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Introduction

’I;le phenomenology of religion is a method of investigation in the aca-
demic study of religion, that broad humanistic exploration of religion
which has emerged so forcefully in American colleges and universities.
As the academic study of religion (or religious studies as it is often called)
has consolidated its position within the curricular offerings of American
institutions of higher education, two important developments have be-
come clear.! First, the academic study of religion has clearly established
its independence from the theological study of religion. As more and
more departments and programs of religious studies have appeared in
state universities and private colleges, they have repeatedly demonstrated
their distance from the presuppositions and assumptions associated with
seminaries and divinity schools. Second, as the field of religious studies
has matured, its course offerings and institutional profile have increas-
ingly become that of a multidisciplinary and humanistic field in the
academy. Religious studies has grown from its origins in textual criticism
and philological investigation to incorporate the scholarship from his-
torical, literary, philosophical, and social scientific fields of inquiry.

The phenomenological study of religion has contributed to both of
these developments. For, as these introductory remarks will more amply
demonstrate, phenomenology typically brackets or lays aside metaphysi-
cal questions of the real existence of the sacred or the divine. In this way
it, too, distances itself from traditional theological inquiry and demon-
strates the fruitfulness of an academic approach to the study of religion.
Beyond that, as the tradition of the phenomenological analysis of religion
has developed, it likewise has incorporated many of the insights and cre-
atively responded to the challenges contained in the findings of other
fields of research into religion.

The history of the phenomenology of religion is a complex one. It
might be compared to a musical composition that contains three sepa-
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rate but related voices—the essential, the historical-typological, and the
existential-hermeneutical phenomenology of religion. Schematically, the
first voice begins with the publication of Rudolf Otto’s The Ideq of the
Holy, which establishes the direction and overall tone of the composi-
tion.2 Subsequently, in the work of Gerardus van der Leeuw and others,
the second voice appears, embellishing upon the first voice yvet clearly
projecting its own distinctive sound.s Though receding somewhat into
the background, the first voice continues to be heard, and in fact enriches
the composition through its interplay with the now dominant second
voice. Finally, the third voice, that of the existential phenomenology of
religion, enters, and new elements as well as established themes are au-
dible.* In this way the three voices interact with one another, shaping the
overall melody and contrapuntally contributing their parts to the reso-
nance and power of the composition as a whole. This phenomenological
composition has a certain unfinished character to it. For it not only con-
tinues in the present, it also influences such established traditions outside
itself as philosophy, history, and psychology as well as such fresh new
postmodern modes of criticism as deconstruction and the hermeneutics
of gender.

As the musical image suggests, there has been both unity and creativity
in the history of the phenomenology of religion. The first use of the
phrase “phenomenology of religion” occurred in the 1887 edition of the
Manual of the Science of Religion by the Dutch scholar, P. D, Chantepie
de la Saussaye (1848~1920).5 However, Chantepie de la Saussaye con-
ceived of phenomenological analysis as little more than a cataloging of
the forms of religion, and his views had little impact on the later devel-
opment of phenomenology of religion; indeed, the whole section on phe-
nomenology was dropped from the next edition of the Manual.

Far more influential for the subsequent history of the phenomenologi-
cal analysis of religion has been the work of Edmund Husserl (1859~
1938) and Wilhelm Dilthey (1833—1911). While there were significant
differences between the two, particularly in terms of philosophical style
and approach, these German philosophers developed methodological
and conceptual insights that reverberated throughout the history of the
phenomenological study of religion,

Edmund Husserl’s proposals for a philosophical phenomenology
amounted to a call for a fresh start in philosophy. In what has become a
motto for the phenomenological movement, Husserl called for a “return
to the things themselves.” By this phrase Husser] sought to free philoso-
phy from prior dogmatic claims about the nature of knowledge, the
world, and ourselves, claims that he felt lacked any ultimate philosophi-
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-al justification. Suspicious of theoretical preconceptions that ghqpe and
o luthe experience we are trying to describe before that description has
f.or? begun, Husserl sought to devolop a phi]osophy Without presuppoci
Cons For example, regarding epistemological inquiry he emphasize
Sltl()llsilenoménology, must not initially take over informal motaphors,
tl:z]: pas “stream of consciousness,” nor adopt. explicit thdeorfet1c§l tchot(;
;rructs, such as the rigid distinction between ml.nd and body, 0; o o
hese distort our attempt to describe the experience. Instead, phenom
;ology must limit itself to descrip.ti‘ons and‘ analyses oft:xpenence, in-
quiries that are open to further revision aod ‘lmpr.ovemecril‘ . e oroce.
In his writings, Husserl expanded this 1n51ghF into a h{stlnc {vd pre «
dure for examining the nature of human experience. This proce [l)le]iefs
vides into roughly four major phases: (1) bracketing comomnse)nst;al ot ,
(2) focusing reflectively on the phenomeoa of ex.perlence(,j (3) a O);tmg
the traits of these phenomena and their 1rpphcat1ons, ag (4 rep Thesi
the results to others for further confirmation or discon rmatilon. "
phases constituted the core of Husserl"s .phenomcinology, yetft};y wolutO
seemn to raise an immediate question: is it not dlsmgenfuﬁos o :Jiifrone
decry previous theory builders, only to deylse one ;? le (C)lw?n A one
level, the answer is yes, and Husserl stands in a long line o hlS i gt; shed
thinkers who argue that their predeoessor§ .erred gnd we avg on art
over again. Yet, at another level, this criticism mlsunderstgn Is aof o
portant point of Husserl’s project. For while the characﬁenstn}c: f his
procedure do distinguish phenomenology from other philosop 1cal .n}:_
proaches, Husserl contends that phenomenology is not a confce};l)tuarolce_
position upon experience and further that the 1mp0rtance}(1) 5 e plf N
dure is attested by the accuracy and fruitfulness of the method itse .b :
Robert Solomon has pointed out, for Husserl there is no dlStht}l](.m elf
tween method and result in phenomenology.” And as Husserl A 1.msed
demonstrates in his own work, this procedure does not remain pr11v1lege
and unchallenged, but rather constitutes methods continuously ques
tioned and sharpened in the doing of phenomenology. e e
The first phase of bracketing (also called by. Husserl epoché an the
phenomenological reduction) involved suspending all comnflogsensbo e
liefs and judgments about the existenoe, value, or truth of the o ]led
encountered in experience. Such a step is so thoro'ughgomg as to mcfli»he
suspending belief in, and philosophical concern with, the existence o .e_
external world. Here again, we find Husser!’s concern to see our experi
ence without the presupposition of theory, interpretation, or assfumptm})]n
imposing upon and shaping what_we see. The forest we see from t (;
window of our study, for example, is not an interdependent ecosystem o
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flora and fauna in competition for survival and threatened by pollution.
Rather, it is a vista of variegated colors, shapes, sounds, and scents. Phe-
nomenological analysis does not contradict either the existence of the
object or the scientific analysis of the world, but it does bracket them so
that we can directly describe what we see.

The first step positions the inquirer for the next which involves view-
ing the experience reflectively, and seeing how in his experience he is
conscious of or related to the objects of his experience. In this second
step, for example, the inquirer sees himself (reflectively) in his own act of
seeing an object (perceptually); that is, he focuses in a second-order re-
flective way on his first-order conscious act of perceiving an object. The
image is: looking at himself looking at some object; the “looking at ob-
ject” is ordinary perception, while the “looking at self” is an intellectual
act of reflection (discernment, intuition). As Husserl would say, the in-
quirer becomes the “disinterested spectator” of himself and his conscious
experience. This step in turn positions the inquirer to reflect on the in-
trinsic features of conscious experience, its phenomena and acts.

Husserl always maintained that phenomenology was concerned with
the essence and not simply the incidental aspects of experience. For him
this third phase of essential examination (he also called it eidetic reduc-
tion) sought to analyze the basic traits and types of objects, to figure out
the implications and possible interconnections of the experiences under
review. Phenomenologists often call this technique “free imaginative
variation.” It seeks to peel away the extraneous attributes, to lay bare the
object that is before one. Thus phenomenological analysis of the experi-
ence of friendship, of solving a mathematical theorem, or of the holy
produces the essential qualities of that experience. Establishing the rela-
tion between the circumference and radius of a circle, for example, tells
us something significant about the necessary aspects of all possible
circles. We can distinguish between our experience of the circle and all
other types of geometric figures. We can reflect imaginatively about other
properties and relations pertaining to a circle. When we have completed
our analysis of the circle, we know something about the essence of all
possible circles. Husser!l insists that these qualities are not essential
merely because we happen to believe that they are essential. Nor are they
essential but only in some confined sphere correlated to our position in
an economic class or cultural setting. Rather, Husserl insists that phe-
nomenological analysis produces apodictic knowledge, knowledge not
relative to time and place.

The final phase or step involves communicating phenomenological
discoveries to a broader audience so that the findings may be verified or
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disconfirmed. Husserl called himself a “perpetual beginner” and in this
characterization he again signalled his opposition to dogmatic philoso-
phizing. One must always be w1lllng to go back to the beginning, back to
the experience itself, to see more directly and analyze more completely.
Beyond that, Husserl believed that phenomenological ﬁndmgs? llkg all
scientific claims, must be subject to independent testing and verification.
Yet such verification was more than simply checking for syllogistic fal-
lacies or misplaced premises. Indeed, as the phenomenologist, Max
Scheler, cautioned, “one must read a phenomenological book with a
completely different attitude.”* For Scheler notes that phenomenological
discussions often appear indirect and roundabout. They possess these
qualities precisely because they are designed to report discoveries in an
active rather than inert manner, attempting to lead others to see and
verify for themselves what phenomenologists claim to discern. Phenome-
nological discussions are expressly designed to engage the reader’s active
intellect; they are complex communicative acts designed to position
readers to see the essential nature of phenomena for themselves.

One final observation is appropriate at this point. Husserl maintained
that the phenomenological method demonstrated the intentionality of
human consciousness. By this phrase Husserl meant that consciousness
is always consciousness of something, it always has an object. My ex-
perience of anger, of faith, of love always has an object toward which it
is directed. This object, Hussetl points out, can be a real or material ob-
ject, such as another person, or it can be an unreal or ideal object such
as the Fountain of Youth or a geometric proof. Beyond this, Husserl
argues that analysis of the intentional nature of consciousness points to
the distinction between the act of consciousness (noesis), for example,
doubting, worshipping, loving, and the intentional object of conscious-
ness (noema). The act of consciousness is clearly related to the intentional
object of consciousness; however, they are analytically separable. Thus,
on Husserl’s account, the phenomenological description of our experi-
ence investigates either the act of consciousness, the intentional object of
consciousness, or both. This object may or may not exist; however, fol-
lowing the phenomenological reduction, the question of the metaphysical
existence of the intentional object of experience, apart from my experi-
encing of it, is bracketed.

Sometimes called a philosopher of life or a philosopher of the human
studies, Wilhelm Dilthey spent his scholarly career exploring the distinc-
tive nature of human experience.” Four themes in Dilthey’s work were
influential in the later development of the phenomenological analysis of
religion. First, much like Husserl, Dilthey emphasized the need to focus
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upon human experience and to analyze it without preconceived ideas,
reductionist theories, or philosophical commitments. Moreover, though
he did not use the specific vocabulary of intentionality, Dilthey joined
Husserl in underscoring the purposive nature of human consciousness
and experience. Where Husserl noted that consciousness always has an
object toward which it is directed, Dilthey made the related observation
that the expressions of human consciousness always point beyond them-
selves to something else.

Second, Dilthey repeatedly emphasized that recognition of the purpo-
sive dimensions of human experience entailed that such expressions are
meaningful in some fundamental sense. In making a gesture or travelling
to a foreign university as a guest professor, it is not the physiology of the
gesture nor the task of making travel arrangements that is important for
comprehending the experience. Rather it is the tacit significations of the
gesture, the ensemble of anticipated opportunities contained in the offer
of a new professional circumstance that need to be comprehended. In this
way, Dilthey emphasized that there was an inner life to human experi-
ence, one that found expression in any number of areas, such as religion
and the arts, but also in nonlinguistic and nonverbal aspects of everyday
life. Any adequate examination of human experience must account for
and make intelligible these dimensions as well.

Third, the methodology appropriate to discern human meanings was
what Dilthey called the process of understanding ( Verstehen). To under-
stand something, whether it be a linguistic text, the performance of a
ritual, or the affirmation of a set of doctrinal beliefs, is to interpret it. The
process of interpretation, or hermeneutics as it is often called, involves
placing the item to be interpreted in an appropriate context of known
past references, present lived experiences, and possible future expecta-
tions. Thus, for Dilthey, the process of understanding involved the chal-
lenge of correctly discerning the meaning of human experience. It in-
volved grasping what people meant in speech and action, discerning the
significance of the complex symbolic dimensions of human expression,
and finally, entering into the minds of human agents in ways ranging
from appreciating their intentions to identifying with and even incorpo-
rating their meanings into one’s own experience.

Finally, Dilthey often called for the use of typologies in the human
studies and is well known for his own typology of human worldviews. In
making this point about the usefulness of typologies, Dilthey reminded
his readers that such typologies are always generalizations of historically
determined human experiences, comparisons, in other words, of concrete
social historical reality. Dilthey recognized the epistemological and sci-
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entific value of comparative analysis. In the process of gaining knowledge
and understanding of our world, we are always engaged in implicit gnd
explicit comparisons. We recognize the color blue in part by comparing
it with a spectrum of other colors, and we assess the greetings of a friend
as enthusiastic or cool by provisionally comparing them with other such
greetings. . ' ‘

Moreover, in scientific inquiry, typologies, comparisons, and general-
izations play an important role. For while the results of a specific scien-
tific experiment or historical event can be important, their true signifi-
cance is established by comparing them with other experiments and
events, by placing them within a larger context of similar and dissimilar
items. In stressing the utility of comparative typologies, Dilthey insisted
that they were primarily heuristic aids, which always needed to be scru-
pulously checked against the specific data of empirical evidence and his-
torical case study. Typological comparisons, then, were not lifeless ap-
paritions existing apart from the real world. Rather, they reflected
concrete historical reality, at the same time that they both embodied
something larger and provided a basis for classificatory assessments of
similarity and difference.

Any further orientation to the phenomenology of religion requires ex-
plicit delineation of its three principal voices. So let us now turn to these,
beginning with that earliest voice which so decisively shaped the direction
and contours of the field as a whole.

First Voice: Essential Phenomenology of Religion

The first voice in the phenomenology of religion is what we call, fol-
lowing Max Scheler, the essential phenomenology of religion.®o “Essen-
tial” here means a basic concern with the essence or true nature of the
religious consciousness of the believing soul—the defining traits of his or
her religious apprehensions, emotional states, and motivations for reli-
gious activities (what, in a nicely turned phrase, Rudolph Otto calls the
distinctively religious “states of the soul”)." This voice in phenome-
nology of religion is well represented by the researches of Rudolph Otto
and Max Scheler, who are often regarded as the founding fathers of this
voice, as well as the writing of others, such as Louis Dupré and William
Earle, who follow in their path. The thinkers who represent this voice
possess both distinctive aims and a reasonably unified method of inquiry,
though, of course, as with all scholars, they differ in emphasis and nuance
about some issues.
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Aims

The aim shared by all essential phenomenologists of religion is to de-
scribe and analyze those experiences and concepts uniquely characteristic
of religious consciousness. That is, all scholars working within this voice
want to clarify for themselves as well as others those apprehensions, emo-
tions, motivations, and activities distinctive to the believing soul who
claims to live his or her life in full recognition of a transcendent or sacred
dimension of human experience. What, asks the essentialist, defines the
consciousness of this sort of person (or community of persons)? In what
way does this consciousness differ from nonreligious perspectives on the
world? How does the believing soul think, feel, and act, and what does
he or she “see” that nonreligious others do not? Questions such as these
shape the researches of those working within the essential voice, and they
suggest immediately the propriety of employing a method of inquiry that
is able to explore sensitively and without bias the committed subjectivity
of faithful believers. Before, however, turning to the details of that
method, we should ask whether our essentialists share any other aims or
goals.

Digging a little deeper into this matter reveals a surprising result. All
of our researchers do in fact have other aims, but many of these are not
shared. With respect to the essentialists represented in this book, for ex-
ample, one can discern a number of discrete aims. Otto is interested fi-
nally in putting his description of numinous consciousness in service of
the broader theological aim of showing that knowledge of the Christian
God can be advanced by careful attention to religious experience. Scheler
seeks the less theological aim of grounding in a rigorous way a new sci-
ence of religions. Earle wants to show that at least one type of distinctive
religious experience—mystical experience—is continuous with ordinary
self-awareness, thus demonstrating to contemporary philosophers that
the apparently ““irrational” claims of religion have something to contrib-
ute to the rational researches into the philosophy of the self. Sekida offers
his phenomenology of samadhi as a way of communicating Eastern reli-
gious consciousness to the broader audience of the Western world. Christ
is concerned to recover the true nature of women’s religious conscious-
ness in order to advance the cause of a feminist critique of male-domi-
nated theology and religious thought. And Dupré wants to use essential
phenomenology of religion to debunk a myopic vision of philosophy of
religion as answerable only to autonomous norms of rationality. So, as it
turns out, many essentialists have deeper (and somewhat hidden) agenda
governed by normative aims of one sort or another. Being aware of these
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deeper aims is important, for it puts us in a position to ask whether they
have any bearing on the shared aim of the elucidation of religious
consciousness.

What we need to do at this point is to draw a distinction between the
phenomenological aim of scholars working within the essential voice,
and their broader normative aims since after completing their phenome-
nological investigations they often go on to use their results in other non-
phenomenological programs of inquiry—whether theological, philo-
sophical, or social-cultural. Drawing this distinction has two advantages.
[t permits us to see the relatively unified integrity of essential phenome-
nological research (in its descriptive aim and method) and it alerts us to
a potential problem in this research—namely, that its descriptive aim and
method might at times be affected by a researcher’s larger project. Being
thus alerted, we are in a better position to assess critically whether a
particular piece of phenomenological research is true to its intrinsic phe-
nomenological aim. Let us now turn to the question of what method
unifies our essential phenomenologists.

Method

Besides sharing the descriptive and analytical aim suggested above,
researchers within the essential voice also share a relatively unified
method of inquiry. This method follows (with some variations) the Hus-
serlian program of adopting the “phenomenological attitude” as a way
of gaining insight (intuition) into what makes religious consciousness
what it is. Thus, with Husserl, all of our researchers hold that religious
consciousness, in its various states and manifestations, is consciousness
of something and is structured in a bipolar way involving the correlation
of an active “subject” pole (noesis) and an “object” pole (noema). They
agree on the importance and propriety of adopting the phenomenological
attitude (or epoché) toward their subject-matter—the phenomena or
states of religious consciousness—bracketing or suspending judgment
abgut whether religion is true or valuable, about whether the objects of
religious experience are real or not, about whether religious conscious-
ness can be explained in some sort of causal way by the human sciences,
ind so on. They also agree on the utility of employing “sympathy” or

empathy” in gaining access to the content of religious conscious-
nhess—temporarily reenacting or reexperiencing within their methodical
or tutored consciousness the intentions, experiences, beliefs of the believ-
g soul and then intuitively “observing” and reflectively probing these
contents to see what makes them tick, so to speak. They agree that in
order to do justice to these contents in conveying them to others, it is
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crucially important to provide evocative or “warm” descriptions that aim
ultimately at getting others to appreciate (or even reexperience in a sym-
pathetic way for themselves) the “moments” of religious consciousness. 2
And they agree that in order to properly elucidate or clarify the con-
sciousness of the believing soul, it is necessary to identify its essential or
defining traits (what makes it distinctively religious).

In gaining further understanding of this method, it may be useful to
see it in operation, and this is precisely what is supplied by the authors
in the first section of the book. Let us glance at a few of these to see how
they understand their method. Since Otto, Scheler, and Earle are espe-
cially self-conscious about their method of inquiry, they furnish a particu-
larly perspicuous “lens” on the methodological underpinnings of the es-
sential voice. Each seems adept in clarifying one or another aspect of
their shared method, and taken together they provide a rather compre-
hensive picture of the method in action.

Otto is particularly clear in identifying the basic aim of the essential
phenomenology of religion. At the very outset of his inquiry, for example,
he indicates that he is concerned to probe and analyze the religious
“states of the soul,” paying attention to “what is unique in them rather
than to what they have in common with other similar states.” As he so
illuminatingly puts it, “to be rapt in worship is one thing; to be morally
uplifted by the contemplation of a good deed is another; and it is not to
their common features, but to those elements of emotional content pe-
culiar to the first that we would have attention directed as precisely as
possible.” This states clearly that Otto’s aim is to identify, describe, and
analyze the essence of religious consciousness, and he goes on to do just
that in his famous characterization of the “most fundamental element in
all strong and sincerely felt religious emotion” as “mysterium tremendum
et fascinans” (i.e., being simultaneously daunted and fascinated by an
awe-inspiring, majestic, and overpowering mystery encountered within
religious experience).

Both Scheler and Earle, together with all others working within this
voice, clearly agree with this aim. Scheler, for his part, claims that the
method of his inquiry into the nature of revelation (understood as divine
self-disclosure) involves “the phenomenological scrutiny of essence” of
revelation. And Earle, for his part in his study of mystical experience (a
particular type of religious consciousness), states his aim as the analysis
of his “essence of mystical experience” understood as the “experience of
the identity of myself with Absolute Reality.” Within this agreed upon
aim, our three essentialists then go on to speak of the method necessary
for describing and analyzing the various aspects of the consciousness of
the believing soul.
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Farle is straightforward about the fact that this method is fundamen-
tally Husserlian in orientation, though it must also be noted that both
Otto and Scheler were fully aware of the relevance of Husserl’s reseafches
for their inquiries. (Husserl, by the way, in a letter to Otto, exp!lgltly
approved of Otto’s work, praising his I.dea of the Holy as an original
contribution to and a “first beginning” in the essential phenomenology
of religion.) " Earle characterizes the method in the following way:

... the attempt to reflect radically upon experience as that experience presents
itself to the experiencer. It will be then mind reflecting upon itself, without pre-
supposition, in an effort to discern explicitly what the‘ structure and content of
that experience is. This reflection from first to _last will try to confine itself to
experience as it offers itself without presupposing from the start what reality
“must” be, what the ego experiencing “must” be, notions drawn_trom sources
external to that experience itself. In a word, that phenomenological reflection
does not begin with any logical, biological, physical or philosophical presuppo-
sitions. All of that must be put in brackets; the effort will be to reflect upon the
experience itself, to see once again what it is rather than to attempt a critique
from supposed truths drawn from elsewhere. Phenomenology thus understood is
nothing but an attempt to make clear to oneself the phgnomenon of any experi-
ence whatsoever just as it offers itself to the mind reflecting.

What seems clear from this characterization is that Earle sees the
method as involving the adoption of the “phenomenological attitude,”
implying that the investigator brackets all distorting assumptions about
the truth, value, or reality of religion and focuses precisely on the phe-
nomena of religious consciousness as they appear in that consciousness.
Furthermore, Earle evidently adopts the technique of imaginative or sym-
pathetic reenactment within his own consciousness of the experience of
the believing soul (in his case, the mystic) precisely in order to gain a
purchase on “the structure and content of that experience.” Thus does
Earle link his method—and the method of essential phenomenology of
religion more generally—to those features of Husserlian phenomenology
that we earlier identified as “focus on religious phenomena as they ap-
pear,” “bracketing or epoché,” and “sympathetic reexperiencing of phe-
nomena,” followed by “intuitive observation of and reflection on reen-
acted content.”

Otto and Scheler, for their part, appear to be entirely in accord with
these facets of the phenomenological method. Thus, Otto, for example,
though he does not use Husserlian terminology, seeks to describe the
elements of the numinous consciousness (another term for “mysterium
tremendum et fascinans™) as they appear within that consciousness, and
he explicitly speaks of the investigator’s using “‘every effort of sympathy
and imaginative intuition” and “precise introspection” in so doing.
Scheler speaks of the investigator’s analyzing the “primal datum” of the
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religious consciousness understood as consisting of “natural religious
acts” that must be respected as they appear in order to be understood
properly by the investigator. His acceptance of the method—in its brack-
eted focus on the contents of religious consciousness as phenomena to be
respected as they appear—is evident in his criticism of the psychologist
William Wundt, where against Wundt, Scheler contends that the phe-
nomenological method involves ““a dialectical intention to redirect the
mind’s attention to the all-important object . . . to look here and now
upon the supraconceptual datum which can only be beheld, to gaze di-
rectly upon its pure self-given state.” * This somewhat hyperbolic way of
emphasizing the phenomenological attitude seems clear enough. Though
in the present selection Scheler says little about the methodical step of
sympathetic reexperiencing, it is apparent from his other phenomeno-
logical researches that he embraces an empathetic method. Indeed, this
may be inferred even from the present selection in his positive appraisal
of Otto’s phenomenological method, where he quotes approvingly the
following from Otto: “There is only one way to help another to an un-
derstanding of it [the category of experienced Holiness]. He must be
guided and led on by consideration and discussion of the matter through
the ways of his own mind, until he reaches the point at which the numi-
nous in him perforce begins to stir, to start into life and into conscious-
ness.” This quotation surely shows Scheler’s commitment to the method
of sympathetic reenactment.

Both Otto and Scheler—and to a lesser extent Earle—are also clearly
committed to those steps of the phenomenological method which we
have labeled as “evocative description” and “reflective elucidation” of
essential, defining features of the religious consciousness. Otto is particu-
larly vivid in his articulation of the step of evocative description when he
writes, “we must once again endeavor, by choosing feelings akin to them
for the purpose of analogy or contrast, and by the use of metaphors and
symbolic expressions, to make the states of mind we are investigating ring
out, as it were of themselves.” And his manner of exemplifying this step
by getting his reader to reflect upon commonly accessible analogues (e.g.,
dread of the uncanny, awe before a majestic power) as well as the mean-
ing of metaphoric descriptions (e.g., “Wrath of Yahweh,” “feeling like
dust and ashes,” “The Wholly Other or Alien,” and “‘dizzy intoxication”)
is a compelling illustration of evocative description within a phenome-
nological study of religious consciousness. Indeed, Otto has few peers in
his ability to evoke within his reader an appreciation for the peculiarities
of religious experience—this is precisely why he is so often admired and
quoted by other religious scholars (to great effect, we might add). Scheler
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too shows enormous appreciation for Otto’s evocative descriptions of
puminous consciousness, but he does more than just admire, for he goes
to the trouble of explaining the rationale for this phenomenological
practice.

According to Scheler (and here we venture to suggest that Otto would
agree), this sort of description constitutes a “negative method of succes-
sively peeling away the correlates and contraries that . . . offer progressive
indications to the phenomenon demonstrandum [the phenomenon to be
demonstrated] with the consequent laying bare of the phenomenon and
its presence to the inspecting mind.” Thus, suggests Scheler, when Otto
attempts to bring before his reader’s “notice all that can be found in the
other regions of the mind, already known and familiar, or again to afford
some special contrast to the particular experience” and then adds “this
X of ours is not precisely this experience, but akin to this one and the
opposite of that other . . . cannot you now realize for yourself what it
is?,” he is attempting to both point to and awaken in the reader’s con-
sciousness his or her own sympathetic reexperiencing of the religious
phenomenon. Thus the phenomenologist’s evocative description turns
out to be a type of performative language intimately tied to his method
of inquiry: the phenomenologist uses language in a quasi-causal way to
evoke or prompt the reader’s own empathetic response and appreciation
of aspects of religious consciousness. This performative use of language
to describe evocatively is indicative of the phenomenologist’s respect for
showing the phenomenon as it appears in religious consciousness as well
as his methodological commitment to experiential understanding of the
structures of human consciousness.

Scheler not only agrees with Otto on this step of evocative description
but also displays in his own work an ability to employ such performative
description to considerable effect. Thus can we appreciate the way he
attempts to analogize the revelations (divine self-disclosures) experienced
by the believing soul when contemplating the beauty of the natural world
or certain sacred objects, places, or events, to such commonly accessible
phenomena as a window becoming conspicuous in a series of windows
(on the side of a building) when we see someone inside looking out, or
the way a mirror reflects to another the image of a person, or the way
that an artist’s spirit is present in and shows through his work. Suggests
Scheler, the divine revelation is like the conspicuous window but not
quite, like a reflective mirror but not quite, like an artist’s presence but
not quite, and so on—all in an attempt to get us to appreciate how divine
revelation appears to the believing soul. For his part, Earle too follows in
the footsteps of these past masters of evocative description (though he
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may be somewhat less successful) when, for example he encourages his
readers to examine their own self-reflexive awareness, perceptual activity,
temporal awareness, and the like, in order to appreciate the mystical re-
ligious consciousness’s wonder at the ego as well as its expressive claims
like “I am God.” Whether or not Earle is finally convincing here, the
point is that he too attempts to use evocative description to prompt his
reader to see and appreciate aspects of mystical consciousness and
experience.

Of course, all of this performatively oriented evocative description
serves a purpose, and that purpose is contained within the final step of
the essential phenomenologist’s method—namely, the reflective elucida-
tion of the essential or defining traits of religious consciousness. This final
step fulfills the intrinsic aim of the essentialist’s enterprise. All phenomen-
ologists working within this voice not only say they are interested in such
an aim but also do their utmost to satisfy this aim by indicating what
they regard—after due reenactment and reflection—as the essential traits
that make religious phenomena what they are. Thus, for example, Otto
proposes that the essential traits of religious consciousness are identified
by the formula “mysterium tremendum et fascinans” and then goes on
to claborate in precise ways the component of each element of this for-
mula—the “tremendum” is analyzed into sub-traits of awefulness, over-
powering majesty, and vital energy; the “mysterium” is analyzed in terms
of the wholly other mystery incommensurable with all the known world;
and “fascinans” is analyzed as potently charming Dionysiac captivation
and intoxication. In this way, Otto hopes to have identified, made com-
prehensible, and analyzed the necessary and sufficient conditions for rec-
ognizing and defining the numinous consciousness—without one or an-
other of these traits, we may have a phenomenon very like the numinous
religious consciousness but not that consciousess in all of its essential
uniqueness and purity. But we must be careful here, for in offering us this
discussion of the “mysterium tremendum et fascinans,” Otto does both
more and less than articulate a set of necessary and sufficient conditions
for the numinous consciousness. He does more and less in the sense that
his description and analysis is not simply intended as a definitive analysis
of its traits but also designed as a set of pointers or signposts for us (his
readers) to come to see or intuit those essential features for our-
selves—that is the point of using language in an evocative manner. Otto
wants to bring us with him in sympathetically reexamining and then re-
flectively observing or intuiting the essential features of numinous con-
sciousness—in this way, we are to see for ourselves what the essential
traits are.
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Similarly, Scheler also tries to identify what he calls the “essential at-
tributes” of the divine in its self-disclosure, identifying such features as
«ahsolute being” and “holiness” and then further analyzing these as con-
stitutively composed of “utterly active,” f‘almighty, self-subsistent,”
“pure,” “sublime,” “ground of all that is,” and' 50 on. And though
Scheler is perfectly willing to say that the revealed divine “invariably pos-
sesses these attributes,” it is clear from his discussion that he too means
to guide us (his readers) and redirect our attention to behold the‘ daturp
for ourselves and to intuit for ourselves its essential features. In effect, his
discussion (like Otto’s) is designed to lay “bare . . . the phenomenon gnd
its presence to the inspecting mind,” making possible our own scrutiny
of its essence. Earle too is clearly attempting to specify the essential traits
of mystical consciousness which he proposes in one traditional formula-
tion as “the experience of the identity of the soul and God” but then in
the interests of phenomenologically neutral retranslation rephrases as
“the experience of the identity of myself with Absolute Reality.” The per-
formative (evocative) function of this retranslation should not go unno-
ticed, for with it Earle attempts to guide us into a self-aware recognition
that we as transcendental egos are able (at least in sympathetic reenact-
ment) to realize how and why the mystical consciousness identifies itself
with the absolute. His whole discussion and analysis is structured with
this goal in mind—to enable us to see for ourselves what this mystical
identification involves in an essential way. Earle’s wager is that if we can
come to see ourselves as transcendental egos with essential traits of non-
spatiality, nontemporality, and absolute freedom, then we will be in a
position to appreciate sympathetically as well the mystic’s claim that his
or her self has “exactly the same structure as the Absolute Reality itself,”
expressed in the typical formulation of unitary mysticism as “I am God”
(meaning I have the same structure as, or am identical with, the divine).
Again, our point is, whether or not he is correct in his characterization
of mystical consciousness, Earle clearly means to lead us to see for our-
selves what he regards as the essential traits of this consciousness.

LRI

Issues

Thus far, we have attempted to clarify the aim and method of the
essential phenomenology of religion through the eyes or “lens” of repre-
sentative practitioners. It remains to take this clarification one step far-
ther to gain a more critical purchase on this voice. We need to become
aware of some of the problems and issues raised, for in this way we may
be better able to understand why other voices have been developed in the
phenomenology of religion. This is not to say that the essentialist voice
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has been superseded—indeed it continues to this day—but rather that
other voices which have developed have done so in part because the es-
sentialist voice, while having certain strengths, may also have certain
limitations. And it is wise to be aware of these limitations (or at least
controversy about them) before proceeding further.

Six possible problems can be cited in connection with the essentialist
voice. The first has already been mentioned—namely, the concern over
whether hidden agenda (or normative aims) somehow bias or distort the
descriptive and analytic aim and results of essential phenomenology of
religion. A second problem is whether the phenomenological attitude it-
self—in its apparent neutrality about truth and value—is able to do jus-
tice to religious phenomena of ultimate commitment (faith), which are
quite the contrary of neutrality and suspended judgment. A third prob-
lem is whether the phenomenological attitude naively assumes the trans-
parency of consciousness to itself—that is, whether it is or can be suffi-
ciently suspicious of and critical about the factors constituting and
governing religious intentions and motivations (might not some of these
be below the threshold of consciousness?). The fourth problem concerns
the status of the process of sympathetic or empathetic reenactment. It is
claimed that the exact nature and epistemic value of this process remains
somewhat obscure in many phenomenological discussions. The fifth
problem concerns a possible anti-historical bias in the emphasis on static
“essences” of religious consciousness. The sixth and final problem is
whether the essential voice subscribes to an inadequate theory of human
experience that fails to acknowledge the embodied nature of human con-
sciousness as well as its radically intersubjective context. Each of these
problems may indicate a limitation on the value and legitimacy of the
essentialist voice, and though we cannot here fully analyze, much less
decisively resolve, these issues, we can try to clarify their significance and
indicate how they might prompt and support the development of other
approaches both within and outside the phenomenology of religion.

With respect to the first problem—the biasing effects of essentialists’
hidden agenda and normative aims—it must be candidly conceded that
much work done within this voice tends to be normatively “loaded” to-
ward identifying religious consciousness with the consciousness of a clas-
sical Christian theistic believer. This does not necessarily invalidate the
adequacy of the phenomenological studies as studies of a certain kind of
theistic religious consciousness, but it does question whether these stud-
ies accurately capture other forms of theistic consciousness (where, for
example, the divine is not experienced as a “wholly other” alien power)
much less nontheistic forms of religious consciousness (e.g., certain types
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of Asian religious experience). This is, in part, why we include in our
selections and bibliography phenomenological studies of diverse forms of
religious consciousness (e.g., Zen Buddhism, women’s nontraditional re-
ligious experience, Shinto, Native American traditions, etc.). By seeing
these other studies we are able both to correct for any theistic bias of
some of our investigators and at the same time show that the essentialist
voice can be used to clarify other forms of religious experience or con-
sciousness. The student should be especially alert to how both Otto and
Scheler, two founding fathers of the essentialist approach, tend to load
their work with a theistic emphasis or orientation. Again, this may not
invalidate their work as adequate for certain forms of religious conscious-
ness, but it does suggest significant limitations on their broader adequacy.
And, of course, one can still appreciate how their method may be usefully
applied in studying other forms of religious consciousness that they did
not study themselves.

The second problem, however, concerning the possible biasing effect
of the phenomenological attitude’s detachment, raises a deeper issue re-
garding possible limitations on the method itself.'s It needs to be under-
stood from the outset that the phenomenological attitude does not ap-
praise religious consciousness negatively (dismissing its value or truth),
but rather suspends all judgment or appraisals (pro or con). Thus, the
phenomenological attitude cannot be interpreted as antithetical or hostile
to religion. So this issue is not one of hostility to religion, but is rather
more subtle. The concern is whether an attitude of detachment (or sus-
pension of judgment about truth and value) can do justice to the depth
of commitment (ultimate concern) embedded in the totally committed
subjectivity of the believing soul. Can, in a word, detachment understand
and represent deep commitment? It is not clear that it cannot, for the
phenomenological method while “suspending judgment” also involves
“empathetic reenactment” of the religious consciousness, thus enabling
it (the method) to understand at a distance, so to speak. Indeed, the sus-
pension of judgment can enhance this empathy because epoché puts “out
of play” the investigator’s own distorting prejudices and biases, thus en-
abling him or her to be empathetic to and resonant with the believing
soul’s experiences from its own standpoint. This contention, though, is
subject to the stipulation that empathetic reenactment makes sense and
can be defended as a valuable tool of inquiry (more on this below).

The third problem, concerning a possible insufficiency of suspicion on
the part of the phenomenologist who may assume the self-transparency
of consciousness, raises a much discussed problem that naturally occurs
to all in our culture who are aware of the “schools of suspicion” associ-
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ated with Freud, Marx, Foucault as well as other post-modern decon-
structionists.'s In a nutshell the criticism comes down to this: inasmuch
as essentialists by virtue of their method focus principally on the avowed
intentions and motivations of the believing soul, do they not blind them-
selves to what may really be going on in and behind religious conscious-
ness—for example, unconscious factors in the personality, social forces
of one sort or another, and so on? Are not their descriptions and analyses
relatively superficial, since they have incapacitated themselves from get-
ting at the heart of the matter? These sorts of objections betray a deep
misunderstanding of what essential phenomenology is all about as well
as a deep misunderstanding of the significance of the phenomenological
task. Among the selections in this book, Dupré indicates the proper re-
sponse to these objections when he writes with reference to psychology
and the Freudian school of suspicion:

Any claim of psychology to a full understanding of the religious experience, there-
fore, assumes that the religious act can be explained entirely as a subjective ex-
perience. Indeed, empirical psychology deals exclusively with the reality of the
experience (i.e., its subjective, empirical aspect) and does not consider its inten-
tional, ideal aspect. . . . If psychology ignores this limitation . . . it will interpret
the religious experience entirely by its genetic process or by the partial elements
of which the experience is composed. But to do this is to overlook the fact that
the experience is determined by its objective intentionality. A psychological ex-
planation may be instructive as regards to building material . . . of the religious
consciousness, but it never comes to grips with the religious consciousness as
consciousness, i.e., as a subject ideally related to an object without ever coin-
ciding with it. To explain the entire religious experience psychologically is to as-
sume that religion is not more than the sum of some other, simpler experiences.
Religion is then reduced to the non-religious: it is an experience of fear, a projec-
tion of the individual’s feeling of inferiority with respect to the totality of the
human race, or a sublimation of man’s sexual drive. . . . The psychoanalytic
interpretation . . . is more sophisticated in that it explains the religious experience
by means of elements of a different nature (subconscious) rather than subordi-
nating one conscious experience to another. Yet, even here the fact remains that
wherever psychoanalysis pretends to possess a full understanding of man’s reli-
gious activity, it dogmatically assumes that this activity can be explained through
the real elements of the experience (which are different from the experience itself
rather than through its own ideal intentionality). We should not be surprised to
learn that with this approach religion turns out to be an illusion.

Dupré’s point is a relatively easy one to grasp. The psychoanalytic
approach has its place in the study of religious consciousness, but its
operation depends crucially on the prior constitution of religious con-
sciousness as a religious form of consciousness—in effect the phenome-
nologist supplies his or her descriptive analysis to other schools of inquiry
such as psychoanalysis, and in order to do this he or she must respect the

Introduction 19

conscious intentions and motivations of the believing soul, precisely be-
cause doing so constitutes the object of investigation as religious con-
sciousness in the first place. And in order to do this—to reconstruct, as
it were, the phenomena and essential traits of religious conscious-
ness—the phenomenologist must bracket (suspend judgment) about the
applicability and validity of all theoretical approaches precisely in order
to appreciate in an unbiased way the standpoint of the consciousness of
the believing soul from that soul’s own vantage point. Thus does essential
phenomenology provide a distinctively religious subject-matter, which
other disciplines may, from their various vantage points, investigate and
possibly explain in terms of nonreligious factors. This is the tremendous
value and significance of the phenomenological approach: its goal and
method must be first in the order of inquiry. Consequently, we suggest
that the problem of insufficiency of suspicion is, for phenomenology, a
pseudo-problem.

The fourth problem—that of the obscurity of the procedure of sym-
pathetic reenactment—intends to cast doubt on the legitimacy of a cru-
cial step in the phenomenological method. Perhaps the most effective
rebuttal of this criticism is to invite the critic to attempt individual
sympathetic reenactment to see whether it is both possible and useful;
that is, actual practice may be the most effective way to shortcut this ob-
jection. However, some may find this sort of rebuttal question-begging,
and so we need to say more about this step.”” Two phenomenologists in
particular, Merold Westphal and Ninian Smart, have done a very credit-
able job in undercutting this objection—by finding analogues to sympa-
thetic reenactment in a variety of humanistic disciplines and arguing that
if the process is unproblematic in these areas, then it should be no more
problematic in phenomenology.

Westphal identified three such analogues—the detached perception or
contemplative regard employed in aesthetic appreciation and under-
standing in the visual arts (where the viewer suspends prejudgments in
order to grasp and then reflect on the meaning of a particular piece of
art); the actor’s reenactment in sympathetic imagination of the motiva-
tions and intentions of a character in a play (where the actor tries to see
and feel and display through acting how a given character approaches
the world); the good listening engaged in by a psychotherapist in dealing
with a client (where the therapist is fully present to the client and listens
for what is both said and not said by that client).1* Westphal suggests that
these three activities taken together provide a comprehensive model for
Fhe phenomenological step of sympathetic reenactment (or reexperienc-
ing), for the phenomenologist has a detached (bracketed) contemplative
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regard for the believing soul; he or she reenacts in sympathetic imagina- |

tion the motivations and intentions of the believing soul, and also is
“present to” the conscious avowals of the believing soul and listens for
what is expressed (and not expressed) using a technique of gentle probing
to ascertain the essential traits of the consciousness that thus expresses
itself. Furthermore, Westphal suggests at least implicitly that inasmuch
as we can understand and accept the analogues we have identified, then
we can, by parity of reasoning, understand and accept as well the phe-
nomenological step of sympathetic reenactment. This is not an implau-
sible claim.

Ninian Smart cites one of the analogues adduced by Westphal—
playacting—and offers others in addition—reading and interpreting an
novel, and the participant-observation of the social anthropologist in his
or her fieldwork.”” With regard to playacting, Smart is particularly sug-
gestive when he points our that the actor imaginatively rehearses the feel-
ings and beliefs of a given character, while simultaneously bracketing
issues of truth, value, and commitment—the actor, after all, does not
actually become a character except imaginatively in a kind of epoché
(unless, of course, the actor is suffering from some sort of pathological
condition). So too the phenomenologist: he or she imaginatively “re-
hearses” the feelings and beliefs of the believing soul, while simultane-
ously bracketing questions of truth, value, and commitment. Smart fur-
ther suggests that, in reading and assimilating a novel, the reader enters

into another social world (displayed by the novel) imaginatively without |

actually accepting the presuppositions of that world—this implies that
it is possible for the reader to hold simultaneously mutually contflicting
attitudes empathetically understood, precisely because he or she does
not actually commit to the truth of the attitudes but only imaginatively
entertains them in an empathetic way. So too the phenomenologist is able
to enter into the world of a believing soul empathetically and imagina-
tively without thereby accepting the presuppositions and values of that
world. And, for his final analogue, Smart proposes that of participant-
observation of the social anthropologist, who in doing fieldwork needs
to empathetically understand and appreciate how the native tribe, for
example, feels, thinks, acts, and sees the world. Smart perceptively points
out that the anthropologist’s procedure is not just a process of sympa-
thetic imagination but also involves learning a new language and concep-
tuality in an effort at transcultural understanding. So too the phenome-
nologist who, in being empathetic, nonetheless also has to learn how the
religious consciousness perceives the world, how that consciousness
thinks and acts in a distinctively religious manner.
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The point of citing these analogues must by now be apparent: far from
being an obscure and unusual procedure, the process of sympathetic re-
enactment is quite clear and replete in a variety of contexts and disci-
plines. The onus, then, is on the objector to show cause why he or she
regards it as especially problematic for either phenomenology or any of
the other contexts and disciplines mentioned. It seems to be a well-
accepted procedure for many types of inquiry.

The fifth problem we must consider is the charge that essential phe-
nomenology of religion is insufficiently historical, that is, fails to ac-
knowledge the important fact that all religious consciousness is embed-
ded in and shaped by the historicity intrinsic to human consciousness
and activity. Before considering this objection, we need to clarify what
exactly it means. It seems to suggest that essential phenomenology is
more concerned with timeless essences rather than historical develop-
ment and is therefore blind to the fact that all religious consciousness
develops over time. Further, it seems to suggest as well that essential phe-
nomenology is relatively oblivious thar different forms of religious con-
sciousness exist and can be correlated with different social and historical
contexts—for example, the consciousness of an early Christian may be
different from that of a modern Christian; the consciousness of a Chris-
tian may be different from that of a Buddhist whether or not they live in
the same historical period; and so on. There is something right about
these criticisms and something misleading as well.

What is right about them is this—essential phenomenologists have in
fact often ignored the consideration that different forms of religious con-
sciousness may be correlated with different historical and social-cultural
contexts. Furthermore, there is considerable truth in the contention that
some have ignored the process of development of a given form of reli-
glous consciousness. But there are exceptions here, and both Otto and
Scheler are two such exceptions. Otto quite clearly recognizes the fact
that religious consciousness develops over time—this is why he so freely
speaks of the development of numinous consciousness from primitive to
more developed (and pure) forms. Scheler, for his part, acknowledges
both such developments of theistic forms of religious consciousness and
the fact that different forms of religious consciousness arise in different
societies and cultures.® So the charge cites at best only a tendency of
essential phenomenology of religion to be anti- or more accurately non-
historical. At least some phenomenologists appear to escape this charge.

Moreover, in speaking of timeless essences, the charge betrays a seri-
Ous misunderstanding of what phenomenologists mean by the term “es-
sence” (or “essential traits”). They do not mean “essence” in some pla-
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tonic sense—timeless essences or forms existing in a perfect and
changeless ontological realm. Rather they use “essence” to refer to the
characteristic and constitutive traits of a given phenomenon—if this phe-
nomenon happens to change (for whatever reason), then the new or suc-
cessor phenomenon will have its own constitutive defining traits which
may be different from the previous phenomenon. Phenomenology ac-
cepts (at least in principle) the possibility of such change, and this means
that phenomenologists are not discussing timeless essences in the platonic
sense. So in this respect the charge is woefully misguided. Absolutely
nothing prevents the essential phenomenologist from using his or her
method of inquiry to investigate in a successive way states of religious
consciousness as they change and develop over time—in an apt image of
this possible use of the method, Ninian Smart speaks, for example, of
phenomenology’s ability to produce a “moving picture” of successive
phases of the development of a given type of religious consciousness (we
will return to this point in connection with historical-typological phe-
nomenology of religion).* Such a possibility shows that essential phe-
nomenology of religion need not be anti-historical.

The sixth and final problem we need to consider is whether essential
phenomenology of religion subscribes to a theory of experience or con-
sciousness that implicitly values mental as contrasted with corporeal phe-
nomena. At first blush, this may seem to be a most implausible problem
given that Husserlian phenomenology was originally designed to avoid
just such dualisms and valences, and in fact Husserl’s thought itself seems
to escape this sort of problem inasmuch as it appears to recognize that
human consciousness is embodied.”> Nonetheless, the essential pheno-
menologists of religion are not Husserl, though they may be influenced
by his ideas, and evidence that there may be a real problem here is sup-
plied by one of our representative essentialists— William Earle—when he
writes in the context of his study of mystical consciousness that “each
now need consider nothing but himself as a thinking self. My own body,
other persons, and the physical world of nature are not ingredient in the
very essence of that thinking self. The I as it is for myself is only acciden-
tally related to its body, to the physical world, to other persons. It may
turn its thinking attention to them, but it is not they, or even like them.”

This sort of claim seems very problematic from the viewpoint of many
non-essentialist phenomenologists and philosophers who would contend
that our experience shows itself to be incarnate (bodily) as well as inter-
subjective. In the words, for example, of Gabriel Marcel, “we are incar-
nated,” and this sort of claim is intimately related to the phenomenologi-
cal datum that we (or all I's) are irreducibly situated in a world of other
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embodied consciousnesses.>* For these thinkers, we do not find con-
sciousness only “accidentally related” to body, world, and other persons,
but necessarily so related: we cannot escape our corporeality and other
persons, for both are integrally involved in our consciousness. Interest-
ingly, the careful reader will find many essentialists agreeing with thls
point, inasmuch as they identify “creaturehood” (sense of being a finite
creature) as part of religious consciousness. Otto and Scheler are two
such essentialists who identify creaturehood as an essential trait of nu-
minous consciousness and the human apprehension of divine self-
disclosure.

Nevertheless, even acknowledging such a possible recognition of em-
bodied consciousness, there is a tendency on the part of essentialists to
downplay or ignore or—in Earle’s case—explicitly deny this feature of
human consciousness. And this, in turn, suggests that they may be un-
consciously biased against such a datum because they are still unduly
influenced by the tenet of Cartesian philosophy that posits a dualism of
mind and body and a valence favoring the mind over the body. That the
issue is a real one—and that the essential phenomenology of religion is
problematic in this respect—is clearly suggested by the fact that another
voice—existential phenomenology of religion—defines itself precisely
around the clear acknowledgment that we are indissolubly our bodies
and are indissolubly bound within an intersubjective world of conscious
(and unconscious) relations. And so we have to admit candidly that this
failure on the part of at least some essentialists openly and consistently
to acknowledge this feature of our consciousness (and of religious con-
sciousness in particular) may well constitute a significant limitation of
their approach.

In reviewing these six problems or concerns about the essentialist
voice in phenomenology of religion, we have cited some of its strengths
and weaknesses. Though we have tended to rebut these concerns—save
for the last—we should also be aware that continuing perceptions of
these as real and inescapable tensions within the method have had no
small role in helping to generate or at least strengthen the resolve of other
voices in the field. Thus, for example, the issues of “detached objectivity”
and “an inadequate theory of consciousness” have tended to support the
development of the voice of existential phenomenology of religion, while
the issues of “normative loading” and “anti-historical bias” have tended
to support the development of the voice of historical-typological phe-
nomenology of religion. Furthermore, the issue of “transparency of con-
sciousness” has played into the hands of those who would like to sup-
plant phenomenological inquiry with other, more hermeneutical, schools
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of suspicion. Nonetheless, none of these voices—either inside or outside
phenomenology of religion—deny that the essentialist voice has had and
continues to play an important and vital role in the study of religious
phenomena.

Second Voice: Historical-Typological
Phenomenology of Religion

The second voice in the phenomenology of religion is what we call,
following Ninian Smart, the “historical-typological phenomenology of
religion.” The label is particularly apt since this type of inquiry is un-
dertaken primarily by historians of religions interested both in the dis-
tinctive ethos and worldviews of particular religious traditions and in
persistent or recurrent patterns shared by those traditions. How, in other
words, do the participants of a given religious tradition “intend” the
world? How do they understand, respond to, feel about, and act in the
world from their distinctive standpoint? And further, how does this way
of intending the world compare with those ways of being represented by
other religious traditions? The pursuit of these questions is bound up
with a distinctive set of aims and, once again, a reasonably unified
method of inquiry, constituting a distinctive voice in the phenomenology
of religion. These aims and method are ably represented by the researches
of Arthur, Kristensen, Kitagawa, and Eliade (in this book), in addition to
such influential figures as Gerardus van der Leeuw and Smart. Let us
examine in some detail these aims and method as well as issues or prob-
lems they may pose.

Aims

One aim shared by all historical-typological phenomenologists of re-
ligion is to understand in a qualitative manner the particular forms of life
within a religious tradition and thereby to recover a picture and a sense
of what these elements (e.g., doctrinal beliefs, ritual practices, codes of
conduct) mean from the viewpoint of the adherents of particular reli-
gious traditions. The aim is to see what the “external” facts of a tradition
add up to when understood and viewed as expressions of distinctive
worldviews and existentially experienced standpoints of life and the
world. Following the lead of Wilhelm Dilthey, historical-typologists con-
tend that recovering how religious paticipants see the world—what life
means for them in relation to their transcendent focus (e.g., a god or
sacred realm)—helps to animate, so to speak, otherwise “inert” knowl-
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edge, thereby permitting the scholar to more truly understand the mass
of data acquired about religions by other more quantitatively oriented
scholarly methods. As Arthur puts it, “what now seems to block under-
standing in many areas is a glut of information and a methodological
insistence on distancing neutrality . . . we cannot dispense with the facts,
but it seems that once we have acquainted ourselves with them to a cer-
rain level, a further step needs to be taken if our understanding is to
advance.” Furthermore, historical-typologists are convinced that their
more qualitative understanding of participants’ intentions and beliefs en-
ables the scholar to draw distinctions between more important and less
important religious phenomena—from the participants’ standpoint—
thereby enhancing appreciation of what may be truly distinctive in a
given tradition’s approach to the world.

A second aim shared by all historical-typologists is an historically con-
textualized understanding of a particular tradition’s ethos and world-
view. Thus, unlike the essentialists, these phenomenologists aim to re-
cover a dynamic picture of how an ethos and worldview develops over
time, not simply how these appear at a given time. In the image posed by
Ninian Smart, historical-typologists expressly seek a “moving” phe-
nomenological picture of the central religious elements of a particular
tradition.” In acquiring this moving picture, they may well take static
“snapshots” or “frames” of a particular tradition at particular times, but
then they put these “frames” together in a more comprehensive picture
of the tradition’s developmental flow. Thus they seek a qualitative under-
standing of a tradition’s forms of life in a temporally structured manner
that reveals the changes that may occur in the participants’ own self-
understanding of what their tradition is about. It is important to note
that this diachronic qualitative understanding is focused primarily on a
given tradition’s own internal development, for all historical-typologists
are wary of the distortions introduced by grand speculative attempts to
postulate “ideal” patterns of development between traditions. Unlike in-
ternal developmental histories, “ideal” developmental histories are evo-
lutionary visions on a wide scale, often positing that some religious tra-
ditions not only precede others temporally but also valuationally so that
some traditions are conceived as being more “primitive” and less devel-
oped than other “more advanced” and “higher” traditions. From the his-
torical-typologists’ perspective, this evolutionary view of religious tradi-
tions is quite objectionable because it is often based on scant historical
evidence, is a type of reductive analysis, and tends to be “loaded” or
governed by covert normative opinions about what is the best and purest
form of religion (often taken to be Christianity). This tack, according to
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our phenomenologists, can only lead to distortion of those traditions
considered to be the “lower stages™ on a speculative ladder leading to the
“ideal” religion.

Though historical-typologists are skeptical of grand synoptic perspec-
tives on the evolution of religious traditions, they nonetheless do engage
in carefully controlled comparative inquiry of a certain sort, and this ac-
tivity represents yet a third aim that they all share: the systematic com-
parison of the standpoint of one tradition with the standpoints of other
traditions. Indeed, though he is careful to “object to [the] kind of classi-
fication” involved in evolutionary views of religions, Kristensen, for ex-
ample, goes so far as to claim that: “phenomenology of religion is the
comparative study of the history of religions.” Though not all historical-
typologists would subscribe to the way that Kristensen chooses to high-
light his own interest in comparison, they all would nonetheless concur
in his more temperate statement that “phenomenology makes use of com-
parison only in order to gain a deeper insight into the self-subsistent . . .
meaning of each of the historical data . . . to understand the conception
of believers themselves, who always ascribe an absolute value to their
faith.” Here Kristensen signals how historical-typologists share with
many non-phenomenological scholars the view that by comparing tradi-
tions, they can gain a better understanding of any one tradition. Indeed,
many of these researchers have suggested that an inquiry focusing on only
one tradition—eschewing any and all comparison whatsoever with oth-
ers—is severely hampered in its ability to see and appreciate what may
be truly distinctive to the tradition under scrutiny, precisely because that
inquiry lacks a comparative reference. How can one identify what is truly
distinctive to one tradition without knowing (by comparison) where and
how it differs from others? Inquiry without a comparative reference is
essentially myopic or blind, and so historical-typologists contend that
comparison between religions will help them to understand and appre-
ciate the true uniqueness of any one tradition.

Related to this comparative aim—and accounting for the other half of
the name of this sort of phenomenological inquiry—is yet a fourth aim
on the part of scholars working within this voice: to identify “universal”
or at least “recurrent” features common to particular religious tradi-
tions—that is, types of phenomena shared by traditions. This interest in
typology is two-fold. On the one hand, delineating universal features or
recurrent patterns of religious forms of life assists that comparison nec-
essary to understanding the worldviews of particular traditions—in this
sense, the typological aim is subsumed under the comparative aim. On
the other hand, identifying such features or patterns also represents an
aim in its own right, since such factors may teach us things about the
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religious nature of humankind (homo religiosus) or the general religious
dimension of human existence in the world.

The first aspect of the typological aim—patterns in the service of com-
parison—is well represented by Kristensen in his contention that “phe-
nomenology has set itself the task of so grouping phenomena [in his case,
the phenomena of prayer| that they shed light on one another and lead
to a deeper insight into the essence of a whole group of similar phe-
nomena’” [again in his case—the case of prayer—‘“the basic attitude is
one of surrender to and trust in the leading of the Spirit, who created and
governs man and cosmos”]. Kristensen is careful to indicate that this
typology of prayer(s) as a recurrent religious form of life develops a com-
parison in order to gain a deeper understanding of particular traditions
from their (internal) points of view; and so he later states “we must al-
ways try in our study to put ourselves in the position of the believer,
because it is there alone that the religious reality is to be found which we
wish to understand.” Kitagawa agrees with this restrained typological
aim when he writes:

To be sure, it is the task of the historian of religions to delineate universal struc-
tures out of the multitude and variable religious data and to telescope long and
complex histories of religions by depicting certain significant events and their
persistent characteristics. Yet, his conceptions and abstractions must be con-
stantly re-examined in the light of the integrity and unique cluster of meanings of
particular religious systems or phenomena.

And with reference to the subject matter of religious pilgrimage, Kita-
gawa exemplifies this restraint once again when he writes, “not with-
standing these ‘universal’ features, which are shared by the pilgrimages
of various traditions, each one tends to show a unique ethos of its own,
which can be understood only within its religious and cultural contexts.”

The second aspect of the typological aim—identifying universal types
of phenomena in order to explore the general religiosity of human-
kind—is most vividly represented by the phenomenological researches of
Eliade. In the selection included in this book, he argues that the way
religious people organize their houses, villages, and cities constitutes a
“universal” feature shared by religious traditions, a feature he calls “sa-
cred space”:

Indeed, for a religious man, space is not homogeneous; some parts of space are
qualitatively different. There is a sacred and hence a strong, significant space; and
there are other spaces that are not sacred and so are without structure, form, or
meaning. Nor is this all. For a religious man, this spatial nonhomogeneity finds
expression in the experience of an opposition between space that is sacred—
the only real and really existing space—and all other spaces, a foremost expanse
surrounding it. The religious experience of the nonhomogeneity of space is a
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primordial experience, comparable to the forming of the world. . . . So it is clear
to what a great degree the discovery—that is, the revelation—of a sacred space
possesses existential value for a religious man; for nothing can begin, nothing can
be done without a previous orientation—but any orientation implies acquiring a
fixed point. It is for this reason that religious man has always sought to fix his
abode at the “center of the world.” If the world is to be lived in it must be
founded—and no world can be born in the chaos of the homogeneity and rela-
tivity of profane space.

And so, for Eliade, “sacred space” is a universal category or form of
religious experience that reveals a general structure of the religious di-
mension of human existence in the world, and he is able to conclude:

What is relevant for our theme is that we find everywhere the same fundamental
conception of the necessity to live in an intelligible and meaningful world, and
we find that this conception emerges ultimately from the experience of a sacred
space. Now one can ask in what sense such experiences of the sacred space of
houses, cities, and lands are still significant for modern desacralized man. Cer-
tainly, we know that man has never lived in the space conceived by mathemati-
cians and physicists as being isotropic, that is, space having the same properties
in all directions. The space experienced by man is oriented and thus anisotropic,
for each dimension and direction has a specific value; for instance, along the
vertical axis “up” does not have the same value as “down”; along the historical
axis, left and right may be differentiated in value. The question is whether the
experience of oriented space and other comparable experiences of intentionally
structured spaces (for example, the different spaces of art and architecture) have
something in common with the sacred space known by Homo religiosus.

Though he concludes with a question, it is reasonably clear from the
context that the question is rhetorical and intended to suggest that “sa-
cred space” is not only a universal feature of all religious traditions but
indeed a universal feature of all human experience in the world—even
secular moderns have their “sacred spaces”—whether these be national
memorials or sports stadiums.

The historical-typological phenomenology of religion has a nexus of
rather distinctive aims (qualitative understanding, historical sensitivity,
comparison between traditions, and typology), though it also seems clear
that the first two can be construed as the more dominant aims while the
second two can be conceived as more subsidiary. It remains to be asked
whether historical-typologists, individually or collectively, have more
normative aims or agenda comparable to those we discerned for the es-
sentialists. Do they, like the essentialists, put their research into the ser-
vice of other more ultimate aims, and, if so, are these ultimate aims con-
sonant with their more historically oriented concerns?

Many historical-typologists do, in fact, have more ultimate agenda.
One of these is closely connected with the second aspect of the typologi-
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cal aim of identifying universal structures or patterns of religion in order
to learn something about the general religiosity of humankind. Those
who pursue this aim in a self-conscious way—sometimes making it the
dominant aim of their historical-typological research—often have an
interest in recovering and making explicit these structures in order to
countervail modern tendencies toward secularization which they see as
dangerous and debilitating for humankind’s self-understanding. So their
deeper concern is to call moderns back to a more authentic understand-
ing of themselves as “spiritual” (not just natural) creatures. There is
nothing illegitimate or unworthy about this more ultimate aim, but we
need to be aware that it has the potential to encourage such researchers
to find “universal” structures of religion even if they might not be there in
the phenomenological data—because the more universal and dominant
the religious structures, the easier it is to make the case for humankind’s
spiritual nature. Another deeper project pursued by some historical-
typologists involves advancing the cause of their own religious commit-
ment to a particular tradition. This theological agendum can have the
effect of viewing their own tradition as somehow superior to others they
may be investigating, and this, in turn, may have the effect of their high-
lighting or discounting certain features of a tradition under scrutiny with-
out doing full justice to its ethos and worldview. They might, for ex-
ample, tend to “read” Christianity into another tradition and thereby
highlight certain features of that tradition as being important for that
reason (apart from whether the tradition itself considers that feature im-
portant). Or they might, for example, tend to discount or devalue a fea-
ture of a tradition under scrutiny because that feature is in some sort of
tension with an aspect of their personal religious commitments.

Thus one should not overlook the possibility that other non-phe-
nomenological undertakings can distort the data studied by historical-
typologists. Yet, on the other hand, it seems important to recognize also
that many historical-typologists are interested in clarifying the religious-
ness of others in order (ultimately) to clarify their own or, say, the reli-
glousness of the western world—and that this sort of deeper aim need
not necessarily distort alien traditions being studied. In fact, this aim is
predicated on gaining as accurate a view as possible of alien traditions,
for without such accuracy there can be no genuine clarification of one’s
own tradition. This aim is the other side of the coin of using comparison
with traditions other than the one under scrutiny, for in using one’s own
tradition (or, e.g., those of the West) for comparative reference, the re-
searcher gains a deeper understanding of not only his research object but
also the comparative reference itself. And so, as Arthur observes in the
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conclusion to his selection in this volume, this sort of work can “be seen
as purposeful in terms of exploring and defining our own religiousness,
through a process of exploring the religiousness of others.”

Method

The four integrally connected aims of the historical-typological phe-
nomenology of religion significantly inform this voice’s conception of an
appropriate method of inquiry. That is, the four aims can be correlated
with the distinctive steps or facets of this enterprise’s phenomenological
procedure. The aim of qualitative understanding of the forms of life of a
religious tradition from that tradition’s standpoint suggests immediately
the propriety of empathetic understanding (imaginative experiencing and
introspection), epoché (with respect to questions of truth, value, and
theoretic-explanatory commitments), and evocative description (convey-
ing a sense of how particular holistic worldviews experience and see life
in the world). The aim of historical sensitivity and contextualization sug-
gests the propriety of temporally structuring this qualitative understand-
ing and evocative description so as to chart the chronological develop-
ment of a particular tradition’s ethos and worldview. The comparative
aim, in turn, suggests the step of controlled elucidative comparison of a
particular holistic worldview with other worlds of religious meaning, and
the first aspect of the typological aim suggests that this controlled com-
parison relies on the use of constantly refined typological categories (ideal
types) of religious phenomena. Finally, the second aspect of the typologi-
cal aim suggests the step of elucidative interrogation of the standpoints
of particular holistic traditions so that we may identify and clarify dis-
tinctly religious objectives and intentions that may constitute “universal”
or “recurrent” features of all religious traditions.

These six facets of the historical-typological phenomenological
method—qualitative understanding, epoché, evocative description, dia-
chronic understanding, elucidative comparison, and elucidative interro-
gation—share some similarities with the method of the essentialists. By
the same token, however, there are important differences as well. The
similarities involve the use of tutored empathy, epoché, evocative descrip-
tion, and a concern with “universal” or “recurrent” features (or es-
sences). The differences appear focused on matters of diachronic under-
standing and elucidative comparison of particular worldviews. The
essentialist method appears more “static” and less interested in system-
atic comparison of data, while the historical-typological method appears
to be more oriented to temporal change and the comparison of historical-
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empirical data. Let us now examine the similarities and differences by
clarifying briefly each of these six methodological steps or facets.

The first step—empathetic understanding—is already familiar to us
from our discussion of this notion in connection with the essential
phenomenology of religion. Similar to the essentialists, the historical-
typologists construe this step as involving both imaginative reexperi-
encing and systematic introspection of the contents thus imaginatively
experienced. The difference from the essentialists’ articulation of this
step is associated with the intrinsic concern of the historical-typologists
to understand a particular religious ethos and worldview. Thus, the
historical-typologists focus their sympathetic reexperiencing and in-
crospection on the data made available by other historical and social-
scientific inquiry. Their empathetic inquiry into the meaning of this data
is therefore controlled, shaped by, and in constant conversation with the
work of other disciplines to a greater extent than that of the essential-
i«ts. In other words, the historical-typologists’ use of empathetic under-
standing is self-consciously focused on the qualitative elucidation of em-
pirical data, while that of the essentialists is more oriented toward the
general philosophical elucidation of religious (versus nonreligious)
consciousness.

This difference in the use of empathetic understanding is captured
quite well in Kristensen’s claim with regard to his study of prayer that:

We want to know the spiritual factors which are active in all prayer, but faced
with such extensive material, we must also have the courage, relying on a certain
amount of intuition, to separate what is important from what is not. Then we
must give our attention exclusively to the data which can reasonably well be
app}”oached and understood, and which therefore hold our promise of yielding
positive results.

Kristensen’s interest in empathetically understanding empirical data—
involving both sympathetic reexperiencing as well as intuitive observa-
tion of religious contents—is representative of how historical-typologists
conceive of this methodological step. Arthur’s representation of this step
is particularly vivid and illuminating, when he writes:

-+ . phenomenology of religion so conceived provides a means of effectively “pass-
ing over” into the religious situation which one wants to investigate and “coming
back” with a clearer understanding of it. It is a means of passing over to someone
else’s religious world so that we may try to see how things appear when viewed
through that perspective. . . . Phenomenology of religion viewed as such seeks to
offer to its sufficiently competent practitioner as non-secondhand an insight as it
1s possible to achieve into what animate the different vitalities and movements of
meaning within any particular religious outlook. Its basic motivating idea is quite
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straightforward: to try to apprehend someone else’s religion as it appears to
them, rather than focusing attention on how their religion appears to us from a
non-phenomenological viewpoint.

The second methodological step—epoché or bracketing of evaluative
and theoretic commitments—is also already reasonably familiar to us
from our discussion of the essentialist method. To see the world accu-
rately from the standpoint of a given tradition—in order to see as that
tradition sees—it is clearly necessary to put aside any and all distorting
“lenses” that might be associated with opinions about the truth or falsity
or illusory quality of religion, about the supposed superiority of some
religions over others, and about how various theories might explain reli-
gions in terms of psychological or sociological mechanisms. As Arthur
puts it, “to achieve this [phenomenological] perspective it is necessary to
maintain a deliberate open-mindedness, which postpones making any ev-
aluative judgments, and to let oneself be moved, if only temporarily, by
the same currents of significance as stir the believer [or tradition] under
study.” And, as he observes with reference to William Golding’s The
Inheritors— Arthur’s case-example of the historical-typologist at work—
“he [Golding] had, in other words, to sustain a disciplined empathy
and open-mindedness throughout the book. He had to observe a hold-
ing back or bracketing out, familiar in the phenomenological vocabu-
lary which disallowed the intrusion of analyses, explanations, value-
judgments or clarifying comments from his own twentieth century point
of view.” Kristensen vigorously concurs when he objects to evolutionary
evaluative theories of “higher” and “lower” types of prayer, saying “we
must object to this kind of classification . . . evaluative comparison does
not come with its [phenomenology of religion’s] domain,” and when he
rejects Ludwig Feuerbach’s classical projectionist theory of religion as
applied to prayer:

Feuerbach tried to give a psychological answer to the question of how prayer
originated and how it can be explained. His basic thesis is that man’s desire, need,
and hope are what have created the gods . . . God is a projection of the human
mind; God is created in the image of man and not vice-versa; theology is anthro-
pology. The gods are “wish beings” . . . prayer is an act by means of which man
tries to fulfill his wish but the fulfillment of a wish, as long as there remains a
wish is an illusion. Religion, therefore, which is the objectivizing of man’s own
essence, “is worthless illusion.” . . . This is indeed a remarkable sample of a
psychological explanation which is extraordinarily unpsychological and in con-
flict with the experience of all ages. . . .2

Kristensen’s objections here are fully consonant with, and representative
of, the phenomenological epoché employed by all historical-typologists
in their study of religious traditions.
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A third methodological step shared by both essentialists and historical-
typologists is thatAof evocative description of the religious phenomena
peing studied. Again, this step is reasonably familiar to us, but it is none-
theless important to see how crucial historical-typologists regard this step
for attaining their goal of qualitative understanding of particular reli-
gious traditions. Arthur indicates the close connection between qualita-
rive understanding and evocative description when he writes that empa-
thetic understanding “is an attempt to place us, so far as this is possible,
in the other person’s shoes, so that we might stand with them and walk
with them, observing and feeling what occurs with a closeness which
would be impossible for a ‘external’ descriptive study.” And he further
adumbrates this point with reference to Golding’s The Inberitors: “in
beginning his imagination from the inside and working out, in leading
the reader around to discovering things for himself, rather than merely
describing them, in building up a situation in which we can know imagi-
natively what it might be like to look through other eyes, to live in a
different world of religious meaning, Golding does not rely on the fabri-
cation of eroneous details.” These features of “observing and feeling . . .
with a closeness” and “discovering things for [one]self rather than merely
describing them” are reminiscent of the performative factors of evocative
description discussed in connection with the essentialists. For Arthur,
evocative description is absolutely crucial to the attainment of truly quali-
tative understanding. This, for Arthur—and other historical-typologists
as well—represents an important cognitive challenge and achievement of
this enterprise, for through evocative description one is able to learn
something about another religious tradition attainable in no other way:
true understanding of the lived experience of participants from within
that tradition. In short, evocative description performatively prompts ex-
istential understanding of the religious other that is otherwise impossible
for the nonparticipant in that tradition. And historical-typologists fur-
ther wager that such existential understanding may well be important to
achieving further knowledge of a tradition under scrutiny—for example,
by suggesting hypotheses to be explored by other disciplines, by suggest-
Ing insights into the “universals” of religion or about the spiritual nature
of humankind, and so on.

Though Arthur is the most articulate of our authors in identifying and
discussing this step of evocative description, we should also be aware that
our other authors, while not discussing it, do in fact exemplify it in their
work. Thus, for example, Kristensen actively seeks to evoke his reader’s
sympathetic appreciation and existential understanding of the prayerful
activity of religious traditions rather far removed from our cultural world
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by quoting (e.g.) Algonquin, Incan, Christian, Babylonian, Hindu, and
other prayer texts and then directing the reader’s attention to the “spirit
of these prayers.” Eliade, for his part, goes to extraordinary lengths to
pull his readers into the “existential meaning of ‘living in one’s own
world’”” and then to show how this existential meaning can be used to
sympathize imaginatively with the “sacred space” of archaic religious tra-
ditions. In both cases, as well as others throughout the book, we can see
(ot rather experience) evocative description at work.

The fourth step of the historical-typological phenomenological method
is diachronic understanding—temporally structured elucidation of a par-
ticular tradition’s ethos and worldview and recording changes in that ethos
and worldview. This is a step distinctive to the historical-typological
voice and method, not shared in any self-conscious way by the essentialist
voice and method. Of the authors included in this book, Kitagawa is one
of the most articulate about this step. He begins his inquiry into types of
pilgrimage in Japanese religions by noting the need to indicate universal
structures, to highlight especially pertinent and illustrative events, to be
senstive to change over time, and always to check typological structures
against the historical materials. The result is that Kitagawa delineates the
distinctive ethos of each of three types of pilgrimage—pilgrimage to
sacred mountains, pilgrimage based on faith in divinities, and pilgrimage
based on faith in charismatic persons—in a diachronic manner, tracing
changes in the characteristic patterns of religious meaning associated
with each type. In this manner he achieves diachronically qualitative un-
derstanding of each sort of pilgrimage in its internal developmental self-
understanding over time. It seems clear that Kitagawa’s effort hopes to
produce what Smart refers to as a “moving” phenomenological picture
of an element of a religious tradition as that tradition itself changes its
own self-understanding of that element. Thus, unlike essential phenome-
nology of religion, the historical-typological enterprise is quite self-con-
sciously non-static or dynamic in attempting to understand in a qualita-
tive way the standpoint of particular religious traditions.

In its fifth step of controlled elucidative comparison, historical-
typological phenomenology also seems distinctive from the essentialist
voice, for although in this step the two voices share a concern with uni-
versal or recurrent structures or patterns, they do so for quite different
reasons. One should recall that the essentialist voice is predominantly in-
terested in identifying and characterizing the essential or defining traits of
religious consciousness in general. By contrast, the historical-typological
voice is predominantly interested in elucidating the internal perspective
of a particular tradition by way of comparing it with other traditions,
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and for this purpose it employs typo!ogical categories as a way of assist-
' this comparison. Thus, for historical-typologists the notion of univer-
1-11§], features (or “‘essences” as the essentialists would say) h@lps in the
543 mparative elucidation of a particular tradition—and the um'versal fga-
:Srespor patterns (or types) are used just so long as they ge:numely. assxs;
in understanding a particular ethos. Should, however, a g}Yen unl\l/ers.alt
{eature turn out to be inapplicable or unhelpfu.l, the hxstorlca‘l-typo qg;ls
will either refine the category or posmb‘ly drop it altogether as potign.a y
Jistorting what may really be going onina partlcular'etho-s or wor 1.v1§\iv.
Thus, unlike the essentialists, the hl'storlcal-typologlsts sit ratherh 1gcl ty
on their typological categories or umyersal features, ever alert.to the an-
gers of possible distortion of the particular phenomena in which they are
particularly interested. .
pdr{“l::; att?tude toward universal structures e).(plains why both Kitagawa
and Kristensen are prone to say things like ‘.‘hlS conceptions apd abstrac-
rions must be constantly re-examined in llgh‘t of the integrity and the
unique cluster of meanings of particular rehglpus systems (Kltagawa.i,
“notwithstanding these universal features, which are shared by the pi ;
grimages of various traditions, each one tends to show a unique eth?s )
its own” (Kitagawa), “‘phenomenology makes use of comparison onfy }tlo
gain a deeper insight into the self-subsistent . . . meaning of each of the
historical data” (Kristensen), ““we can come to se¢ the absolute character
of particular religious data in an approximate way, but never more than
approximately . . . the absolute character of the data foers resistance
to the constitution of an ‘ideal history’” of prayer” (Kristensen). These
are warnings to other historical-typologists—and to us as well—th?t,
though universal features and recurrent types may often be us.eful to gain-
ing comparative insight into the significance of a particular religious ethos,
one must beware of imposing or forcing them where they do not ﬁ.t.
What exactly does comparative elucidation involve? What does it look
like? How is it done?> These questions now beg for some clear answers.
Perhaps the best way to answer them is to focus on a couple of .clea.r
exercises that highlight this methodologica! step. One spch exercise is
supplied by Kristensen’s study of prayer. Krlstfensen is quite ad@pt in us-
ing “comparison . . . to gain a deeper insight into the self-subsxstc?nt ca
meaning” of prayer. For example, he begins his study by comparing tbe
Algongquin prayer to the Great Spirit to “cause that the water shall remain
smooth,” to the Christian prayer “give us bread for today,” to the Ir:,can
prayer “to watch over them that they may live in health and peace,” to
the Zulu prayer to their ancestors “people of our house . . . you know
what is good for us, give it to us,” in order to display a basic attitude of
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“surrender to and trust in the leading of the Spirit, who created and gov-
erns man and cosmos.” In another example he compares a Babylonian
“magical prayer” to Shamash to “break the sorcerer’s spell,” to Luther’s
comment of religious assurance “God could do nothing else; the path
was cut off for Him” in order to clarify the way in which a certain type
of prayer exerts a certain compulsion on the gods. Now what is interest-
ing about all this is the way in which, through identification of both simi-
larities and differences among the prayers from different traditions, Kris-
tensen is able to illuminate each prayer as well as reach some more
general conclusions about the fundamental recurrent types of attitudes
and actions represented in them all. Thus he is able to see the unique
ethos associated with each prayer, use the ethos of one to clarify the ethos
of another, and reach a tentative conclusion about some apparently
universal features. This is the process of comparative elucidation at
work, and it is quite evidently a rather powerful tool in the historical-
typologist’s method of inquiry.

Eliade’s inquiry into “the world, the city, the house™ represents an-
other instance of elucidative comparison, this time focused on the study
of “sacred space.” Beginning with the way the historian Theodore
Mommsen “lived in” the world of the Greeks and Romans as not simply
history, but rather as a fundamental, though imaginative, orientation to
the world, Eliade goes on to exploit this familiar comparative reference
in order to illuminate “the cosmicized and . . . ‘sacred’ world” of archaic
religious traditions, such as those of the Achilpas (an Australian tribe)
and the Bororos of Brazil, who established their world by structuring
their villages and territories around a central point representing a vertical
axis open to the transcendent making possible their orientation in a now
sacred world. Eliade continues by comparing the history of Rome’s
founding to those associated with the founding of cities in Iran, Southeast
Asia, and China in order to illustrate the similarities of religious symbol-
ism shared by these histories. The point is surely to compare such orien-
tations to sacred space so as to clarify each as well as to suggest that a
category of sacred space may well represent a universal structure of reli-
glous traditions. Again, we see the process of elucidative comparison at
work as well as gain an appreciation for how it might deepen our under-
standing of particular traditions as well as possible universal structures
of religion.

We need now to examine the sixth and final step of the historical-
typological method—elucidative interrogation of the standpoints of par-
ticular religious traditions in order to identify distinctively religious ob-
jectives and intentions. This interrogation involves two aspects that may
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in some cases overlap or blend into one another. One aspect concerns
1;' tinguishing the distinctively religious objectives, intentions, and moti-
leztions operative in a given tradition from .O.the,r nonr§lig10usl motlva(i
tions that may also be operative 1n‘tha.t tradltlgns amblgnt culture an
may interact with the religious motivations. This sort of mterrqgagl(})lp 1;
aimed at clarifying the “mixed motives™ (so to speak) that may lie edm
some religious phenomena in a given tralelon—lt is clearly foTuss L on
gaining an understanding of the cqmplex1tles that may be m}‘;(‘) ved in zi
given tradition’s ethos and worldylew. The ovth‘er aspect of this sftep 1}1)1
volves futher clarification of distlnct}vely religious motivations for the
purpose of identifying and illuminaqn_g structures and phengmena ap;
arently universal to all religious traditions. The ﬁrst.more mo est 12(15[3153;
of elucidative interrogation is well representqd by Kltagaw? s work. ! e
second more ambitious aspect is ably exempllﬁed by Ehac_le s inquiry. Let
us examine each of these examples brigﬂy in order to clarify the function
and logic of this final step of the historlgal-typologlcal methqd. .
In representing the first aspect of this step, Kitagawa quite straight-
forwardly points out that “in every rehglous tradition, thc? pllgrlmagﬁ
combines . . . diverse and often contradictory features, which are bot
spiritual and mundane.” He further writes:

Usually, pilgrims are motivated by religious objectives, such as adqratlon qg tf}éi
deities or saints who are enshrined at various sacred places, gmr_nngfmer}l1 r
one’s salvation, paying penance for annullment of the sin, or praymgf ort ?Xreed
pose of the spirits of the deceased, but these religious motives are often m d
with the desire to acquire healing, good forture, easy child-birth, proilpe.my, and
other this-worldly benefits. Even the ascetic practices, which are usually }mpoier d
on the pilgrims, notably sexual abstinence and fasting or dletéiryBres%)ctlfiﬁz, e
interpreted as necessary investments for the e{(pected rewards. esl ei_,f fxt)he
grimage provides welcome relief from the routine of the dull_levc_?ry ay li [fjgh the
people. Furthermore, seen from a broader perspective, the pi grlmage, w h ce
ments the solidarity of religious groups, also stimulates trade and commerce,
dissemination of ideas, and intercultural exchange.

Thus, with respect to pilgrimage, Kitagawa n(?tices t.hat““splrltual,’,” ce-
lebratory, worshipful motives are often intermixed with mgndane, 1r11-
strumental, even materialistic motives. The first type of motive can only
be achieved by distinctively religious activities, for these motives and ac-
tivities are internally related—each needs the other and cannot be what
it is without the other. The second type of motive, however, is only con-
tingently and externally related to religious activity, sin;e. mundane ends
can be achieved by many sorts of activities (e.g., m.edxcm?, commerce,
and all the rest). Part of Kitagawa’s task, therefore, is to‘dxst.mgulsh be-
tween the distinctively religious motives and objectives intrinsically in-
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volved in religious activities of pilgrimage, on the one hand, and the more
adventitious mundane motives and objectives only contingently related
to such activities, on the other. In this way, he secks to interrogate the
phenomena in order to clarify their characteristic intrinsic religious traits,

In representing the second aspect of the step of elucidative interroga-
tion, Eliade also evinces concern with the intrinsic religious objectives
and motives involved in “founding the world,” but he goes far beyond
this concern to also try to identify what he regards as a universal struc-
ture of all religions—the notion of sacred space. Thus, as we noted ear-
lier, he concludes his study with the bold claim that “what is relevant for
our theme is that we find everywhere the same fundamental conception
of the necessity to live in an intelligible and meaningful world, and we
find that this conception emerges ultimately from the experience of a sa-
cred space . . . of houses, cities, and lands.” And he further suggests that
this experience of sacred space is universal to “homo religiosus” (i.e., all
religious persons and communities). In effect, Eliade interrogates reli-
gious phenomena in order (finally) to identify and characterize what he
regards as a universal structure of all religions.

Issues

Thus far we have attempted to clarify the aims and method of the
historical-typological phenomenology of religion by focusing on the
work of some of its representative practitioners. We need now to go one
step farther to gain a more critical perspective on this voice, by identify-
ing and discussing some of the typical problems and issues raised by this
voice. In this way we can become more aware of certain of its strengths
as well as its limitations. Our work is eased somewhat by the fact that
many of the same criticisms made of the essentialist voice are also levied
against the historical-typological enterprise. Interestingly, however, a
number of these criticisms can be more easily and decisively rebutted in
the historical-typological case. In addition to these shared criticisms,
there are also a few charges that appear to be more forcefully, if not
uniquely, raised against the phenomenological method of the historical-
typologists. We begin with a brief discussion of the criticisms that carry
over from the essentialist enterprise.

Five criticisms in particular appear to be shared by both the essentialist
and historical-typological voices. The first has been already identified—
namely, the concern over whether hidden normative agenda somehow
distort the descriptive and comparative results of the historical-typological
enterprise. A second problem is whether the phenomenological attitude
of the historical-typologists—in its apparent detached objectivity—is
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able to do justice to religious phenomena of ultimate commitment as-
sociated with the “absolute” value-standpoints of particular religious
rraditions. A third problem is whether the phenomenological attitude of
the historical-typologists is sufficiently “suspicious” of, and critical
about, the factors involved in religious motivations, intentions, and ac-
tvities. Yet a fourth problem concerns the seemingly “subjective” and
therefore epistemically suspect status of empathetic understanding based
on sympathetic reexperiencing. And a final problem—which may appear
somewhat surprising, given our characterization of historical-typological
method—concerns a perceived synchronic and anti-historical bias built
into the method’s use of typological categories and its concern with uni-
versal or recurrent structures of religion. Let us consider each of these
criticisms with particular reference to the historical-typological voice.

The first criticism—the bias associated with normative agenda—
clearly presents a genuine problem for those historical-typological re-
searches that are governed by either theological or philosophical “mis-
sionary” (e.g., spiritual nature of man) aims. We have already admitted
and discussed this problem. Such agenda can in fact constitute distort-
ing “lenses” on historical data. But we need also to emphasize that the
historical-typological method also builds in some checks against such
biases—in the form of epoché or bracketing as well as comparative ¢lu-
cidation based on typological categories. Thus the danger of distortion is
countervailed by the method itself, and so what is a possible risk is not
an inevitable eventuality.

The second problem—deeper biasing effects of detached objectivity
associated with the phenomenological attitude (or epoché)—has been ef-
fectively addressed in our earlier discussion of this criticism in connection
with the essentialists. As we pointed out earlier, this criticism simply
overlooks or discounts the fact that epoché is integrally bound up with
and enhances the step of empathetic understanding based on sympathetic
reenactment or reexperiencing. As Arthur very effectively puts it, “it is
necessary to maintain a deliberate open-mindedness, which postpones
making any value judgments, and to let oneself be moved . . . by the same
currents of significance as stirred the believer under study.” Thus, from
his point of view, epoché and empathy are interactive and mutually re-
inforcing, resulting in “the idea of seeing another world meaning as it
appears to its own inhabitants—whilst still maintaining the status of
observer.” That is, “detached objectivity” is not incompatible with
empathetic understanding, as this second line of criticism appears to sug-
gest or presuppose.

The third criticism—that the phenomenological attitude appears in-
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sufficiently suspicious of hidden nonreligious motives and factors in-
fluencing religious forms of life——has also been addressed in our earlier
discussion of this problem. The point we made there is that phenomen-
ologists, by focusing on consciously religious motives and intentions,
constitute religious “objects” of inquiry that may subsequently be inves-
tigated by other psycho-social disciplines interested in developing deeper
explanatory and theoretic accounts of religious phenomena. We might
furthermore add that historical-typologists—as represented by the work
of Kitagawa, for example—appear clearly cognizant of the fact that
mixed motives are at work in many religious phenomena. Such a per-
spective can hardly be charged with naiveté if it then proceeds to try
to separate out what appear to the be intrinsically religious motives
and intentions constituting the distinctively religious dimensions of such
phenomena.

The fourth problem—-concerning the epistemic status of empathetic
understanding—has also been addressed in our earlier discussion. There
we made the point—with reference to the work of Westphal and
Smart—that the step of sympathetic reexperiencing is uncontroversially
at work in other disciplines and that therefore the phenomenological
method does not suffer from any epistemic difficulty peculiar to it. Fur-
thermore, we suggested that in all these disciplines the process of empa-
thetic understanding clearly yields incontrovertibly significant and inter-
subjectively verifiable resuits, shifting the burden of proof (so to speak)
back on the critics of this methodological procedure. Adding to our ear-
lier discussion, Arthur tries to locate one of the important factors lying
behind the critics’ position: “the problem is, of course, how an approach
which claims to be non-factual, personal and holistic can possibly offer
us any insight into religion at all. For, on first hearing at least, such terms
sound anything but reassuring about the provision of any legitimate
means of knowing.” And his answer to this problem involves exploiting
a discussion by contemporary philosopher Renford Bambrough on how
writing and reading stories and novels can in fact assist our comprehen-
sion of facts precisely through the process of sympathetic reexperiencing:

Renford Bambrough has drawn attention to occasions when *“‘we can achieve and
convey knowledge and understanding by seeing and showing a pattern of rela-
tionships in between a set of items in which each separate item is already available
for inspection.” Imaginative re-experiencing is, or seeks to be, such an occasion,
when an advancement in learning takes place without our acquiring any increase
in itemizable bits of information which were not available to us before. . . . As
Bambrough went on to show, in reading a story we may learn something which
is quite “disproportionate to the number of new facts we learn” or to whether we
learn any new facts at all. Indeed, many works of literature can be said to teach
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us about things we might already claim to know about. . . . Imaginative re-
experiencing does not advocate an abandonment of information in favor of some
kind of factually unfounded excercise in speculation. Rather, it sees being well
informed as a pre-requisite for its imaginative endeavor. The information is seen
as the raw material for that endeavor, it is not however, accepted as the final
product which is sought. . . . There would seem to be no immediate reason, then,
for rejecting a methodology which is non-factual, personal and holistic . . . simply
on the grounds that it could not provide any legitimate means of knowing. It
might not be easy to specify precisely what we do learn from such an approach,
since the nature of the knowledge it offers resists any process of itemization, but
it seems clear that it can teach us some things—perhaps a great deal—even in
those areas where we may feel fully informed already . ..

One of Arthur’s points here is that imaginative reexperiencing of anoth-
er’s worldview can lead us to see significant and meaningful patterns and
relationships among facts and, further, that identifying and elucidating
these patterns and relationships constitutes a cognitive achievement en-
hancing our knowledge of a particular religious tradition. There is, we
submit, nothing murky or mysterious about either this achievement or
the process leading up to it.

The fifth problem of anti-historical bias may at first blush appear to
be a very improbable line of criticism against an enterprise explicitly con-
cerned with features of historical context and development. Though, as
we conceded earlier, this criticism may have some bite with respect to
some research done within the essentialist voice, it is less obviously ap-
plicable to the historical-typological enterprise. Nevertheless, the charge
is often made, and we must consider carefully its rationale and merit. The
criticism focuses most directly on the steps of comparative elucidation
and interrogation, which employ as well as forge typological categories
for the purposes of gaining a deeper understanding into the nature of
particular religious traditions as well as religions in general. The claim is
that typological categories (e.g., prayer, sacred space, pilgrimage, sacred
persons, sacred communities) are static, unduly reifying, and, when ap-
plied to complex and ever-changing historical data, ultimately skew that
data. For example (and this is only hypothetical), it might be charged
that applying Kristensen’s category of “‘magical prayer” (ritually exerting
compulsion on the gods) to Christian materials might result in a radical
misunderstanding of the phenomenon of petitionary prayer in that tra-
dition (which some argue is more expressive of surrender to God’s will
whatever His will might be). If this were done, then distortion of Chris-
tian petitionary prayer would result. Or, for another example (again, hy-
pothetical), some might argue that in proposing the category of sacred
space as a religious universal, researchers might be lead to overlook or
discount aspects of those traditions (e.g., Theravada Buddhism) that deny
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a transcendent referent and thus the sensibility of a spatial orientation to
a god or gods. Again, the result might be a significant distortion in un- §
derstanding a religious tradition from its own internal standpoint. '

While there may be real dangers associated with the insensitive use of |

such typological categories, it does appear that this line of criticism over-
looks significant checks against such dangers built into the historical- )
typological method. We have, for example, pointed out that practitioners |
of this method are ever alert to refining and adjusting (or even rejecting)
their typological categories when they are dealing with subtle and ny- §
anced data that either stretch or do not fit the categories. For historical- §
typologists focused on the qualitative understanding of particular reli-
glous traditions, typological categories are heuristic devices or guides to |
uncovering nonobvious features of the data under scrutiny—assisted by |
comparison to the data of other traditions that might fall within those
categories. Heuristic devices are used only so long as they assist the pri- |
mary investigation, and are modified or dropped if they are found to be f§
not doing their job. The point is that historical-typologists work dialec- |
tically back and forth between their comparative types and the particular §
data, constantly revising their understanding  of each—types and §
data—until they reach a satisfactory and defensible (to a community of §
scholars) understanding of a particular tradition,

While possibly conceding the presence of such a dialectical process, §
the critics might press their point more forcefully against that mode of ]
clucidative interrogation interested in proposing religious universals. So-
called universals, they might charge, once in place and accepted as uni- |
versals, might be henceforth used unthinkingly and uncritically when §
coming up against new data. Moreover, a so-called universal once ac- 1
cepted by a community of scholars is less likely to be called into question
than an heuristic device, and therefore might be employed in a prejudicial |
fashion. There is no denying a legitimate danger here, but, by the same
token, being aware of this danger constitutes both a challenge and the |
possibility of avoiding the danger in the first place—by treating even so-
called universals as heuristic to the understanding of religious dimensions
of human existence.

Now that we have completed our review of the criticisms brought
against both the essentialists and the historical-typological voices—and
seeing the nuanced responses of the latter—we need to consider whether
there are any additional problems that might be relatively distinctive to
the historical-typological enterprise. There are at least two such prob-
lems—one is concerned with cultural bias (“if I were a horse” fallacy),
the other with a difficulty we will call “diachronic bias.” The “if I were a
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" fallacy charges that the historical—typolog.ical method 15 ineluc-
N fected with cultural bias because the investigator employing sym-
tab]hyci?c reenactment inevitably imports his or her own cultu.ral bgggqgc
1}:1?0 the imaginative empathetic process, for the invesfigator’sluglagll)naltlvc-z

perience and thought is shaped at the deepest possible .lcjve oy the lan
o and conceptuality of that person’s cultural tradition.>” There is
g-uagiedcrable truth to this sort of contention—researchers are shaped by
:;::ir cultural traditions—but the'ch‘arge of .inevi.table bias oyer]look;tlzie
power and prospects of checks within the hls“torlcal-typologlca”metd oh.
Epoché clearly helps to nullify the effects of cultuyal baggage, . arll the
process of comparison based on constantly reexamined typologlga cate-
ies also assists in freeing the investigator’s research from dlstortmg
B ural bi - 1 and s-traditional un-
cultural biases. Furthermore, trans-cultural an cross onal
derstanding is obviously possible as shown by activities ranging from
Janguage-translation to inter-cultural dialogue. So again we encppmerg
risk, but one that can be counteracted by an appropriately sensitive an
controlled method. o . o

The problem of diachronic bias is perhgps most pe_rcepFlvely licgsse
by the contemporary phenomen01ogist/phl'losopher/hlstorlgn of religions,
Ninian Smart. In his discussion of how hlstorlggl-typologlsts attempt to
construct a dynamic moving picture of a tradltlop’s self-understanding
(diachronically qualitative understanding), he points out.that the re-
searcher is faced with the problem of how to identify which Femporgl
community’s self-understanding—within a given rel?g.ious tradition—is
to be taken as normative or definitive for the tradition. For example,
within the Christian tradition, which historical community’s conception
of God is normative for the entire tradition (if any), so that we may speak
of a Christian tradition that subsumes (e.g.) Catholic and Protestant, me-
dieval and modern, church and sect, and even fringe rehglqus groups
such as Unitarian universalists? Questions such as these point up the
problem of whether the researcher’s choice of (e.g.) a conception Qf ng
as normative for the entire tradition might not build in a diachronic bias
toward an historically and socially particular conceptiop of‘God that
might distort the researcher’s understanding of ot}}er historically and
socially located communities within the traditi‘on. .1 here seems to be a
real problem here, and Smart’s suggested solution is that the historical-
typologist must try to identify the typical conceptions of God of these

vanous historical communities of worship and then within these typical
Conceptions discern the “regulative ideal” towar.d. which they all tgnd,
while simultaneously being self-consciously sensitive to the finer differ-
€hces among their particular conceptions. That is, Smart proposes that
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the phenomenological researcher must construct an “ideal type” for con-
ceptions of God within the tradition, while simultaneously recognizing

that various instantiations of this ideal type have differences. This, |

suggests Smart, will help to correct for diachronic bias: being self-
consciously alert to both the similarities within the different conceptions
(the ideal type or regulative ideal) and the differences within the similari-
ties (the finer grain of particular conceptions). This solution to the prob-
lem appears both possible and plausible. Awareness of this problem and

a way of checking it permit us to be more critically alert to an issue

seemingly endemic to the historical-typological voice.

As with the essentialist voice, reviewing these problems or concerns
about the historical-typological voice assists us in seeing some of the
weaknesses and strengths of its method. Though, again, we have tended
to rebut these concerns, we should remain aware that continuing per-
ceptions of them have no small role in helping to generate or at least
strengthen the resolve of other methodological voices both within and
outside the field of phenomenology of religion. Thus, for example, the
criticisms of static typology, insufficient suspicion, diachronic bias, and
so on have helped to support the development of other nonphenomenol-
ogical methods in the history of religions, while the issues of detached
objectivity as well as inescapable cultural bias have helped to support the

emergence of the existential-hermeneutical phenomenology of religion. |
Nevertheless, none of these various methodological voices—whether |
within or outside the field of phenomenology of religion—would deny |

that the historical-typological voice has had and continues to have an
important role in the academic study of religion.

Third Voice: Existential-Hermeneutical
Phenomenology of Religion

The third voice in the phenomenology of religion is what we call, fol-
lowing Paul Ricoeur and his interpreters, the existential-hermeneutical
phenomenology of religion.? “Existential” and “hermeneutical” here
have rather precise meanings, and their linkage is intended to signal a
distinctive turn in some recent research in phenomenology of religion.
“Existential” refers to this voice’s preoccupation with structures and
problems of human existence in the world, including such broad themes
as freedom, intersubjectivity, temporality, corporeality, finitude, and
death as well as particular human experiences such as anxiety, hope, de-
spair, guilt, caring. “Hermeneutical” refers to this voice’s perception that
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all human experience is mediated by language (or, more broadly sym-
polic systems). The linkage of the two—"existential” and “hermeneuti-
cal”—indicates this voice’s further perception that all structures and
problems of human existence and experience require an approach explic-
itly focused on exploring them through interpretation of their linguistic
or symbolic expression. Thus, at the very outset of our discussion of this
voice, we can see that it is oriented to both a particular subject-matter
and a distinctive methodological approach. Before we move on to discuss
this voice’s aims and method, it may be useful to first identify in a more
general way some of the basic traits of existential-hermeneutical phe-
nomenology. For this part of our discussion, we draw freely on Ricoeur’s
justly famous Encyclopedié Frangaise article on existential phenome-
nology as well as the discussions of other existential phenomenologists
such as Gabriel Marcel and Maurice Merleau-Ponty.* As we do this, we
will try self-consciously to connect certain points of our discussion to
some of the issues and problems we identified in our examination of the
two previous voices. In this way, we should gain a strong foundation for
our subsequent examination of the distinctive aims, method, and prob-
lems of the existential-hermeneutical phenomenology of religion.

Orientation to Existential Phenomenology

The most important observation that Ricoeur makes about existential
phenomenology in general is that it is an “oriented” enterprise.” By this
he means that it quite explicitly and self-consciously serves normative
aims associated with the philosophy of human existence. Existential
phenomenologists use the phenomenological method to explore the great
problems of human existence (mentioned above), and they do this in such
a way as to privilege one or another normative aim-—for example, to
counteract human alienation from the natural and/or social world, to
recover the metaphysical dimensions of human existence, to rediscover
humankind’s bond with a transcendent sacred, and so on. Furthermore,
in pursuing one or another of these aims, different investigators tend also
to emphasize different forms of human experiences as being the “key” or
central access to advancing a deeper understanding of the human condi-
tion—one might focus on experiences of radical freedom to make choices
and create values (Sartre), another might focus on experiences of anxiety
and dread (Heidegger), yet another might focus on experiences of hope
and liberation (Marcel).>> And, in turn, these aims and pursuits tend to
produce distinctively different “styles” of existential phenomenology.*
Ricoeur’s point is that existential phenomenology in all of its variations
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is a radically oriented field in which the phenomenological method is |
clearly subordinated to dominant, organizing, and normative existential
aims, insights, and hunches about what is most important in the human
condition. ‘

This aggressive openness on the part of existential phenomenologists
about their normative orientations contrasts quite strongly with the
stances of essentialists and historical-typological phenomenologists of re-
ligion, who, while often possessing hidden normative aims and agenda,
appear to be trying to pursue within their phenomenology more descrip-
tive aims associated with either explicating the essential traits of religious
consciousness in general or understanding the ethos and worldview of
particular religious traditions. Phenomenologists within the latter two ]
voices do not self-consciously intend to be normatively existential within
their phenomenological investigations—in fact, they try constantly to
“check” or bracket out these aims because of their constant worry about}
distorting or biasing the data. This is a very different attitude from that]
of existential phenomenologists, who openly embrace and aggressively,
pursue normative existential aims. What factors might account for such
a radical difference in attitude?

Answering this question takes us to the heart of what existential phe-
nomenology is all about in terms of its shared insights into the nature of
human consciousness and existence in the world. Though in his article
Ricoeur discusses only four of these shared insights or themes, there ap-|
pear in fact to be six such dominant themes. They are: (1) “consciousness;
is bound to a pre-given world,” (2) “we are incarnated,” (3) “we are,
temporal or historical,” (4) “we are essentially related to others in an,
intersubjective world,” (5) “we are linguistic beings through and
through,” and (6) “we are free.” Individually and collectively these six
organizing insights or themes explicate in a deeper way why and how
existential phenomenology is an oriented field of inquiry, for they identify
distinctive modes of human existential orientation in the world that, ac-
cording to existential phenomenologists, all phenomenological inquiry
must take into account as it works out its programs of research. These:
insights constitute “givens” (or “pre-givens”) that, from their perspec-|
tive, all phenomenological programs must acknowledge on pain of fun-
damental shortsightedness (or even incoherence) in their aims and
method. Let us now briefly discuss these insights, with a constant eye on.
how they might modify, add to, or correct features of our other two
voices in phenomenology of religion.

The first organizing insight—the link between consciousness and 2
pre-given world—is absolutely crucial, for it “founds” in a sense all the
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other insights. The claim is that upon becoming reflectively aware of itself
all consciousness finds a world already there, “pre-given.” In Ricoeur’s
words, “the ‘world’ ... is pre-given in the sense that every present activity
[of a conscious being] surges into a world already there.”* Merleau-
ponty puts this point well when he writes in his Phenomenology of Per-
ception, “‘the world is there beyond any possible analysis of mine,” or,
again, the world is given in our experience as “the background from
which all acts stand out” and as “the field for all my thoughts and all my
explicit perceptions.”* Now, how, one might ask, do these phenomen-
ologists gain this insight, and what precisely is its significance? Merleau-
Ponty provides the clue to answering this question when he suggests that
we are so thoroughly embedded in the world that the only way to become
aware of this fact is to suspend (bracket) this involvement, “put it out of
play” in the manner of phenomenological epoché. And, he further sug-
gests, when reflection is thereby enabled to stand back from its involve-
ment it can “watch the forms of transcendence fly up like sparks from a
fire; it slackens the intentional threads which attach us to the world and
thus brings them to our notice.” But then, he points out, by learning of
“the unmotivated upsurge of the world” in us, in our being, we can see
as well that complete reduction or epoché is for us—as beings in the
wotld—not possible.”» And so through epoché we see that epoché itself
refers us to an existential structure underlying our experience—the fact
that we are essentially beings in the world. In a sense, phenomenological
reduction or epoché self-destructs—it finds that it is not attainable in a
cpmplete way, because our consciousness is tied inextricably to a pre-
given world. As Ricoeur observes, “this shift in accent marks the passage
to existential phenomenology.”

The significance of this insight is no doubt beginning to emerge in the
re}lder’s mind: phenomenological reduction (epoché)—one of the linch-
pins of the phenomenological method—is radically bounded by the ex-
istential fact that our consciousness is linked to a pre-given world. And
seeing this gives rise to the question, are there any other existential facts
(or structures) that bound our understanding of life in the world? Fur-
ther, are there perhaps such structures that concern some sort of signifi-
;if;tstlii)nnl; Esettv}\;een.hzmankipd a}?d the sacred? Being able to ask such
stentia] T ese m1 icates ]fust ohw fundameptal the first 11?51ght of ex-
COHSCiQuIS)ness ;nilno ogy is, for w1tldthe establishment of a link between
cxisten S l(ztn gt}E)re;—ilven W[())E | comes also an approach to human
ing the natup;e Oef wi brl; p.ossll1 ilities and opportunities for investigat-
o our being in the world, for undefstgndlng ourselves at

1s perhaps the deepest possible level. Is this insight shared by our



48 INTRODUCTION

other two voices in the phenomenology of religion? If not, what are the
possible implications of this for our critical understanding and appraisal
of these two voices?

What seems reasonably clear is that the notion of a “bound” epoché
is quite different from the essentialists’ understanding of the step of

epoché or bracketing. Their conception of this step appears to presup-

pose the idea of a detached objective observer who, through sympathy

assisted by bracketing, focuses on religious consciousness as the Other to |

be understood and examined. Within the essentialist method, the phe-
nomenological observer does not share a pre-given world with the other
precisely because the observer does not acknowledge a pre-given world
at all. But, in not acknowledging such a world bounding all conscious-
ness, the question is raised as to whether the phenomenological observer

might not be alienated in an important way from the standpoint of the

religious consciousness he or she is investigating. If this line of reasoning
is cogent, then the problem is re-raised of the possible biasing effect of
the phenomenological attitude’s radical detachment. Perhaps some essen-

tial features of religious consciousness will slip by the detached investi- |

gator unnoticed, unacknowledged, or uninvestigated. Similarly, with re-
spect to the historical-typologist’s phenomenological attitude, which,
though supplemented by steps of diachronic understanding and com-
parative reference, is nonetheless shaped by the ideal of a detached objec-

tive observer—it too runs the risk of being alienated from the particular |

ethos and worldview it is attempting to investigate and thus may miss

certain of its significant features. This possible bias in both the essentialist |
and historical-typological voices needs, of course, to be investigated fur-
ther, and we will do this in connection with our discussion of the other

insights of existential phenomenology.

The second insight of existential phenomenology—captured in Mat-
cel’s claim that “we are incarnated”—is related to the first but takes the
latter a step farther in the direction of concreteness.’* The claim here is

that our consciousness is tied to a pre-given world in the specific form of

being incarnate or embodied: 1 am my body, or more accurately, [ am
embodied, and there is no escaping this. Both Marcel and Merleau-Ponty

contend that the feature of corporeality represents a fundamental and|

inescapable datum of our consciousness, implying that we are essentially
“situated” and “oriented” in the world in a particular way. To put it

roughly, “where my body is” shapes what and how I perceive; “how my |
body is” shapes the quality of my perception; “what happens to my|

body” also happens to my consciousness; and so on. Our bodies are not

merely objects in the world to which we are contingently or accidentally |
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attached or related; rather they are part of how we are as conscious
beingss orienting us in particular ways as spatial conscious beings. Ac-
cording to existential phenomenologists, this insight has significant
jmplications for phenomenological inquiry into the nature of human con-
sciousness and existence in the world.

One important implication is that phenomenological inquiry needs to
be alert to the corporeal and, more broadly, spatially oriented features of
conscious experience. This much seems obvious. Another less obvious
implication pointed out quite effectively by Marcel is that our incarnate-
ness so situates us in the world that it prevents us from being able to
attain a radically detached objective and comprehensive view of our-
selves.» Precisely because we “see” the world from only an oriented per-
spective, we find it difficult (indeed impossible) to gain a complete and
neutral perspective on the world, including, of course, ourselves, our very
own being. Indeed, this difficulty is especially stark in the case of our-
selves (our being) because we are never simply objects to ourselves, able
to investigate ourselves in a totally detached manner in the way of scien-
tific inquiry into natural objects and events. Rather we are opaque to
ourselves, and our being is a mystery to us in many respects. The further
implication of this difficulty in being able to attain a detached, stand-
pointless perspective is that the supposed cognitive ideal of “the anony-
mous epistemological subject” (to use Ricoeur’s phrase) in phenome-
nology, who uses himself or herself as a neutral and impartial sounding
board for understanding human experience and consciousness, is called
into question.* That is, not only is the epistemological subject (the in-
quirer) bound to the world but he or she is also oriented in the world in
a particular way—corporeally and spatially. Thus, the subject is no
longer so “anonymous.” Now how does the existential phenomenologi-
cal perspective and its implications bear on our other two voices in phe-
nomenology of religion?

One such bearing should be obvious. Since the essentialist method
apparently presupposes the standpoint of the anonymous epistemological
Su.bleCt (the image of the detached, neutral, and objective observer), it
.alls to recognize and take account of the inquirer’s corporeal orientation
in the world. We in fact saw this vividly illustrated, for example, in the
Way that Earle so casually separated the (transcendental) €go or con-
i(;lr(l)sllcsness from the body in his investigation intq the essence of mystical

nsciousness. And we need to ask whether this sort of separation of
Mind from body and dismissal from the latter’s importance might not
ave the possible consequence of “blinding” the phenomenological in-
duirer to seeing or appreciating “embodied” aspects of (e.g.) mystical
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experience—for example, the significance of physical discipline in medi-
tational practices, the significance of kinesthetic elements in the experi-
ences of mystical union or mystical love, and so on. Such distortional
effects seem quite possible, and it may be no simple oversight that many
Western essentialists (e.g., Otto, Scheler, Earle) fail to discuss or even
explicitly acknowledge the corporeal elements in mystical or, more
broadly, religious consciousness.

Clearly, a similar sort of problem could also affect the work of historical-
typologists who also appear to presuppose the ideal of an anonymous
epistemological subject. However, we must be cautious here, for it is
equally important to recognize that by virtue of their focus on particular
religious traditions and their methodological step of comparative eluci- |
dation, historical-typologists gain a “check” of sorts against any whole-
sale blindness to corporeality and orientation in the world. If, for ex- '
ample, a particular tradition emphasizes physical disciplines of some sort
or perhaps the notion of some sort of sacred space, then it would be
difficult for a self-consciously historical and comparative method to over- |
look, ignore, or dismiss these features of the tradition. Possible evidence
for the efficacy of such a check may be seen in Eliade’s work, which
clearly recognizes the fact and significance of spatial orientation in the
“worlds” of various (if not all) religious traditions. Indeed, Eliade is quite
well known for his studies of Yoga practices in Eastern religious tradi-
tions, and these practices involve important elements of physical disci-
pline (phenomena of embodied consciousness) of which Eliade is fully
cognizant.# So we must conclude that historical-typologists are not
nearly as prone as the essentialists to underestimate the significance ;
of corporeality and spatial orientation in the world. This may be due in
part to direct influence of existential phenomenology on some historical-
typological research—Eliade, for example, is quite conversant with and
frequently mentions influential existential phenomenologists in some of |
his methodological discussions. Nonetheless, it cannot be said that all
historical-typological phenomenology of religion is so influenced and has
shed the ideal of the anonymous epistemological subject—therefore, the
risk of distortion remains with this voice.

The next three insights of existential phenomenology—temporality
(or historicity), intersubjectivity, and linguisticality—are also related to
the first theme of pre-given world, extending its range into additional
modalities of our being oriented in the world. “Temporality” refers, of
course, to the way we are oriented in the world in terms of time (past,
present, and future) in addition to space: in the present we project our- ]
selves from our past into the future. Our presents are shaped and con-
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serained by our pasts, and our futures represent possibilities open to us
which are also shaped and constrained by our pasts and what we are
doing in our presents. To put it in a nutshell, we (our consciousness, our
experience, our action) are historical beings, we find ourselves oriented
in an historical way to our world. “Intersubjectivity” indicates the rudi-
mentary fact that the world to which we are oriented is a world of social
relations, a world of others who shape not only our identities but our
very consciousnesses as indelibly social in nature. That is, when we be-
come self-aware we become aware of our consciousness in distinction
from and in relation to other consciousnesses: this is not merely a fact
established by (e.g.) social psychology, but a deep sort of fact that makes
possible (and therefore precedes) social psychology, for we find con-
sciousness given to us in this way. “Linguisticality” refers to the related
phenomenological datum that how we perceive and handle the world
is shaped by language that is part and parcel of our intersubjective
orientation to (or in) the world. Again, when we become aware of our-
selves, our consciousnesses, we become aware of ourselves as linguis-
tically structured—intersubjectively structured in a linguistic way. All
three insights, then—temporality, intersubjectivity, linguisticality—are
essential modes of our orientation in the world, modes that cannot
be escaped or transcended. Even the consciousness of a hermit is so
structured—even if he or she is not right now relating to others or using
language with others in an active way—for the hermit still lives life in a
temporally structured way, is related to others in a potential way, and
uses language to think if only in interior monologue.

‘ Now, according to existential phenomenologists, all three of these in-
sights have significant implications for studying and understanding hu-
Mman consciousness and, more broadly, human existence in the world.
lnfismuch as these insights represent basic structures or traits of our con-
sclousness and existence, they further “bound”—in addition to a pre-
gilt\/én wqud and corporeality—how we and our inquiries are oriented or

uated in the world. There is no escaping them or transcending them on
Siiinhocf Viundamental .misunderstanding or even incgherence about what
nOmenolowji a;re. Thés suggests or, more strongly, implies that the phe-
e gical attitude cannot escape thesg structures and that the very
fmpt to do so would be self-defeating since that would alter the phe-
NOmena to be investigated and understood. The ph logi po
Cude, then ©jonlf LBRted and erstood. The phenomeno ogical atti-
st > adically oupd or s¥tuated in the world, and to do
¢ to itself and its objects of inquiry, it must accept this orientation.
tial)Phenomena Qf consc%ouspess must be yiqwed in their corporeal (spa-
» temporal, intersubjective, and linguistic modalities to be properly
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understood and appreciated. How, then, does this perspective compare
with our other two voices in the phenomenology of religion?

The method of essential phenomenology of religion appears problem- |
atic from this point of view, for it has a tendency to ignore or at least |
downplay one or another of these modalities of our being in the world. |
Besides a tendency to discount traits of corporeality or embodiedness in |
its accounts of religious consciousness, it also exhibits a tendency to dis- |

regard temporal development, intersubjective connections, and linguistic

structuring and expression of religious consciousness. Though Otto and

Scheler, for example, do discuss large evolutionary development in reli-

gious consciousness (from “primitive” to “higher” forms), they do not |
discuss temporal orientation within any given instance of numinous state §
of consciousness or revelation. Moreover, they tend to conceive and treat |
religious consciousness as radically solitary and isolated within an indi- |
vidual consciousness as if it were not inherently socially structured. We |
must, of course, not overstate this point since, after all, for Otto and

Scheler the religious consciousness is related to at least one other—the

religious Other (the divine). Nevertheless, this is a consciousness con- |
ceived as having a private relation to the divine, not one clearly oriented $

in a world shared with other human consciousnesses. Furthermore,
though Otto and Scheler are themselves linguistically inventive in devel-

oping suggestive and performative metaphors for evocatively describing §
phenomena of religious consciousness, they do not see this consciousness ¥

as shaped by socially shared linguistic structures.

By contrast, the method of historical-typological phenomenology of &
religion—despite its apparent adherence to the ideal of a detached, ob-| :
jective, and neutral phenomenological observer—does in fact take ac-{
count of all three existential-phenomenological insights through those &
aspects of its method concerned with, for example, diachronic under- {8
standing, reference to data made available by other disciplines, and its]
focus on traditions and communities of ethos and worldview. Diachronic

understanding “picks up” temporality; available data include linguistic

and symbolic data; and traditions and communities “fix” intersubjec-}
tivity. These differences from the essentialist method are quite striking]
and reveal a closer relationship between the historical-typological and]
the existential-hermeneutical voices than perhaps either of these two voices |
seems fully to realize (though both Eliade and Ricoeur come quite close §§

to admitting this).

The final insight of existential phenomenology that we need to discuss !
briefly is perhaps the most well known: the theme of human freedom. We §
have in fact already touched on this theme in connection with tempo- |
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rality, when we spoke of the way that we project ourselves from the past
and the present into a future open with possibilities. It is here that we
manifest our freedom to choose and decide anew. By this point in our
discussion, however, we should be aware that we choose from a situation
where we are already oriented in the world—spatially, intersubjectively,
and so on—and so our freedom, while open to new direction and pos-
sibility, is nonetheless an already situated, contextualized, and con-
strained freedom. This too is a fundamental aspect of our conscious
being in the world: we are free, within the constraints posed by our
situation and its past and present, to determine ourselves according to
new possibilities (plans, projects, hopes, and dreams). We are self-aware
of being both oriented and yet free: this is a basic trait of our experience
and consciousness. And, according to the existential phenomenologists,
this trait also needs to be taken seriously into account by phenomeno-
logical inquiry—all phenomenological inquiry—to do justice to our be-
ing as freely becoming creatures. How exactly would this trait be mani-
fested in phenomenological inquiry? The typical way is surely to focus
on those aspects of our experience that involve openness to the fu-
ture—for example, anxiety and hope, which are quintessentially phe-
nomena expressing our freedom in the world. Do our other two voices
in phenomenology of religion take account of this aspect of our being?

The answer to this question is somewhat mixed. For example, while
we do not find essential phenomenologists of religion focusing an enor-
mous amount of attention on those phenomena of human freedom with
which existential phenomenologists seem occupied—for example, anxi-
ety and hope—we do find them investigating (e.g.) phenomena of reli-
glous redemption from a condemnatory judgment of sin conceived as
being made possible by the absolute freedom and power of the divine.
Thus, for example, even though Otto appears to treat dread (or anxiety)
as simply a forerunner of the overwhelming sense of awe before a numi-
nous, powerful Other—thus seeming to discount the importance of
dread as a phenomenon of human freedom in favor of another sort of
experience (a focused and transfixed religious fear)—he also treats that
Other’s power as an agent of new redemptive and liberating possibilities
f91‘ the believing soul, and this latter surely represents a phenomenon of
Sttuated human freedom of a distinctive sort. Nevertheless, it does seem
that Otto is only concerned with the human freedom made possible by
the liberating action of a redemptive agent and appears relatively disin-
teresr_ed in freedom as an existential structure of human being apart from
the divine, and this difference in emphasis appears to distinguish his ap-
Proach from that of existential phenomenologists who feel “bound” to
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begin with the structure of human freedom in the sense shared by us 4
in our orientation to the world.
The historical-typological voice, by contrast, appears quite open
the existential insight of freedom, though it might not conceive of it ;4
an existential structure. Nevertheless, its concern with diachronic yp
derstanding and historical change clearly recognizes a fundamental Jii
mension of human freedom in the choices and decisions of historicall
agents to modify the ethos and worldview of their traditions. Moreovegll
as with the existential view, this freedom must be seen as situated freg
dom embedded as it is in ongoing, oriented traditions in the world. Thjj
acknowledgment of situated freedom would seem to be a fundamenty|
presupposition (organizing insight) of the historical-typological phenomef
nology of religion. ]

Orientation to Existential-Hermeneutical
Phenomenology of Religion

With this discussion of the basic insights of existential phenomenology
in hand, we now turn to the aims, method, and problems characteristig
of existential-hermeneutical phenomenology of religion. As might be exj
pected, these insights have considerable implications for how this voic
defines itself. We might begin by recalling Ricoeur’s contention that ex{
istential phenomenology is an aggressively oriented enterprise that i
quite self-consciously focused on basic existential structures of humas
being in the world, in the service of normative aims of varying sorts, and
privileging certain human experiences as constituting key accesses to ad4
vancing a deeper understanding of the human condition. All these facets
of agressive orientation apply to the existential-hermeneutical voice i
phenomenology of religion. It is self-consciously focused on basic exis
tential structures such as temporality, spatiality, and freedom. Witness
for example, John Smith’s concern with “crucial times” of life decisiong
and choice, “boundary situations’ of life and death, and forms of “spe
cial space” and “sacred space” as existential structures of human being
in the world crucial to understanding experiences and concepts of the}
holy; or, for another example, Ricoeur’s concern with situated o
bounded (ethical) freedom as an existential structure crucial to under-
standing religious experiences and concepts of faith, hope, and liberation.|

Moreover, it seems clear that inquiries within this voice self-
consciously serve normative aims. In Ricoeur’s case, for example, the aim]
is to recover humankind’s “bond” between itself and what is considered
sacred; in Smith’s case, the aim is to explicate the deep connections be-}
tween human experience of crucial events and places, on the one hand,
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reality of God as understogd iq a gpeciﬁc, historicgl tradltflon?;;
r; in Westphal’s case, the implications of thiexperlenczod gu;f
ation of the way that the sacred can heal the wounde si -

L usness”; and so the list continues. And it is fu;ther apparent that
conseiot irie’s within this voice view various experiences as constitut-
diverse ! access for advancing human existential self-understandlpg;
n .thefke};xample experience of critical situations and times revealmg
g3l . riousnes; of our existence” and calling for “momentous deci-
d-w BresCﬂ ith); confessions of experiences of evil as well as experiences
siors” | }rlnope ’and liberation (Ricoeur); experiences of guilt, morbid self-
of g;riit‘éss, anZi defensive denial of moral responsibility (W‘es.tphal).‘ ’
awBesides being oriented to the spec1ﬁc subject-matter of.reh}%xously 51%11 1
. ¢ existential structures and experiences, the §x1stept1al- ermeneutica
e the phenomenology of religion (like existential pheno.menolpgy
YOlcsnl;,lr:-il) also possesses a reasonably distinctive methodological orien-
ltraitigon as well. In the case of existential phenomeno}ogy, we sawhtll?ct :25_
methodology, while incorporating features of egf)che amcii’s’yrl;]pa';1 ety re-
experiencing, conceives of itself as rad{cally boundg by }t] e Oild
given” existential traits of human consciousness of being in tle w n
This conception is no less true of the ex1stentlal-hermeneutllcia1 c;'?}ce 1_
phenomenology of religion. And so we find, for example, Smith delineat
ing his methodology in the following way:

and “the
on the othe.
for apprect

The phenomenological approach to any philo_sophlcal pr}())blerrfl1 n:;eaens ra;ré agf
proach through the analysis of primary expenence ?nd_t el;e elf ve gati;)}; o
what we actually encounter. This view, though positive, implies t edn ‘%her n of
other views. First, it means that experience is not to be understoo del her 35 ¢
way of transforming reality into mere phenomena d_evoxd of phower and Otc:ig ess,
or of reducing reality to the data of sense; second, it means that experlﬁen € is ot
to be identified with an exclusively private or “mental content con lne tlod :
individual mind; third, it means that ingredient in experience 1s a real \ggr'du(;l
things, events, and selves transcending the encounter had by any (}):1(3 dmhm ual
or any finite collection of individuals. The general assumption be m‘l theiefalls
gations is that experience is neither a substitute for rgallty nor alvel t }? s
between us and what there is, but rather a reliable medium of disclosure throug

which the real world is made manifest and comes to be aprehended by us.

What seems clear from this passage is that Smith conceives of the phe-
nomenological method as radically oriented or bounded (e.g.) by a prg-
given world disclosing itself in experience that is fundamentally 1nters(;1 -
jective in nature (“not exclusively private or ‘mental’ co‘x.n:ent confine o
an individual mind”). And so he goes on to argue that © msFead. of begin-
ning with special experiences . . . recorded and interpreted in blbllcal . d
literature {as he argues, Otto tended to do] . . . it would be more in accor
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with a phenomenological approach to start from a broader base and con- |
sider recurrent situations that are to be found universally in experience”
[i.e., experiences of crucial times and decisions and special places]. Thus |
does Smith see his methodology also “bounded” and ““oriented” to exis-
tential structures of temporality, freedom, and corporeality. Later in his |
study, Smith signals the way in which his methodology is additionally
bounded and oriented to the existential trait of linguisticality when he
acknowledges that:

it is, however, an error to identify the experience of the holy, as it is open to any
human being, with the apprehension of a definite being as such . . . there are too
many possibilities for interpretation . . . just because there is such a plurality of
religious traditions and cultural forms, we are not justified in identifying the ex-
perience of the holy, taken as a phenomenon of universal scope, with the intuition
of God as understood from the standpoint of any one religious tradition. . . . The
way is left open for interpreting the power present in crucial events and places
encountered in living experience, in terms of the doctrine of God to be found in |
that tradition.

Here Smith acknowledges that his method is constrained by the existen- |
tial structure of human linguisticality in the sense that diverse cultural
traditions (including, of course, language) shape human understanding
and interpretation of “the power present in . . . crucial events and places.”
And so we see his method as fully both embracing and oriented by the
insights of existential phenomenology.

Ricoeur’s method is similarly so oriented, though he accords a special
primacy to the existential insight of linguisticality at the very outset of his
inquiry: "

I propose, first, to consider this term [guilt], not in its psychological, psychiatric
or psychoanalytic usage, but in the texts where its meaning has been constituted ]
and fixed. These texts are of penitential literature wherein the believing commu-
nities have expressed their avowal of evil; the language of these texts is a specific;
language which can be designated, in a very general way, as “confession of
sins.” .. . My point of departure is in a phenomenology of confession or avowal.

Ricoeur’s focus on primary religious language as an expressive access;
to religious experience of evil is, of course, striking in its clear method-
ological acknowledgment of the existential structure of linguisticality. No
less striking, however, is his orientation to existential structures of inter-|
subjectivity (texts and language of “believing communities,” “experience
of sin rooted in the life of the community”), freedom (“in a first state of |
reflection, I say: to affirm freedom is to take upon oneself the origin Of:
evil”), temporality (in the avowal of evil, “I declare myself, after the fact, |
as being he who could have done otherwise . . . this movement from in}
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front of to behind the responsibility is essential. It constitutes the identity
of the moral subject through past, present, and future”), a pre-given
world (“freedom has already chosen in an evil way. This evil is already
there. It is in this sense that it is radical, that it is anterior. . . . Evil is this

rior captivity”), and even elements of corporeality and spatial orienta-
tion (“the return to the origin is a return to that place where freedom
discovers itself”). Thus we can see that Ricoeur, like Smith, is radically
oriented by the insights of existential phenomenology.

Both the aims and method, then, of this third voice in phenomenology
of religion are significantly shaped by the dominant themes of existential
phenomenology. This is not to say, however, that this voice simply re-
duces to philosophical explanation of human existence as pursued by
existential phenomenology in general, for this voice does exhibit rather
distinctive aims and methodological concerns not held by all existential
phenomenologists. We need now to clarify these distinctive aims and
method.

Aims

As a general organizational principle, we might begin by noting that
investigators working within this voice appear to pursue two distinctive
types of aims: one is descriptive-interpretive, the other is ontological-
explorative. The first descriptive-interpretive aim is focused on gaining
access to, describing, and analyzing the believing soul’s (and communi-
ty’s) existential orientation to the sacred—in terms of its (or their)
distinctive experiential expression and understanding of the basic exis-
tential structures of human being in the world (pre-given world, corpo-
reality-spatiality, temporality, intersubjectivity, linguisticality, and free-
dOr.n). The dominating concern of this aim is to describe and interpret the
believing soul’s and community’s own self-understanding of their experi-
ence in the world within the framework provided by the six basic existen-
tial structures—how these structures are experienced and interpreted by
the believing soul and community. The second ontological-explorative
am then takes the findings achieved within the first aim and interrogates
them with an eye to seeing what they might reveal, suggest, or imply
about human existence or the human condition in a more general
Way—Are there basic religious dimensions of human existence in the
X)Onrcld'? 1; there a sagred or transcendept realm, and, if, s0, how is it
rehg;;;,e >and experienced? I§ humank.md naturally rel;glous (bomp-
arc s 1(415). and so on. the.n this ontgloglcal—exploratlve aim and inquiry

nducted in explicit dialogue with the findings and insights of other
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humanistic disciplines (e.g., other schools of philosophical inquiry, other i

disciplines of religious studies, the disciplines of psychology, sociology,

and social anthropology, the disciplines of literary criticism, even the dis- |
ciplines of theology as well as inter-religious dialogue). This aim is a |
“wager” made by such inquirers that the self-understanding, expression, |
and experience of believing souls and communities have something im- |

portant to teach us about ourselves, whether or not we are religious.

Method

In addition to expousing distinctive aims, existential-hermeneutical |

phenomenologists of religion also share a reasonably unified method of
inquiry which, for convenience, we divide into five steps: (1) “bounded”

epoché, (2) sympathetic re-experiencing, (3) evocative description, (4) in-

terpretive interrogation, and (5) ontological exploration. “Bounded”
epoché is our construal of the temporary bracketing or suspension of

judgment practiced by our existential-hermeneutical phenomenologists |
with respect to all matters of truth, value, and commitment except those |§
inescapable pre-given existential structures of all conscious experience. §
With respect to the latter, we understand the inquirer to acknowledge |
that such basic existential structures as corporeality, temporality, inter- |
subjectivity, and the like “bound” or orient all conscious experience, |
though we also understand him to suspend temporarily his own specific |
interpretations of these structures in the interest of trying to understand |
and appreciate how the subjects of his inquiry experience and interpret |
these structures. In this way, the inquirer is able to use these structures as
“probes” into how the believing soul and community are affected by and |
understand these structures, without imposing his own specific experi- |

ence and understanding of these structures on the self-understanding of

his subjects. On this construal, epoché is still operative in the method of |
this voice, but it is understood to be oriented or bounded by the basic ]
organizing insights of existential phenomenology about our being in the |

world.

Though our authors do not speak explicitly of “bounded” epoché in §
the way that we have, they do say or imply things about epoché that |

suggest this construal; more important, perhaps, they appear to conduct
their inquiries according to this understanding of “bounded” epoché. In

his introduction to God, Guilt, and Death, for example, Westphal ex-
plicitly argues for the importance of the methodological step “in which |
evaluation (determination of truth and value) is temporarily suspended |
in order that description and thereby understanding may progress.”+ At |
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frst glance, this formulation seems no different from the other voices’
anderstanding of epoché, but in the face of an impending charge of pre-
supposing an ideal of detached objectivity, Westphal later qualifies his
understanding of the method of existential phenomenology in the follow-
ing manner: “To establish that the stance of detachment and disengage-
ment which defines the descriptive attitude is not motivated by the desire
1o be rigorously scientific, but rather by a passion for self-understanding
that is itself neither detached nor engaged.”+ Now this qualification
could be taken to refer only to the subsequent step of ontological explo-
ration or it could be taken to refer to the method through and through.
[f the first interpretation were followed, then we suggest Westphal runs
the risk of introducing a fundamental incoherence in his understanding
of the existential-hermeneutical method, especially since existential phe-
nomenology appears to reject the stance of the anonymous epistemologi-
cal inquirer. The second interpretation, then, appears preferable, and we
have what is, in effect, a formulation of “bounded” epoché.

Ricoeur too, for another example, appears to be committed to a no-
tion of bounded epoché when he speaks of sympathetic reexperiencing as
a form of provisionally adopting “the motivations and intentions of the
believing soul” in “a second naiveté,” “a mode of as if,” ultimately linked
to an oriented field of investigation “situated” in a philosophical and
cultural tradition shaped by a “Greek memory, from which rises the
question: what is being?”’+ Ricoeur refers to this orientation—which, of
course, shapes existential phenomenology—as a “principal methodologi-
cal bondage”—and it is difficult to credit that this could not affect the
step of epoché itself. And, in fact, Ricoeur himself is compelled to con-
clude his introduction to The Symbolism of Evil with the observation
that “anyone who wished to escape the contingency of historical encoun-
ters and stand apart from the game in the name of a non-situated ‘objec-
tivity” would at most know everything, but would understand nothing.
In truth, he would seek nothing, not being motivated by concern about
any question.”* So Ricoeur, like Westphal, rejects the supposed ideal of
the anonymous epistemological inquirer, and this cannot but affect his
use and construal of epoché—as oriented by the insights of existential
phenomenology.

The second step of the method of existential-hermeneutical phenome-
nology of religion—sympathetic re-experiencing—has already been in-
troduced in connection with Ricoeur’s remarks about the first step.
Though we are by now sufficiently familiar with the notion of sym-
Pathetic re-experiencing not to have to discuss it in any great detail,
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we do need to be aware of a very distinctive “turn” in the existential-§
hermeneutical understanding of the step. This “turn” is very precisely}
captured in Ricoeur’s representation of this step:

My point of departure is in a phenomenology of confession or avowal. Here 1
understand by phenomenology a description of meanings implied in experience]}
in general . . . a phenomenology of confession is therefore a description of mean-|
ings and of signified intentions, present in a certain activity of language: the lan-
guage of confession. Our task, in the framework of such a phenomenology is to]
re-enact in ourselves the confession of evil, in order to uncover its aims. By sym-|
pathy and through imagination, the philosopher adopts the motivations and in-;
tentions of the confessing consciousness; he does not “feel,” he “experiences” in
a neutral manner, in the manner of an “as if,” that which has been lived in the]
confessing consciousness. But with which expression shall we start? Not with
expressions of confessions that are the most developed, the most rationalized, for
example, the concept or quasi-concept of “original sin” . . . we should not be}
embarrased by the fact that behind these rationalized expressions, behind these]
speculations, we encounter myths, that is, traditional narratives which tell of
events which happened at the origin of time . . . precisely because they have lost]
their explanatory pretention, they reveal an exploratory signification; they mani-|
fest a symbolic function, that is, a way of expressing indirectly the bond between|
man and what he considers sacred . . . in its turn, myth refers us to a level of;
expressions, more fundamental that any narration and any speculation. . . J
Therefore it is to this experience and to its language that we must have recourse;
or rather, to this experience i its language.

The “turn,” of course, comes in Ricoeur’s emphasis on the way that the;
religious experience of evil is embodied within the performative language
of confession of sins. In his view, there is no other access to these religious!
experiences of evil—or, indeed, religious experiences in general—than;
through the way these experiences are expressed in language. Thus does
he see the phenomenological step of sympathy quite explicitly “bounded”
by the existential structure of linguisticality. The inquirer sympathetically
reexperiences the consciousness and attitudes of the believing soul and
community by sympathetically re-avowing their confessions of evil andj
through this re-avowal reenacting their motivations, intentions, and emo-]
tions as expressed in this discourse. It is important, according to Ricoeur,}
to focus on performative—not speculative—religious discourse, for it is
in the performative use of language that one comes the closest to the]
primary intentions and experiences of the believing soul and community:]
this is the spontaneous and most revealing language of evil, unadulter-
ated (so to speak) by subsequent rationalization, systematic reflection,|
and possible false consciousness. And, he further notes, this language of
confession is symbolic, encoding layers and dimensions of meaning and
signification that need to be reenacted and reexperienced to be recovered.
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¢ seems reasonably obvious that ip order to be recovered, this perfor-
mative language must be carefully 1nte‘rpreted in addition to being reen-
acted, but before we move on to §0n31der that methodological step, we
need first to consider the intermediary step of evocative description.

Ricoeur, of course, is not alone among the existential-hermeneutical

henomenologists of religion in his focus on an appreciation of the sym-
pathetic reenactment of the performative language of the believing soul
and community. Westphal, for another example, makes much of the
model of acting as an analogue for understanding the step of sympathetic
reexperiencing. And he focuses attention on this analogous model pre-
cisely because, as he says, “when a great actress plays Lady Macbeth, she
interprets the latter’s experience by re-enacting it . . . [she] (re)feels the
motivations and intentions of Lady Macbeth and (re)enacts her deeds
and her consequent torment.”* Westphal’s point might be better ex-
pressed by saying that the actress sympathetically refeels the motivations,
intentions, as well as torment of Lady Macbeth in reenacting her words
and deeds. Performative reenactment accesses, so to speak, the intentions
and experience of the character. And, according to existential phenomen-
ologists, this way of performatively accessing a subject’s consciousness as
expressed in language is no less true for the consumer than for the in-
quirer himself—and this, of course, introduces the step, reasonably fa-
miliar to us, of evocative description.

The rationale for this third step of evocative description is really no dif-
ferent than in the case of the other voices in phenomenology of religion—
to permit and encourage the reader to reenact and reexperience individu-
ally the fundamental religious intentions, motivations, emotions of the
believing soul and community. We can, of course, express this aim in
a distinctively pointed way: the existential-hermeneutical inquirers aim
to have their readers reenact for themselves the existential stance of
the believer, in order that they, together with their inquiring guides,
might fully and directly appreciate the insights and investigations of
existential-hermeneutical inquiry into religion. To accomplish this aim,
the existential-hermeneuticists consistently employ performative language
to permit and prompt this existential engagement on the part of their
Feaders. Thus, for example, Smith, Ricoeur, and Westphal consistently
nvite their readers to reenact with them the performative language of

elievers, to consider points in their own lives where they have encoun-
tered and been aware of key existential phenomena such as guilt, hope,
and_eVen redemption, to reconsider the deep meaning embodied in exis-
tentially moving literary and even mythic texts. They apparently wager
that these invitational comparisons can be successful precisely because

I
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they and their readers share basic existential structures—as points of ori-
entation and access—to the stance of the believing soul and community. |

The fourth step of the existential-hermeneutical method—interpretive
interrogation—brings us to the heart of this voice. Building upon the
preceeding three steps, inquirers within this voice launch careful, nu-
anced, and extraordinarily provocative probes into the levels of meaning
embodied in the performative, symbolically structured, and experientially |
expressive language of the believing soul and community. Since this step |
is so important and distinctive to this voice, it will behoove us to spend |
some time on explicating its nature and implications.

The step of interpretive interrogation is nicely imaged in another of
Westphal’s models for existential-hermeneutical inquiry: the “good lis- |
tening” that we tend to associate with the role of a professional counsel-
lor or psychotherapist, who listens to the discourse of his or her client]
with patience, sensitivity, and nonjudgmental openness. Westphal de-
scribes the good listener as follows:

If I am a good listener, I don’t interrupt the other nor plan my own next speech
while pretending to be listening. I try to hear what is said, but [ listen just as hard
for what is not said and for what is said between the lines. I am not in a hurry,
for there is no pre-appointed destination for the conversation. There’s no need to
get there, for we are already here; and in this present I am able to be fully present|
to the other who speaks. The speaker is not an object to be categorized or ma-
nipulated, but a subject whose life situation is enough like my own that I can
understand it in spite of the differences between us. If | am a good listener, what|
we have in common will seem more important than what we have in conflict.
This does not mean that I never say anything, but I am more likely to ask ques-
tions than to issue manifestos or make accusations. . . . They will be the kind of
questions the prosecuting attorney asks on cross examination, but they will not!
be asked in a prosecuting manner. They will rather be asked as a confessor or
therapist asks them. For the purpose is not to win the case but to free understand-
ing from self-deception. Though the goal is to “permirt the believing soul to
speak,” it does not follow that the believing soul is automatically taken at face!
value.s

Important in this image, of course, are those “virtues” that appear to be]
involved in the steps of existentially oriented and bounded epoché and]
sympathy—respect for the other, full presence to the other, recognition;
of commonality, patience. But equally important is the method of askin

probing questions in a nonprosecutorial, nonjudgmental manner in or-
der to get the other to reveal his or her basic intentions, motivations, and]
understanding of the world. This method corresponds to the step of in-
terpretive interrogation—the gentle, insightful, but nonetheless critical‘
probing that permits (indeed encourages) the believing soul to reveal him-]
self or herself in a successively deepening way. Though this image of good
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listening and gentle but critical probing helps us to understand the step
of interpretive interrogation in its broad outlines, it needs to be taken
farther if we are to gain an adequate comprehension of its features, and
for this deeper and more systematic view we turn to Ricoeur’s discussion
of this step.

Ricoeur’s representation of this step is predicated on his understanding
of the believing soul and community’s language as both performative and
symbolic. We have already discussed the way in which this language is
performative and therefore expressive of underlying (or better, embed-
ded) motivations, intentions, and experiences, but now we need to focus
on the symbolic aspect. Suggests Ricoeur, this language is symbolic in the
sense that it “designates a thing in an indirect way, by designating an-
other thing which it directly indicates.” For example, the confessional
expression of evil as a stain or impurity uses “the quasi-material repre-
sentation of [literal] stain” as “symbolic of something else”—*“a clear-
obscure of a quasi-physical infection and of a quasi-moral indignity.”
Since this is so, continues Ricoeur, “the work of repetition as applied to
the expression of evil is, in essence, the explicitation, the development of
different levels of direct and indirect signification which are intermingled
in the same symbol.” Ricoeur’s point is surely that in order to understand
the symbolic language, we must probe it in such a way as to interpret its
various levels of meaning and significance. And as much of this language
is found embedded in complex dramatic narratives about the origins of
evil, the task of interpretation turns out to be an extensive and demand-
Ing one, focused as it is on ever-deepening realms of meaning. Thus, the
existential-hermeneuticist finds himself or herself contending with both
the primary performative-symbolic language of awareness of evil (or,
more broadly, religious experience) and the secondary symbolic-dramatic
language of narrative myths. Furthermore, if he or she is to be fully alert
to t'he reaches of this symbolic language, he or she must also be aware of
their cosmic (ontological), oneiric (psychic), and poetic (imaginative) uses
and dimensions of meaning.+
fangl‘;o:g};m}llt lgliS‘ in.terpretive interrogati\fe inqui}‘y iqto the symbolic
the bas%c of t }(13 ehev1.ng soul aqd community, the inquirer is gulded‘by
temporalilrnSlg' ts proylde'd 'by existential phenomenology—.corporeallty,
brobe . ¥, Intersubjectivity, fre'e.dom, and the rest—using these to
understan;ontgm and complexities of th§ ex1stent1gl stance and sdf—
Portant 11)r1g eing efxp;essec'i by the re!lglous consciousness. It. is im-
tential sy e awarfe of this guldlpg function prov.lded. by the bas%c exis-
Broundey ictures, or they .functlon to keep the Inquirer’s investigation

i existential reality as well as offer an orientation to his or her
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interrogative probings. Ricoeur in particular is quite self-conscious about
this guiding function of existential structures and, in fact, takes it a step i
farther by suggesting that his inquiry into religious experiences of evil is
both bound and guided by distinctively Western sources (i.c., myths of §§
evil) that permit him to see and appreciate various sorts of relation (of §
depth, lateral relations, retroactive and anticipative relations) internal to §§

his sources that develop over time.* So his inquiry is additionally guided}
by what he calls our common “cultural memory” (itself expressive off

the existential structures of temporality and intersubjectivity). Where, 4
we might ask at this point, is this step of interpretive interrogationi
headed? What is its endpoint or goal? This brings us to the final step of

the existential-hermeneutical method—ontological exploration.

We began our discussion of the existential-hermeneutical voice by ob-%
serving that it is radically oriented toward one or another normative aim{§
associated with clarifying and probing the basic religious dimensions of &

human existence in the world. This sort of aim is reflected in this voice’s;
final methodological step of ontological exploration. Needless to say, thef
way that this step is taken will vary according to the existential concerns]
and interests of a given existential-hermeneuticist as well as the findings;
yielded by his or her use of the preceding four steps. Thus, for example,;
the Christian philosopher Gabriel Marcel is preoccupied with exploring]
the nature and implications of hope and liberation for a deeper under 4
standing of the human condition; Ricoeur, while clearly interested in thef
theme of hope, suspects that the phenomena and myths of evil will yield}
a deeper understanding of humankind’s “strained” or *“broken” bondj
with the sacred; Smith appears preoccupied with the ontological impli |
cations of “crisis times” in human life and the way that these seem to
disclose the holy in a mediated way to all humankind, and so on. Despit¢]
these differences, what all of these investigators appear to share in theid
ontological investigations—in addition to an interest in the structures
of human existence—is a basic “wager” or “bet” that their variou$
existential-hermeneutical inquiries reveal some sort of fundamental relid
gious orientation within human existence in the world. They furthermore
share the same methodological insight that their previous existentiald
hermeneutical researches may be more deeply interpreted to disclose 0
reveal this fundamental religious orientation if their “wager” is taken up;
followed, or enacted. This implies still further that they think their vari
ous wagers can be somehow validated. l

Smith, for example, follows this pattern of ontological exploration. Hq
begins by suggesting that “certain recurrent situations [crucial times, spe
cial spaces] that are to be found universally in experience” will, if propy
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etly understoqd, reveal or disclpse something significant about the reli-
gious dimension of human existence in the wgrld. He then carefully
Jescribes (in a modestly evocative way) thg precise existential character
of these turning points gnd special spaces—in terms, for exgmple, of their
temporal or Spatlal uniqueness, Cap.aC1.ty to evoke synoptic perspectives
on life as a whole, self-revelation, significant decision—concluding that
they “‘bring us to a realization of the problematic character of our exis-
cence, of our dependence upon a power not ourselves, and of the need to
fnd an object of supreme devotion.” Though he admits that “the most
they can do is arrest us and impell us to consider the question and the
possibility of a form of Holy Life upon Wthh. our existence depends,”
implying that “there is no necessary . . . transition” from these experi-
ences to “the reality of God as understood in a specific, historical tradi-
tion,” he nonetheless probes deeper that ““the ways left open for inter-
preting the power present in the crucial events and places . . . in terms of
the doctrine of God” because these experiences do ground “a mediating
concept which we may call the general concept of God.” The mediating
concept thematized in the experiences of crucial times and events “finds
its basis in philosophic reflection in the world and ourselves . . . [it] em-
braces the idea of a supremely worshipful reality which gives being and
controls the final destiny of all finite realities.” And, in turn, this general,
experientially derived concept “mediates between the pervasive experi-
ence of the holy and the specific idea of God existing within an historical
religious community.” The adequacy of this concept—conceived as a re-
ligious existential structure—proves its worth (is validated) by its power
to connect general human experience, on the one hand, and specific reli-
gious traditions, on the other, in an intelligible manner. Thus does Smith
move from initial wager to existential-hermeneutical inquiry to deeper
ontological exploration concluding with a validation of his initial wager.
Whatever else we might think of the analysis—and it does seem to be
theistically “loaded”—the pattern of analysis and argument seems clear
enough.

Ricoeur, to take another example, also follows this general pattern of
ontological exploration in his study of the symbolism of evil. He begins
with the wager that, as he puts its, “I shall have a better understanding
of man and of the bond between the being of man and the being of all
beings if I follow the indication of symbolic thought.”s* He then goes on
to conduct an existential-hermeneutical phenomenological “reading,” so
to Spea_k, of the experiences of evil through the primary performative-
Zymbohc langgage of ;onfessiop gnd the sgcondary dramatic narrations

I myths of evil found in the religious consciousness and traditions of the
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west. His study, however, does not end there, for he subsequently movesg;
into a phase of ontological exploration of these myths of evil based on 4}
specific wager that these will assist him in understanding our existential]
situation. That is, he interprets, in an ontologically explorative way, the
symbols and myths of evil to “speak of the situation of the being of man]
in the being of the world . . . the task, then, is, starting from the symbols,
to elaborate existential concepts” [pertaining to human evil].st He sees,
for example, the whole series of primary symbols—defilement, sin, and
guilt—as converging in the paradoxical but existentially operative notion;
of the “servile will” (bound will, unfree freedom) which raises questions
of how and why we are in this state of unfreedom that are, in turn, an4
swered in diverse ways by four principal types of myths of the origin of
evil. He further interprets these myths of evil—primordial chaos, tragedy,
exiled soul, and Adamic fall—in a dynamic or dialectical manner, result
ing in a new reading of the origin of evil as ascribable to both misuse of
human freedom and objective factors outside of human control (symbol4
ized by seduction, infection, etc.). In effect, Ricoeur’s exploration war
rants the utility of some sort of concept of original sin—a paradoxical
theological concept combining human responsibility for evil with an ob-
jective side to evil that precedes human freedom. And he concludes his}
study by arguing that his initial wager is “verified by its power to rais¢
up, to illuminate, to give order to that region of human experience, that
region of confession” known as moral evil.> Again, whatever we might
think of this analysis—and it too seems theistically “loaded”—it toa
clearly follows the general pattern of ontological exploration elaborated
above: from wager to existential-hermeneutical inquiry to yet decper on
tological interpretation to validation of the initial wager.
There is one additional feature shared by the steps of both ontologica
exploration and interpretive interrogation that requires brief commen
In the process of both steps, existential-hermeneutical inquirers display 2
clear tendency to engage in dialogue with other disciplines interested i
the same phenomenon. We might call this feature “hermeneutical con
versation across disciplines.” There appear to be a number of rationales
accounting for this feature. One involves the insight that other disci
plines—such as psychology, sociology, social anthropology, other philo
sophical schools of inquiry, history of religions, and so on—are them
selves concerned to investigate the basic existential structures of humad
being in the world. Thus, existential-hermeneuticists are naturally inter’
ested in learning the results of similarly focused inquiries, in order
benefit their own work and contribute to the work of others. A seconq
rationale involves the fact that some existential-hermeneutical inquiry
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for example, interpretatio‘n and exploration of mythic texts—crucially
depends on the scholarshlp provided by other disciplines—in the case
of myths, for example, history of religions, classics, literary criticism
provide the mythlc; texts .that th'e existential-hermeneuticists wish to in-
vestigate. Yet a third rationale involves the perception that existential-
hermeneutical phenomenology of religion itself may “constitute” data to
be investigated by other disciplines, and therefore in the interest of sup-
plying such data in the most useful form, existential-hermeneuticists have
to learn, through conversation, how these disciplines currently conceive
and constitute the data from their disciplinary points of view in compari-
son and contrast with existential-hermeneutical phenomenology of reli-
gion. Without belaboring the obvious, we simply note that Ricoeur’s in-
quiry into the myths of evil, for example, appears to rely in crucial ways
on other disciplines concerned with mythic texts. By contrast, Westphal’s
inquiry appears to engage in hermeneutical conversation with other dis-
ciplines {e.g., psychoanalysis, sociology of deviance) in order to enrich
his own work as well as to correct these disciplines’ understanding of
guilt. Paul Pruyser’s inquiry into the phenomena of hope seems clearly fo-
cused not so much on making an original statement about hope as rather
correcting and enriching psychological perspectives on these phenomena.,

Issues

.Thus far we have been attempting to clarify the aims and method of
existential-hermeneutical phenomenology of religion by focusing on the
work of some of its representative practitioners. We need now to go a
step farther to gain a more critical perspective on this voice—by identi-
fying and discussing certain of its possible problems. In that way, as with
the thgr two voices, we can become more aware of this voice’s strengths
and limitations. As seems evident from our eatlier discussion of existen-
S;‘}ie{;r)htiilgmepology in general and the way Fhat it compares with the
detailed o voices in phenom.enolo.gy of rellglon_——as well as from our
o escussmn gf the ex1st§qtlal-hermeneut1cal method—this third
o WiI:}}]) tirs to undercut or mitigate a number of the problems associ-

B e other voices.
anoﬁ;rﬁzir:plg, the notiqn of “bpunded” epoché—in its rejection of the
Way the Critieplster?o}lloglc_al.sub]ect——appears to undfercut in a decisive
with the 0thc1sm of the biasing .effects of deFached ob!ectivi.ty associated
shared wicy tﬁz lt)\;vl(i)ev'owes. Iln 1t§ presumption of ex1ste’{1t1al structures
“alienatioar e th\;lI;glisoizuinofhom?}llum.ty,. boundpd .epoche avoids
the step of 1o ¢ g er that it is investigating. Moreoyer,

pretive interrogation—in hermeneutical conversation
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with the methods, researches, and results of other disciplines—appeargl§
to mitigate the criticism of insufficient suspicion (or simple naiveté) aq.}
sociated with the essentialist voice. The existential-hermeneuticist is wel}
aware of the so-called schools of suspicion and is well positioned to argue
with them about the shortcomings of reductive approaches to religioyg]
phenomena (see, e.g., Westphal’s effective critique of Nietzsche’s angl
Freud’s handling of guilt in his contribution to this volume). Furtherd
more, the fact that this voice’s method is oriented by the basic insights off
existential phenomenology appears to “ground” its use of sympatheti
reenactment so as to decisively undercut charges of epistemic murkinesg}
associated with this procedure. In effect, this procedure is made possiblef
by those existential structures shared by both the inquirer and the beliey
ing soul and community. And, this voice’s evident acknowledgment of
and concern with the existential structure of temporality appear to}
counter the criticism of anti-historical bias associated principally with th )
essentialist voice. Indeed, many existential-hermeneuticists go to great]
lengths both in discussing the temporal and historical aspects of religious
phenomena and in making use of research provided by the history off
religions. Finally, even the criticism of possible cultural bias has been
seemingly anticipated and addressed by this voice—for its representatives§
often openly acknowledge their “methodological bondage” to Western|
cultural traditions and thus appear somewhat restrained in making more]
“universal” claims (consider, for example, the work of Ricoeur in this}
regard).

By this point in our discussion, we suspect that the reader is well able}
to appreciate the force of this brief recitation of how the existential-her
meneutical voice is able to escape many of the criticisms targeted against]
the other two voices. Nevertheless, he or she is also likely to feel some]
unease about the dominant characteristics of this voice—namely, its ob-]
vious and self-conscious service to normative aims advancing the cause,]
so to speak, of religious dimensions of human existence. Do not thesel
characteristics, one might ask, run significant risks about gaining an im-
partial view of human existence in the world? Might not inquirers within}
this voice—methodologically oriented and bound as they are—be pre-}
vented from seeing and appreciating other perspectives on the issues andj
problems that interest them? Is it not disingenuous to think that open|
acknowledgment of methodological orientation and normative aim;
somehow diffuses criticisms of cultural and religious bias? ]

There is both something right and something wrong with the apparent]
rhetorical force of such questions as these. What is right is this: often
existential-hermeneutical inquiries are, in fact, partial, perspectival, and!
(if one wishes to use the term) biased. They are explicitly partial to West-|

Introduction 69

cultural and religious experience; they are focused on existential
ol rures discerned and formulated by Western scholarship; they are bi-
szic by their normative aims (some of which may be theological and
as}frisﬁan). What seems wrong is this: the questions appear to assume
tChat torally impartial views of existential phenomena are both possible
and desirable, and, further, that “partiality” prevents the attainment of
knowledge and truth. Both of these assumptions are questl.onable, if
not downright false. If the existential pheoomenologlst§ are right aoout
pre-given existential structures, then all views are pamal, per.spoct.lval,
and biased when dealing with matters of human existence. This is ines-
capable and may as well be admitted. Ackoowledgmg such partiality,
however, does not prevent our attainment of increasingly more aoequgte
views if we both admit this partiality and attempt to work w1th1n its
constraints—for example, by opening our research to intersubjective
assessment by others (as existential-hermeneuticists do), by engaging
in critical conversations across disciplines (as existential-hermeneuticists
do), by being open to new or hitherto unexplained phenomena (as
existential-hermeneuticists are). In this way, it is possible to attain knowl-
edge about existential matters so far as any such knowledge can be
attained—relative to constraints of context. Of course, what seems
knowledge today may be overturned tomorrow, but that does not mean
that we are unable to acquire over time increasingly more adequate and
defensible views, again, if we will admit our partiality and work within
its constraints.

We can see this dialectically corrective process—Ileading to a more
adequate view of religious existence and experience—at work in the con-
tribution of Carolyn Bynum in this volume. Bynum’s aim is to correct the
Phenomenology of religion’s focus on the religious experience of males
{(homo religiosus), by introducing the needed perspectival corrective of
women’s religious experience. This she does most effectively by laying out
a series of case-examples of religious symbols, asking about each, “How
do such symbols refer to and make use of gender?” “Whose meaning are
We analyzing?” “Do female[s] . . . see God as mother and mean by
‘mother’ what their male counterparts mean?” Though she is enormously
dppreciative of Ricoeur’s existential-hermeneutical understanding of re-
'8lous symbolism—and in fact adopts that understanding for her own
Work—she nevertheless argues that “the phenomenological emphasis of

'coeur on the process by which the symbol is appropriated may need to
¢ expanded by the phenomenological emphasis of French feminism on
8enderedness until we have a more varied and rich notion of the experi-
cnces of symbol users.” Her point is well taken, and we suggest that it
as the potential of providing a corrective to Ricoeur’s work and the
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existential-hermenecutical voice, more broadly. Thus Bynum squares offl
the French feminist phenomenology (a partial view) against Ricoeur
existential-hermeneutical inquiry (another partial view) to come up wi
a gender-complex notion of religious symbolism (a more adequate view)|
Her effort provides a clear example of how partial views can be used tg
achieve a no doubt still partial but more adequate view of religious ex{
perience and its significance. ]
As with the other two voices in the phenomenology of religion, reviews
ing these problems or concerns about the existential-hermeneutical voicd
assists us in seeing some of its strengths and weaknesses. Though oncg
again, we have tended to rebut these concerns, we need to be aware thaf
continuing perceptions of them have an important role in helping to genf
erate or strengthen the resolve of other methodological voices both insid g
and outside the field of phenomenology of religion. In particular, confl
tinuing concern about this third voice’s strong normative orientatiog
helps to support the enterprise of historical-typological phenomenologfil
of religion as well as other methods in the history of religions. And, simj
larly, continuing worries about “insufficient suspicion” as well as the |ef
gitimacy of “sympathetic reenactment” help to increase the attentiof
given to more “‘suspicious” and “formal” methods in the study of religiog
(e.g., deconstruction). Nonetheless, none would deny that existential
hermeneutical phenomenology of religion has been and continues to be 4§
very “live option” in the academic study of religion. ,
This completes our review of the three principal voices defining thi
field of the phenomenology of religion. As we have seen, there are threg
distinct voices but with overlaps sufficient to speak of one unified field o
inquiry. The reader of this anthology is now equipped to understand i
an informed way the selections that follow. Though each selection stand}
on its own and makes a distinctive contribution to the phenomenologica
study of religion (as indicated by the headnote preceding each selection)
the reader is encouraged to return periodically to this general introdud
tion and use it for tracing out in particular selections those typical aims§
methodological steps, and issues associated with their respective voice
In this manner, the reader can gain maximal advantage for appreciating
critically the power and prospect of each voice’s contribution to the ricH
melody of the phenomenology of religion. ;
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