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PROFESSOR TIELE ON CHRISTIANITY AND
BUDDHISM.

FIFTH AND SEVENTH GIFFORD LECTURES.

REPORTED BY JOHN SANDISON.

AT THE OUTSET of his fifth Gifford Lecture Professor Tiele

spoke of the religions which were entitled to be classed as

ethical, and in this connexion he discussed the essential difference

between Buddhism and Christianity, and the other religions in the

group. The latter, he said, were all limited to a single people or

nationality, and if they nevertheless spread and were accepted by

other nations, that was done along with the whole civilisation to

which they belonged. Christianity and Buddhism, however, did

not direct themselves to a single people, but to all men, and to all

in their own language. In short, Christianity and Buddhism were

both universalistic in character, whereas the other ethical religions

were, at least in a certain measure, still particularistic, Moham-
medanism was so in the least degree. That religion also spread

itself out among many peoples, but by its sacred language, its ob-

ligatory pilgrimage to Mecca and Medina, and its legal prescrip-

tions, which went down into details, it was much more particular-

istic than either Buddhism or Christianity, and it stood also in

many other respects below them.

Professor Tiele acknowledged that there was an essential dif-

ference between Buddhism and Christianity, and the religion of

Islam, because Mohammedanism had not brought forth the univer-

salistic principle out of itself as a necessary application of its fun-

damental thought, but had borrowed it from Christianity, and had
apprehended it more politically than religiously. In fact, this uni-
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versalism of Islam was little different from, and was indeed nothing

but an expansion of, the proselytism of Judaism.

Continued study of the subject and further reflexion, had led

Professor Tiele to conclusions, even regarding Buddhism and

Christianity, that differed in some respects from the prevailing

view, and from that which had hitherto been accepted by him.

Buddhism and Christianity were, each of them, rather an abstrac-

tion, than an actually existing organisation,—not a particular re-

ligion, but a group or family of religions, one in origin and in cer-

tain general principles, but otherwise often differing world wide

and often standing in a hostile attitude towards each other. If

we might define religions as "modes of divine worship proper to

different tribes, nations, or communities, and based on the belief

held in common by the members of them severally," this defini-

tion was certainly applicable to the particular Buddhistic and

Christian Churches and sects, but neither to Christianity nor Bud-

dhism, as such, as a whole. Both fell outside of the boundary of

their morphological classification. They were powerful revelations

of the ethico-religious spirit, which, when spread by preaching,

often conquered after long resistance the old religions with which

they came into contact, so that they were permeated in more or

less measure by the new higher principles, and were thereby wholly

reformed. From this preaching, this conflict, and this fusion were

born those related, yet, in kind and development, so sharply dis-

tinguished religions or churches, which, taken together, were called

Buddhism and Christianity.

Inquiring next into the consequences of the specific origin of

the ethical religions, the lecturer noted, in the first place, an im-

portant modification in the conception of revelation ; and, in the

second, the forming of more or less independent religious commu-
nions, which no longer coincided with the community of the State

or the people, but took up over against them a certain standpoint

of their own, which, to a certain extent, was independent. With

ethical religion there arose the Church ; for every ethical religion

embodied itself necessarily in a Church. In passing, he remarked

that he would not willingly give up the word " Church,"—not

meaning the word in its philological sense, but the conception

which was now definitely expressed by it.

All ethical religions or churches had proceeded out of small

unions, of which, as a rule, one highly endowed spirit was the soul

and centre, and these had thereby always a certain independence

over against the community of the people and the State. The eth-
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ical religions, and even some forms of the highest families of reli-

gion, viz., the Buddhistic and Christian, might also become State

Churches, but they were so only as privileged Churches, exclu-

sively recognised and supported by the State. They were no longer

one with the State, but formed, even as State Churches, independ-

ent bodies, and they could only permanently prevent the rise of

other independent church associations among the citizens of the

State. The rising of such more or less independent Churches was an

important factor in the history of the evolution of religion. Called

into existence by the religious self-consciousness, they were destined

and bound to maintain that consciousness in the first place. With

their birth dawned the emancipation of religion. The Church had a

right to sovereignty within her own sphere, the domain of the con-

science, the life of the soul, religious conviction. But she forfeited

that right as soon as she would move upon a domain which was not

her own ; as soon as, driven by ambition or self-interest, she re-

fused to others the liberty she demanded for herself ; as soon as

she proceeded to domineer over the State, science, philosophy, or

art, and thus disturbed the other expressions of the spiritual life of

man in their development. In conclusion. Professor Tiele consid-

ered the third consequence of the specific origin of the ethical reli-

gions, viz. : that being born of individualism, they could never

wholly kill it by the power of the community, and that, conversely,

neither would individualism kill its power.
*

* *

Continuing an inquiry into the directions of development in

particular religions and in groups of closely related religions.

Professor Tiele said in his seventh lecture that what held true of

the great families of religion was also applicable to the individual

members of which they were composed, to single religions as well

as to groups of mutually related religions. After quoting examples

to show that evolution was a very complicated phenomenon, that

it did not proceed in a straight line, nor was perfectly harmoni-

ous, but that here the one side and there the other side of the re-

ligious thinking and life was specially cultivated, and that thus

every religion, every school, every sect, every direction, furnished

its own contribution to the general development, he said that

that, however, they could only do, and they could only bear fruit

for this end, if they did not remain isolated, nor shoot past the

goal in more and more sharply marked one-sidedness. In such

cases, indeed, there commonly sprang up a reaction. But this

reaction was, as a rule, a violent subversion, a falling into the op-
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posite extreme. The cure could only be brought about by recon-

ciliation, whereby the equilibrium was restored, or rather by which

the tendencies which, on account of their one sidedness appeared

to be antagonistic and irreconcilable, were resolved into harmoni-

ous co-operation. That co-operation, as was evident, would also

be still always incomplete, just as all that v,^as human was incom-

plete—at least at the beginning it would be rather a striving, an

ideal, which was only slowly realised ; but it would yet be a step

forward and in the right direction. That which combined what

was formerly separated, stood, on that account, higher, because it

taught men to appreciate what was not esteemed, or was misun-

derstood, by one direction as well as by the other, as equally legiti-

mate, nay, as even necessary elements of the religious thinking and

life ; and in so doing it let nothing be lost of the good in either di-

rection, but made it conducive to the higher development of reli-

gion. The whole history of the Roman religion was the history of

a constant and systematic reception of Greek ideas and observances

into the firmly founded structure of the Roman forms of worship.

In Christianity that confluence of the two great streams of develop-

ment reached its completion. While Buddhism reached the ex-

treme limit in the direction of the one-sided theanthropism, and

embraced all the divine in the Enlightened One, but soon again

fell away into a composite mythology and an abject superstition;

and while Islam in its own almost fatalistic monotheism embraced

the most one-sided form of a theocrary, and thereby to a consider-

able extent relapsed into the old particularism, Christianity brought

the two antagonistic positions, transcendence and immanence, to

unity by its ethical apprehension of the Fatherhood of God, in

which both God's exaltation above man and man's affinity with

God were comprehended.

Christianity was the most many-sided of all religions and fam-

ilies of religion, and it possessed thereby a capacity of adaptation

that had been called its elasticity which explained the great wealth

of its many and multifarious forms. It was in more than one re-

spect, and more than any other religious communion, the religion

of reconciliation; and in this sense that it reconciled in itself with

each other the apparently irreconcilable elements of the religious

life, separately represented and one-sidedly developed in other re-

ligions and in earlier periods of shorter or longer duration. For it

brought to unity, not only the antithesis referred to, of theocracy

and theanthropism, but others as well. In its preaching of the

kingdom of God, which was not future only nor exclusively heav-
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enly, but existed here already among us, and must also be realised

on earth; in its beautiful doctrines of the communion of saints, the

brotherhood of all mankind, and the equality of all before God, it

strove after the most intimate union of all men, whatever be their

descent, language, or color. But along with all that, it left full

freedom to the individual, by proclaiming that the unity of the

spirit was the only bond of this communion, and that each individ-

ual was alone responsible for his own conscience—not like Bud-

dhism which extinguished all individuality, because it annulled

personality and imposed on every confessor passive obedience to

the power placed above it. Christianity did not take up a hostile

attitude to the world, nor did it mix itself with it ; it neither hated

nor defied it, and was therefore neither one-sidedly optimistic nor

one-sidedly pessimistic. It appreciated and glorified the greatest

self-denial and surrender of everything for a sacred end, but aim-

less self-renouncement, fasting and abstinence for their own sakes,

as meritorious works it rejected. It did not assert that the recon-

ciliation of these antinomies, the confluence of these divergent di-

rections, was already completed in the historical Christianity. They

found them still frequently side by side and in conflict with each

other; they were confronted here and now by the one, and then

and there by the other religious thought cultivated with special

preference, embodied in diverse churches and sects, and maintained

by one sided parties. But it was distinguished by this form from

all other ethical religious communions, of v/hich even the most uni-

versalistic really knew only one form of religious life,—that they

found in the bosom of Christianity all directions, and all of them

appealing with some right, to the same authority. Hence, he by

no means said that the reconciliation of what hitherto divided man-

kind in matters of religion had already come about. It was the

work which for nearly nineteen centuries had been carried on in

the Christian world, partly unconsciously and partly with full con-

sciousness, but which, although not without fruit, was still far from

being completed,
">^-^ The whole history of religion viewed outwardly was the history

of a succession of all sorts of one-sided forms of religion, in which

the religious elements were variously mixed, and which in rivalry

with each other arose, flourished, and perished, or at least ceased

to grow. The history of Christianity was the continuation of the

earlier history, but more complete, many-sided, all-embracing.

What he meant was only this, that when they took the trouble to

penetrate to the kernel of the Gospel in which all the varieties of



134 THE OPEN COURT.

Christian life took their origin, they should find there the solution

of the contradictions in germ or in principle. He did not say that

from partiality for the religion which he accepted as his. If he had
to give expression to his religious conviction, he should confess

that in the Christ, the true religion, the religion of humanity, was
revealed to man. It was the religion which constantly created new
forms that were higher and higher, but because they were human,
were also always still defective, and which thus developed itself

more and more in and through humanity. But that was a matter

of belief, and he put himself here upon a purely impartial, scien-

tific standpoint. Yet ever upon that standpoint, and as a result of

historical and philosophical investigation, he did maintain that

with the appearing of Christianity a wholly new period in the evo-

lution of religion had begun ; that all the currents of the religious

life of humanity previously flowed together in it; and that to de-

velop religion was now and henceforth the same as to realise more
and more the principles of that religion.


