,”
“mystical experience,” “mystical consciousness,” “mystical idea.” “Mysticism,” of course, is :wn
general name of our entire subject, and its meaning will be gradually developed. By the word
”.Bua:o: I shall always mean a person who himself has had mystical experience. Often the word
is used in a much wider and looser way. Anyone who is sympathetic to mysticism is apt to be
_mco_.on. a mystic. But [ shall use the word always in a stricter sense. However systematic toward
mysticism a man may be, however deeply interested, involved, enthusiastic, or learned in the
subject, he will not be called a mystic unless he has, or has had, mystical experience. The phrases
“mystical experience™ and “mystical consciousness” will be used as synonymous with each other.
But “mystical consciousness” is the better term, the word “experience” being misleading in certain
respects. It will be seen that both “mysticism™ and “mystic” are defined in terms of mystical
ox@o.lo:on or consciousness. This is therefore the basic thing on which we have to fasten attention
and in terms of which we have to understand the whole subject. Our question “What is mysticism?"

~really means “What is mystical experience?”

The phrase “mystical idea” has also to be defined in terms of mystical experience. It means
an idea, belief, opinion, or proposition which was originally based on mystical experience, although
mro connection between the experience and the opinion may have been quite forgotten. The point
is that a mystical idea is a product of the conceptual intellect, whereas a mystical experience is
a nonintellectual mode of consciousness. The proposition that “time is unreal” is an exampie of
a mystical idea. It must have arisen because mystics usually feel (a) that their experience is
timeless and (b) it is more “real” (in some sense) than any other experience. But many philoso-
phers who have never had any mystical experience, nor any knowledge of how the idea originated
yet come to adopt it in their philosophies and treat it as if it were a product of a process om
reasoning. A mystical idea may be either true or false, though it must have originated in a genuine
mystical experience.
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