
THE IDEA 
OF THE HOLY 

An Inquiry into the non-rational 

factor in the idea of the divine 

and its relation to 

the rational 

BY 

RUDOLF OTTO 

THANSLATED BY 

JOHN W. HARVEY 
Professor of Philosophy at Armsl'rong College 

J'I ewcastle-on-Tyne 

OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS 

LONDON NEW YORK TORONTO 



CHAPTER I 

THE RATIONAL AND THE NON-RATIONAL 

IT is essential to every theistic conception of God, and most 
of all to the Christian, that it designates and precisely 
characterizes Deity by the attributes Spirit, Reason, Purpose, 
Good Will, Supreme Power, Unity, Selfhood. The nature of 
God is thus thought of by analogy with our human nature of 
reason and personality; only, whereas in ourselves we are 
a,ware of this as qualified by restriction and limitation, as 
applied to God the attributes we use are 'completed', i. e. 
thought as absolute and unqualified. Now all these attributes 
constitute clear and definite concepts: they can be grasped by 
the intellect ; they can be analysed by thought; they even 
admit of definition. An object that can thus be thought con­
ceptually may be termed rational. The nature of deity 
described in the attributes above mentioned is, then, a rational 
nature; and a religion which recognizes and maintains such 
a view of God is in so far a 'rational' religion. Only on such 
terms is Belief possible in contrast to mere feeling. And of 
Christianity at least it is false that ' feeling is all, the name 
but sound and smoke' 1 ;-where 'name' stands for conception 
or thought. Rather we count this the very mark and criterion 
of a religion's high rank and superior value-that it should 
have no lack of conceptions about God; that it should admit 
knowledge-'-the knowledge that comes by faith-of the 
transcendent in terms of conceptual thought, whether those 
already mentioned or others which continue and develop them. 
Christianity not only possesses such conceptions but possesses 
them in unique clarity and abundance, and this is, though not 
the sole or even the chief, yet a very real sign of its superiority 
over religions of other forms and at other levels. This must 
be asserted at the outset and with the most positive emphasis. 

1 Goethe, Faust • 
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THE RATIONAL AND THE NON-RATIONAL 

But, when this is granted, we have to be on our guard 
against an error which would lead to a wrong and one-sided 
interpretation of religion. This is the view that the essence 
of deity can be given completely and exhaustively in such 
'rational' attributions as have been referred to above and in 
others like them. It is not an unnatural misconception. We 
are prompted to it by the traditional language of edification, 
with its characteristic phraseology and ideas; by the learned 
treatment of religious themes in sermon and theological 
instruction; and further even by our Holy Scriptures them­
selves. In all these cases the ' rational' element occupies the 
foreground, and often nothing else seems to be present at all. 
But this is after all to be expected. All language, in so far as 
it consists of words, purports to convey ideas or concepts ;­
that is what language means ;-and the more clearly and 
unequivocally it does so, the better the language. And hence 
expositions of religious truth in language inevitably tend to 
stress the 'rational' attributes of God. 

But though the above mistake is thus a natural one enough, 
it is none the less seriously misleading. For so far are these 
'rational ' attributes from exhausting the idea of deity, that 
they in fact imply a non-rational or supra-rational Subject of 
which they are predicates. They are 'essential' (and not 
merely ' accidental') attributes of that subject, but they are 
also, it is important to notice, synthetic essential attributes. 
That is to say, we have to predicate them of a subject which 
they qualify, but which in its deeper essence is not, n-0r indeed 
can be, comprehended in them; which rather requires com­
prehension of a quite different kind. Yet, though it eludes the 
conceptual way of understanding, 'it must be in some way or 
other within our grasp, else absolutely nothing could be 
asserted of it. And even Mysticism, in speaking of it as ro 
rfppTJTOV, the ineffable, does not really mean to imply that --absolutely nothing can be asserted of the object of the religious 
cpnsciousness; otherwise, Mysticism could exist only in un­
broken silence, whereas what has generally been a character­
isi;i~ of the mystics is their copious eloquence. 

Here for the :first time we come up against the contrast 
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between Rationalism and profounder religion, and with this 
contrast and its signs we F<hall be repeatedly concerned in what 
follows. We have here in fact the first and most distinctive 
mark of' Rationalism, with which all the rest are bound up. 
It is not that which is commonly asserted, that Rationalism is 
the denial, a~d its opposite the affinnation, of the miraculous. 
That is manifestly a wrong or at least a very superficial 
distinction. For the traditional theory of the miraculous as 
the occasional breach in the causal nexus in nature by a Being 
who himself instituted and must therefore be master of it­
this theory is itself as mas&ively 'rational' as it is possible to 
be. Rationalists have often enough acquiesced ill the possi­
bility of the miraculous in this sense ; they have even them­
selves contributed to frame a theory of it ;-whereas anti­
Rationalists have been often indifferent to the whole controversy 
about miracles. The difference between Rationalism and its 
opposite is to be found elsewhere. It resolves itself rather 
into a peculiar difference of quality in the mental attitude and · 
emotional content of the religious life itself. All depends 
upon this: in our idea of God is the non-rational overborne 

' even perhaps wholly excluded; by the rational 1 Or conversely, 
does the non-rational itself preponderate over the rational 1 
Looking at the matter thus, we see that the common dictum, 
that Orthodoxy itself has been the mother of Rationalism, is 
in some measure ·well founded. It is not simply that Ortho­
doxy was preoccupied with doctrine and the framing of dogma, 
for these have been no less a concern of the wildest mystics. 
It is rather that Orthodoxy found in the construction of 
dogma and doctrine no way to do justice to the non-rational 
aspect of its subject. So far from keeping the non-rational 
element in religion alive in the heart of the religious experi­
ence, orthodox Christianity manifestly failed to recognize its 
value, and by this failure gave to the idea of God a one-sidedly 
intellectualistic and rationalistic interpretation. 

This bias to rationalization still prevails, not only in theology 
but in the science of comparative religion in general, and from 
top to bottom of it. The modern students of mythology, and 
those who pursue research into the religion of 'primitive man' 
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4 THE RATIONAL AND THE NON-RATIONAL 

and attempt to reconstruct the ' bases' or 'sourc~s 'of religion, 
are all victims to it. Men do not, of course, m these cases 
employ those lofty 'rational' concepts which we took as our 
point of departure ; but they tend to take these concepts an.d 
their gradual ' evolution ' as setting the main problem of th_eir 
inquiry, ·and fashion ideas and notions of lower :Value, wh1~h 
they regard as paving the way for them. It is always m 
terms of concepts and ideas that the subject is pursued, 
'natural' ones, moreover, such as have a place in the general 
sphere of man's icleational life, and are not sp~cificall:f 'reli­
gious'. And then with a resolution an~ cunnmg which ~ne 
can hardly help admiring. men shut their eyes to that which 
is quite unique in the religions experience, even in its most 
primitive manifestations. But it is rather a matter. for 
astonishment than for admiration ! Fo~· if there be any smgle 
domain of human experience that presents us with something 

\
. unmistakably specific and unique, peculiar to itself, assuredly 

it is that of the religious life. In truth the enemy has often 
a keener vision in this matter than either the champion of 
religion or the neutral and professedly impartial theorist. 
For the adversaries on their side know very well that the 
entire 'pother about mysticism' has nothing "to do with 
'reason' and 'ratiorn:dity '. 

And so it is salutary that we should be incited to notice that 
Religion is not exclusively contained an~ exbausti~el:y com­
prised in any series of ' rational ' asserti~ns ; ~nd it ~s well 
worth while to attempt to bring the relation of the different 
' moments ' of religion to one another clearly before the mind, 
so that its nature may become more manifest. 

This attempt we are now to make with respect to the quite · 
distinctive category of the holy or sacred. 

CHAPTER II 

'NUMEN' AND THE 'NUMINOUS' 

'HOLINESS'-' the holy '-is a category of interpretation 
and valuation peculiar to the sphere of religion. It is, indeed, 
applied by transference to another sphere-that of Ethics­
but it is not itself derived from this. While it is complex, it 
contains a quite specific element or 'moment', which sets it 
apart from 'the Rational' in the meaning we gave to that 
word above, and which remains inexpressible-an dppTJTOV or 
ineffubile-in the sense that it completely eludes apprehension 
in terms of concepts. The same thing is true (to take a quite 
different region of experience) of the category of the beautiful. 

Now these statements would be untrue from the outset if 
'the holy' were merely what is meant by the word, not only 
in common parlance, but in philosophical, and generally even 
in theological usage. The fact is we have come to use the 
words holy, sacred (heilig) in an entirely derivative sense, quite 
different from that which they originally bore. · We generally 
take 'holy' as meaning ' completely good ' ; it is the absolute 
moral attribute, denoting the consummation of mor~.,g~dness. 
In this sense Kant calls the will which remains unwaveringly 
obedient to the moral law from the motive of duty a ' holy ' 
will; here clearly we have simply the perfectly moral will. In 

. the same way we may speak of the ho:iness or sanctity of Duty 
or Law, meaning merely that they are imperative upon conduct 
and universally obligatory. 
·· But this common usage of the term is inaccurate. It is 
true that all this moral significance is contained in the word 
'holy ', but it includes in addition-as even we cannot but 
feel-a clear overplus of meaning, and this it is now our task 
to isolate. . Nor is this merely a later or acquired meaning; 
rather, ' holy', or at least the equivalent words in Latin and 
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6 'NUMEN' AND THE 'NUMINOUS I 

Greek, in Semitic and other ancient languages, denoted first 
and foremost only this overplus : if the ethical element was 
present at all, at any rate it was not original and never con­
stituted the whole meaning of the word. Any one who uses it 
to-day does undoubtedly always feel' the morally good' to be 
implied in 'holy ' ; and accordingly in our inquiry into that 
element which is separate and peculiar to the idea of the holy 
it will be useful, at least for the temporary purpose of the 

I in:esti~ation, to invent a special te:m to stand for 'the holy' 
minus its moral factor or 'moment , and, as we can now add, 
minus its 'rational' aspect altogether. 

It will be our endeavour to suggest this unnamed Something 
to the reader as far as we may, so that he may himself feel it. 
There is no religion in which it does not live as the real inner­
most core, and without it no religion would be worthy of the 
name. It is pre-eminently a living force in the Semitic religions, 
and of these again in none has it such vigour as in that of the 
Bible. Here, too, it has a name of its own, viz. the Hebrew 
qaddsh, to which the Greek li:yior and the Latin sanctus, and, 
more accurately still, sacer, are the corresponding terms. It is 
not, of course, disputed, that these terms in all three languages 
connote, as part of their meaning, good, absolute goodness, 
when, that is, the notion has ripened and reached the highest 
stage in its development. And we then use the word 'holy' 
to translate them. But this ' holy ' then represents the 
gradual shaping and filling in with ethical meaning, or what 
we shall call the 'schematization ', of what was a unique 
original feeling-response, which can be in itself ethically 
neutral and claims consideration in its own right. And when 
this moment or element first emerges and begins its long 
development, all those expressions (qaddsh, IJ.yw;, sacer, &c.) 
mean beyond all question something quite other than 'the 
good'. This is universally agreed by contemporary criticism, 
which rightly explains the rendering of qaddsh by ' good ' as 
a mistranslation and unwarranted ' rationalization' or 
'moralization ' of the term. 

Accordingly, it is worth while, as we have said, to find 
a word to stand for this element in isolation, this 'extra' in 
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the meaning of ' holy ' above and beyond the meaning of 
goodness. By means of a special term we shall the better be 
able, first, to keep the meaning clearly apart and distinct, and 
second, to apprehend and classify connectedly whatever sub­
ordinate forms or stages of development it may show. For 
·this purpose I adopt a word coined from the Latin numen. 
Omen has given us orninous, and there is no reason whyrrom /I 
nu men we should not similarly form a word ' numinous '. 
I shall speak then of a unique 'numinous' category of value 
and of a definitely 'numinous ' state of mind, which is always 
found wherever the category is applied. This mental state is 
perfectly sui generis and irreducible to any other; and there­
fore, like everyabsolutely primary and elementary datum, 
while it admits of being discussed, it cannot be strictly defined. 
There is only one way to help another to an understanding of 
it. He must be guided and led on by consideration and 
discussion of the matter through the ways of his own mind, 
until he reach the point at which 'tbe numinous' in him perforce 
begins to stir, to start into life and into consciousness. We can 
co-operate in this process by bringing before his notice all that 
can be found in other regions of the mind, already known and 
familiar, to resemble, or again to afford some special contrast 
to, the particular experience we wish to elucidate. Then we 
must add: 'This X of ours is not precisely this experience, 
but akin to this one and the opposite of that other. Cannot 
you now realize for yourself what it is~' In other words our 
X cannot, strictly speaking, be taught, it can only be evoked, 
awakened in the mind; as everything that comes 'of the 
spirit' must be awakened. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE ELEMENTS IN THE 'NUMINOUS' 

Creature-Feeling. 

THE reader is invited to direct his mind to a moment of 
deeply-felt religious experience, as little as possible qualified 
by other forms of consciousness. Whoever cannot do this, 
whoever knows no such moments in his experience, is requested 
to read no further; for it is not easy to discuss questions of 
religious psychology with one who can recollect the emotions 

. of his adolescence, the discomforts of indigestion, or, say, social 
feelings, but cannot .recall any intrinsically religious feelings. 
We do not blame such an one, when he tries for himself to 
advance as far as he can with the help of such principles of 
explanation as he knows, interpreting 'Aesthetics ' in terms of 
sensuous pleasure, and ' Religion ' as a function of the gre­
garious instinct and social standards, or as something more 
primitive still. But the artist, who for bis part has an intimate 
personal knowledge of the distinctive element in the aesthetic 
experience, will decline his theories with thanks, and the 
religious man will reject them even more uncompromisingly. 

Next, in the probing and analysis of such states of the soul 
as that of solemn worship, it will be well if regard be paid to 
what is unique in them rather than to what they have in 
common with other similar states. 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 peculiar to the first 
that we would have attention directed as precisely as possible. 
As Christians we undoubtedly here first meet with feelings 
familiar enough in a weaker form in other departments of 
experience, such as feelings of gratitude, trust, love, reliance, 
humble submission, and dedicatiou. But this does not by any 
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means exhaust the content of religious worship. Not in any 
of these have we got the special features of the quite unique 
and incomparable experience of solemn worship. In what does 
this consist ? 

· Schleiermacher has the credit of isolating a very important 
element in such an experience. This is the ' feeling of de­
pendence'. But this important discovery of Schleiermacher 
is open to criticism in more than one respect. 

In the first place, the feeling or emotion which he really 
has in mind in this phrase is in its specific quality not a 'feel­
ing of dependence' in the 'natural ' sense of the word. As 
such, other domains of life and other regions of experience 
than the religious occasion the feeling, as a sense of personal 
insufiiciency and impotence, a consciousness of being determined 
by circumstances and . environment. The feeling of which 
Scbleiermacher wrote has an undeniable analogy with these 
states of mind: they serve as an indication to it, and its nature 
may be elucidated by them, so that, by following the direction 
in which they point, the feeling itself may be spontaneously 
felt. But the feeling is at the same time also qualitatively 
different from such analogous states of mind. Scbleiermacher 
himself, in a way, recognizes this by distinguishing the feeling 
of pious or religious dependence from all other feelings of 
dependence. His mistake is in making the distinction merely 
that between' absolute' and 'relative' dependence, and there­
fore a difference of degree and not of intrinsic quality. · What 
he overlooks is that, in giving the feeling the name 'feeling of 
dependence' at all, we are really employing what is no more 
than a very close analogy. Any one who compares and con­
trasts the two ~fates of mind introspectively will find out, 
I think, what I mean. It-cannot be expressed by means of any­
thing else, just because it is so primary and elementary a datum 
in our psychical life, and therefore only definable through itself. 
It may perhaps help him if I cite a well-known example, in 
·which the precise 'moment ' or element of religious feeling of 
which we are speaking is most actively present. When · 
Abraham ventures to plead with God for the men of Sodom, 
be says (Genesis xviii. 27) : ' Behold now, I hav~ taken upon 
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10 . THE ELEMENTS IN THE 'NUMINOUS' 

me to speak unto the Lord, which am but dust and ashes.' 
There you have a self-confessed' feeling of dependence', which 
is yet at the same time far more than, and something other than, 
merely a feeling of dependence. Desiring to give it a name of 
its own, I propose to call it ' creature-consciousness' or creature­
feeling. It is the emotion of a creature, abased and overwhelmed 
by its own nothingness in contrast to that which is supreme 
above all creatures. 

It is easily seen that, once again, this phrase, whatever it i~, 
is not a conceptual explanation of the matter. All that this 
new term, 'creature-feeling', can express, is the note of self­
abasement into nothingness before an overpowering, absolute 
might of some kind; whereas everything turns upon ~he 
character of this overpowering might, a character which 
cannot be expressed verbally, and can only be suggested 
indirectly through the tone and content of a man's feeling­
response to it. And this response must be directly experienced 
in oneself to be understood. 

We have now to note a second defect in the formulation of 
Schleiermacher's principle. The religious category discovered 
by him, by whose means he professes to determine the real 
content of the religious emotion, is merely a category of self­
valuation, in the sense of self-depreciation. According to him 
the religious emotion would be directly and primarily a sort 
of self-consciousness, a feeling concerning one's self in a spec~al, 
determined relation, viz. one's dependence. Thus, accordmg 
to Schleiermacher, I can only come upon the very fact of God 
as the result of an inference, that is, by reasoning to a cause 
beyond myself to account for my 'feeling ?f dependence'. 
But this is entirely opposed to the_ psychological facts _of ~he 
case. Rather, the ' creature-feeling' is itself a first subjective 
concomitant and effect of another feeling-element, which casts 
it like a shadow, but which in itself indubitably has immediate 
and primary reference to an object outside the self.I 

i This is so manifestly borne out by experience that it must be about 
the first thing to force itself upon the notice of psychologists analysing 
the facts of religion. There is a ce1iain naivete in the following 
passage from William James'& Varieties of Religious Experience (p. 58), 
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Now this object is just what we have already spoken of as 
'the numinous'. For the 'creature-feeling' and the sense of 
dependence to arise in the mind the ' numen ' must be 
experienced as present, a ' nmnen praesens ', as in the case of 
Abraham. There must be felt a something ' numinous', 
something bearing the cha~acter of a 'numen ', to which the 
mind turns spontaneously; or (which is the same thing in 
other words) these feelings can only arise in the mind as 
accompanying emotions when the category of 'the numinous' 
is called into play. 

The numinous is thus felt as objective and outside the self. 
We have now to inquire more closely into its nature and the 
modes of its manifestation. 

where, alluding to the origin of the Grecian representations of the gods, 
he says : 'As regards the origin of the Greek gods, we need not at pre­
sent seek an opinion. But the whole array of our instances leads to a 
!lonclusion something like this: It is as if there were in the human con­
sciousness a sense of reality, a feeling of objective presence, a perception of 
what we may call "something there", more deep and more general than 
any of the ~pecial and particular " senses" by which the current psycho­
logy supposes existent realities to be originally revealed.' (The italics 
are James's own.) James is debarred by his empiricist and pragmatist 
stand-point from coming to a recognition of faculties of knowledge and 
potentialities of thought in the spirit itself, and he is therefore obliged 
to have recourse to somewhat singular and mysterious hypotheses to 
explain this fact. But he grasps the fact itself clearly enough and is 
sufficient of a realist not to explain it away. But this 'feeling of reality', 
the feeling of a 'numinous' object objectively given, must be posited as 
a primary immediate datum of consciousness, and the ' feeling of depen­
dence ' is then a consequence, following very closely upon it, viz. a 
depreciation of the subject in his own eyes. The latter presupposes the 
former, 

mbrown
Highlight

mbrown
Highlight

mbrown
Highlight



CHAPTER IV 

l\IYSTERIUM TREMENDUM 

The Analysis of' Tremendum '. 

WE said above that the nature of the numinous can only be 
suggested by means of the special wa,y in which it is reflected 
in the mind in terms of fe~~g. ' Its nature is such that 
it grips or stirs the human mind with this and that det.er­
minate affective state.' We have now to attempt to give 
a further indication of these determinate states. We must 
once again endeavour, by adducing feelings ak,in to them for 
the purpose of analogy or co"ii:trast, and by the use of metaphor 
and symbolic expressions, to make the states of mind we are 
investigating ring out, as it were, of themselves. 

Let us consider the deepest and most fundamental element 
in all strong and sincerely felt religious emotion. Faith unto 
Salvation, Trust, Love-all these are there. But over and 
above these is an element which may also on occasion, quite 
apart from them, profoundly affect us and occupy the ~ind 
with a wellnigh bewildering strength. Let us follow it up 
with every effort of sympathy and imaginative intuiti~n 
wherever it is to be found, in the lives of those around us, m 
sudden, strong ebullitions of personal piety and the frames of 
mind such ebullitions evince, in the fixed and ordered solemnities 
of rites and liturgies, and again in ~he atmosphere that clings 
to old religious monu~ents and buildings, to temples and to 
churches. If we do so we shall find we are dealing with 
something for which there is only one appropriate expression, 
my~f'/1,_rt}JJ:e.'(IJep,dum. The feeling of it ~ay ~t times com_e 
sweeping like a gentle tide, pervading the mmd with a tranquil 
mood of deepest worship. It may pass over into a more set 
and lasting attitude of the soul, continuing, as it were, thril­
lingly vibrant and resonant, until at last it dies away and the 
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soul resumes its 'profane', non-religious mood of everyday 
experience. It may burst in sudden eruption up from the 
depths of the soul with spasms and convulsions, or lead to the 
strangest excitements, to intoxicated frenzy, to transport, and 
to ecstasy. It has its wild and demonic forms and can sink to 
an almost grisly horror and shuddering. It has its crude, 
barbaric antecedents and early manifestations, and again it 
may be developed into something beautiful and pure and 
glorious. It may become the hushed, trembling, and speech­
less humility of the creature in the presen~e of-whom or 
what? In the presence of that which is a Myl3tery inexpressible 
and above all creatures. 

It is again evident at once that here too onr attempted 
formulation by means of a concept is once more a merely 
negative one. Conceptually 'mysterium' denotes merely that 
which is hidden and esoteric, that which is beyond conception 
or understanding, extraordinary and unfamifiar. The term • 
does not define the object more positively in its qualitative 
character. But though what is enunciated in the word is 
negative, what is meant is something absolutely and intensely 
positive. This pu~~itive we can experience in feelin~s, 
feelings which our discussion can help to make clear to us, m 
so far as it arouses them actually in our hearts. 

1. The Element of .A u;efulness. 

To get light upon the positive ' quale ' of the object of these 
feelings, we must analyse more closely our phrase myste1·ium 
tremendum, and we will begin first with the adjective. 

'Tremor' is in itself merely the perfectly familiar and' natu­
ral 'emotion of fear. But here the term is taken, aptly enough 
but still only by analogy, to denote a quite specific kind of 
emotional response, wh~ll~ distinct from th_at o:fJ2eing_a£raid, 
though it so far resembles it tliat the analogy of fear may be 
used to throw light upon its nature. There are in some 
languages special expressions which denote, either exclusively 
or in the first instance, this ' fear ' that is more than fear 
proper. The Hebrew hiqdish (hallow) is an example. To 
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' keep a thing holy in the heart ' means . to mark it off by 
a feeling of peculiar dread, not to be mistaken for any ordinary 
dread, that is, to appraise it by the category of the numinous. 
But the Old Testament throughout is rich in parallel expres­
sions for this feeling. Specially noticeable is the emat of 
Yahweh ('fear of God'), which Yahweh can pour forth, 
dispatching almost like a daemon, and which seizes upon a 
man with paralysing effect. It is closely related to the 8E'iµa 
1rw1iK011 of the Greeks. Compare Exodus xxiii. 27 : ' I will 
send my fear before thee and will destroy all the people to 
whom thou shalt come .. .'; also Job ix. 34; xiii. 21 ('Let 
not his fear terrify me'; 'Let not thy dread make me afraid'). 
Here we have a terror fraught with an inward shuddering 
such as not even the most menacing and overpowering created 
thing can instil. It has something spectral in it. 

In the Greek language we have a corresponding term 
• in <nf3aur6s. The early Christians could clearly feel ~hat the 

title uE{3aur6s (augustus) was one that could not fittrngly be 
given to any creature, not even to the emperor. They felt that 
to call a man uE{3aur6s was to give a human being a name 
proper only to the numen, to rank him by the category proper 
only to the numen, and that it therefore amounted to a kind 
of idolatry. Of modern languages English has the words 
'awe', 'aweful ',which in their deeper and most special sense 
approximate closely to our meaning. The phrase, 'he stood 
aghast', is also suggestive in this connexion. On the other 
hand, German has no native-grown expression of its own for 
the higher and riper form of the emotion we are considering, 
unless it be in a word like ' erschauern ', which does suggest it 
fairly well. :!:(; is far otherwise with its cruder and more 
debased phases, where such terms as' grausen' and' Scha'lter ', 
and the more popular and telling ' g?·useln ' (' grue '), 'grlisen ', 
and 'grasslich ' ('grisly'), very clearly designate the numinous 
element. In my examination of Wundt's Animism I suggested 
the term' Scheu' (dread); but the special' numinous' quality 
(making it' awe' rather than 'dread' in the ordinary sense) 
would. then of course have to be denoted by inverted commas. 
'R.eligious dread' (or 'awe') would perhaps be a .better 
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designation. Its antecedent stage is' daemonic dread' (cf. the 
horror of Pan) with its queer perversion, a sort of abortive 
off-shoot, the · dread of ghosts '. It first begins to stir in the 
feeling of ' something uncanny', ' eerie', or 'weird'. It is this 
feeling which, emerginginthe mind of primeval man, forms 
the starting-point for the entire religious development in 
history. ' Daemons ' and 'gods' alike spring from this root, and 
all the products of ' mythological apperception' or' fantasy' are 
nothing but different modes in which it has been objectified. 
And all ostensible explanations of the origin of religion in 
terms of animism or magic or folk psychology are doomed from 
the outset to wander astray and miss the real goal of their 
inquiry, unless they recognize this fact of our nature-primary, 
unique, underivable from anything else-to be the basic factor 
and the basic impulse underlying the entire process of religious 
evolution.1 

Not only is the saying of Luther, that the natural man cannot 
fear God perfectly, correct from the standpoint of psychology, 
but we ought to go further and add that the natural man 
is quite unable even to shudder (grauen) or feel horror in 
the real sense of the word. For ' shuddering ' is something more 
than ' natural ', ordinary fear. It implies that the mysterious 
is already beginning to loom before the mind, to touch the 
feelings. It implies the first application of a category of valua­
tion which has no place in the everyday natural world of 
ordinary experience, and is only possible to a being in whom 
has been awakened a mental predisposition, unique in kind and 

1 Cf. my papers in Theologische Rundschau, 1910, vol. i, on 'Myth and 
Religion in W undt's Volkerpsychologie ', and in Deutsche Literaturzeitung, 
1910, No. 38. I find in more recent investigations, especially those ofR. R. 
Marett and N. Soderblom, a very welcome confiimation of the positions 
I there maintained. It is true that neither of them calls attention quite 
as precisely as, in this matter, psychologists need to do, to the unique 
character of the religious ' awe' and its qualitative distinction from all 
'natural' feelings. But Marett more particularly comes within a hair's 
breadth of what I take to be the truth about the matter. Cf. his Thres­
hold of Religion (London, 1909), and N. SiiderLlom's Das We1·den des 
Gottesglaubens (Leipzig, 1915 ), also my review of the latter in Tkeol, 
Literatu1"zeitimg1 Jan. 1915. 
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different in a definite way from any' natural' faculty. And 
this newly-revealed capacity, even in the crude and violent 
manifestations which are all it at first evinces, bears witness 
to a completely. new function of experience and standard 
of valuation, only belonging to the spirit of man. 

Before going on to consider the elements which unfold as the 
'tremendum' develops, let us give a little further consideration 
to the first crude, primitive forms in which this 'nll:!!l.inous 
dread' or awe shows itself. It is the mark which really 
ch;racteriz~the so-called 'Religion of Primitive Man', and 
there it appears as ' daemonic dread'. This crudely na:ive and 
primordial emotional disturbance, and the fantastic images to 
which it gives rise, are later overborne and ousted by more 
highly-developed forms of the numinous· emotion, with all its 
mysteriously impelling power. But even when this has long 
attained its higher and purer mode of expression it is possible 
for the primitive types of excitation that were formerly a part 
of it to break out in the soul in all their original nai:vete and 
so to be experienced afresh. That this is so is shown by the 
potent attraction again and again exercised by the element of 
horror and ' shudder ' in ghost stories, even among persons 
of high all-round education. It is a remarkable fact that the 
physical reaction to which this unique' dread' of the uncanny 
gives rise is also unique, and is not found in the case of any 
'natural ' fear or terror. We say : ' my blood ran icy cold ', 
and 'my flesh crept'. The 'cold blood' feeling may be a 
symptom of ordinary, natural fear, but there is something non­
natural or supernatural about the symptom of 'creeping flesh'. 
And any one who is capable of more precise introspection must 
recognize that the distinction between such a · dread ' and 
natural fear is not simply one of degr~_e andj_ntensity. The 
awe or' dread' ;;,ayl~d.eedbe-so.ov~rwhelmingfY great that 
it seems to penetrate to the very marrow, making the man's 
hair bristle and his limbs quake. Rut it may also steal upon 
him almost unobserved as the gentlest di agitations, a mere 
fleeting shadow passing across his mood It has therefore 
nothing to do with intensity, and no nature] fear passes over 
into it merely by being intensified. I· may be beyond all 
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measure afraid and terrified without there being even a trace 
of the feeling of uncanniness in my emotion. 

We should see the facts more clearly if psychology in general 
would make a more decisive endeavour to examine and classify 
the feelings and emotions according to their qualitative differ­
ences. But the far too rough division of elementary feelings 
in general into pleasures and pains is still an obstacle to this. 
In point of fact ' pleasures ' no more than other feelings are 
differentiated merely by degrees of intensity; they show very 
definite and specific differences. It makes a specific difference 
to the condition of mind whether the soul is merely in a state 
of pleasure, or joy, or aesthetic rapture, or moral exaltation, 
.or finally in the religious bliss that may come in worship. 
Such states certainly show resemblances o.ne to another, and 
on that account can legitimately be brought under a common 
class-concept ('pleasure'), which serves to cut them off from 
other psychical functions, generically different. But this 
class-concept, so far from turning the various subordinate 
species into merely different degrees of the same thing, can do 
nothing at all to throw light upon the essence of each several 
state of mind which it includes. 

Thqugh the numinous emotion in its completest development 
shows a world of difference from the mere' daemonic dread', yet 
not even at the highest level does it belie its pedigree or ' 
kindred. Even when the worship of' daemons' has long since 
reached the higher level of worship of 'gods ', these gods still 
retain as ' n_umina ' something of the 'ghost' in the impress 
they make on the feelings of the worshipper, viz. the peculiar 
qua.lity of the 'uncanny' and 'awful', which survives with 
the quality of exaltedness and sublimity or is symbolized by 

metand~ of it. And this tehlemhe:ith, sotft1ened1 thfoug11h ithis, dtohes \ 
no 1Sappear even on e ig es eve o a , w ere e 1 

worship of God is at its purest. Its disappearance would be '; 
indeed an essential loss. The 'shudder' reappears in a form 
ennobled beyond measure where the soul, held speechless, 
trembles inwardly to the furthest fibre of its being. It 
invades the mind mightily in Christian worship with the 
words: 'Holy, holy, holy'; it breaks forth from .the hymn 
of Tersteegen : . 

c 
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God Himself is present: 
Heart be stilled before Him: 
Prost;ate inwardly adore Him. 

The • shudder ' has here lost its crazy and bewildering note, 
, but not the ineffabJe something that holds the mind. It has 
become a my;tical awe, and sets free as its accompaniment, 
reflected in self-consciousness, that 'crfill;tm~-fe§ling' that has 
already been described as the feelin~ .of pe~~l,J'.l()thingness 
and abasement before the awe-inspiring object directly expe-

-~ ".,~·-~--~"'£"'"'~--

rienced. 
The referring of this feeling of numinous ' tremor' to its 

object in the nurnen brings into rel~ef a 'property'. of the 
latter which plays an important part m our Holy Scriptures, 
and which has been the occasion of many difficulties, both to 
commentators and to theologians, from its puzzling and bafiling 
nature. This is the opy~ (orge), the Wrath of Yahweh, which 
recurs in the New Testament as opy~ Beov, and which is 
clearly analogous to the idea occurring in many ~eligions of a 
mysterious' ira deorum '. To pass through the Indian Pantheon 
of Gods is to find deities who seem to be made up altogether 
out of such an opy~ ; and even the higher Indian gods of grace 
and pardon have frequently, beside their merciful, their' wrath' 
form. But as regards the 'Wrath of Yahweh', the strange 
features about it have for long been a matter for constant 
remark. In the first place, it is patent from many passages of 
the Old Testament that this' Wrath' has no concern what­
ever with moral qualities. There is something very baffling 
in the way in which it 'is kindled' and manifested. It is, as 
has been well said, ' like a hidden force of nature ', like stored­
up electricity, discharging itself upon any one who comes t~o 
near. It is 'incalculable' and ' arbitrary'. Any one who is 
accustomed to think of deity only by its rational attributes 
must see in this 'Wrath' mere caprice and wilful passion. 
But such a view would have been emphatically rejected by 
the religious men of the Old Covenant, for .to them the Wrath 
of God so far from beinO' a diminution of His Godhead, appears 
as a ~atural expressio~ of it, an element. 0£ 'holiness' i~self, 
and a quite indispensable one. And in this they are entirely 
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right. This opy~ is nothing but the 'tremendum'. it~~f, 
apprehended and expressed by the aid of a riafVe anruogyfrom 
the domain of natural experience, in this case from th,e ordinary 
passional life of men. But na1ve as it may be, the analogy is 
most disconcertingly apt and striking; so much so that it will 
always retain its value, and for us no less than for the men of 
old be an inevitable way of expressing one element in the 
religious emotion. It cannot be doubted that, despite the 
protest of Schleiermacher and Ritschl, Christianity also has 
something to teach of the 'Wrath of God'. 

It will be again at once apparent that in the use of this 
word we are not concerned with a genuine intellectual 'con­
cept', but only with a sort of illustrative substitute for a 
concept. 'Wrath' here is the 'ideogram' of a unique 
emotional moment in religious experience, a moment whose 
singularly daunting and awe-inspiring character must be 
gravely disturbing to those persons who will recognize nothing 
in the di vine nature but goodness, gentleness, love, and a sort 
of confidential intimacy, in a word, only those aspects of God 
which turn towards the world of men. 

This opy~ is thus quite wrongly spoken of as ' natural ' 
wrath: rather it is an entirely non- or super-natural, i. e. 
numinous, quality. The rationalization process takes place 
when it begins to be filled in with elements derived from the 
moral reason :-righteousness in requital, and punishment for 
moral transgression. But it should be noted that the idea of 
the Wrath of God in the Bible is always a synthesis, in which 
the original is combined with the later meaning that has come 
to fill it in. Something supra-rational throbs and gleams, 
palpable and visible, in the ' Wrath of God', prompting to 
a sense of ' terror ' that no ' natural ' anger can arouse. 

Beside the Wrath or Anger of Yahweh stands the related 
expression 'Jealousy of Yahweh '. The state of mind denoted 
by the phrase 'being jealous for Yahweh ' is also a numinous 
state of mind, in which features of the 'tremenclum 'pass over 
into the man who has experience of it. 

c2 
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2. The element of' Overpoweringness' (' rnajestaf! '). 
We have been attempting to unfold the implications of that 

ai:;pect of .the 'mysterium tremendum' indicated by the adjec­
tive, and the result so far may be summarized in two words, 
constituting, as before, what may be called an ' ideogram ', 
rather than a concept proper, viz.' absolute unapproachability'. 

It will be felt at once that there is yet a further element 
which must be added, that, namely, of 'might', 'power', 
'absolute overpoweringness '. \Ve will take to represent this 
the term 'majestas ',majesty-the more readily because any 
one with a feeling for language must detect a last faint trace 
of the numinous still clinging to the word. The' tremendum' 
may then be rendered more adequately' tremenda majestas ', 
or 'aweful majesty'. This second element of majesty may 
continue to be vividly preserved, where the first, that of 
unapproachability, recedes and dies away, as may be seen, for 
example, in Mysticism. It is especially in relation to this 
element of majesty or absolute overpoweringness that the 
creature-consciousness, of which we have already spoken, 
comes upon the scene, as a sort of shadow or subjective 
reflection of it. Thus, in contrast to 'the overpowering ' of 
which we are conscious as an object over against the self, 
there is the feeling of one's own ab::i,serrient, of being but 
'dust and ashes 1 and nothingness.~ And this forms the 
numinous raw material for the feeling of religious humility.1 

Here we must revert once agai?- to Schleiermacher's expres­
sion for what we call 'creature-feeling', viz. the 'feeling of 
dependence'. We found fault with this phrase before on the 
ground that Schleiermacher thereby takes as basis and point 
of departure what is merely a secondary effect; that he sets 
out to teach a consciousness of the religious object only by way 
of an inference from the shadow it casts upon i;elf-conscious­
ness. We have now a further criticism to bring against it, 
and it is this. By 'feeling of dependence' Schleiermacher 
means consciousness of being conditioned (as effect by cause), 
and so he develops the implications of this logically enough 

1 Cf. R.R. Marett,' The Birth of Humility,' in The Threshold of Religion, 

2nd ed., 1914. [Tr.] · 
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in his sections upon Creation and Preservation. On the 
side of the deity the correlate to ' dependence ' would thus 
be '?~us~lity ', i.e. God's character as all-causing and all­
condit10nmg. But a sense of this does not enter at all 
into that immediate and first-hand religious emotion which we 
have in the moment of worship, and which we can recover in 
a measur~ for a~alysis ; it. belongs on the contrary decidedly 
to the rational side of the idea of God ; its implications admit 
of p~e~ise conceptual· determination ; and it springs from quite 
a distmct source. The difference between the ' feeling of· 
dependenc~' of Schleiermacher and that which finds typical 
utterance m the words of Abraham already cited might be . 
expressed as that between the consciousness of createdness (Ge­
schaffenheit) and the consciousness of creaturehood (Geschopf­
lichkeit). In the one case you have the creature as the work 
af t~e divine creati;e act; in the other, impotence and general 
nothmgness as agamst overpowering might, dust and ashes 
as against 'majesty'. In the one case you have the fact of 
having been created; in the other, the status of the creature. 
And as soon as speculative thought has come fo concern itself 
with this latter type of consciousness-as soon as it has come 
to analyse this 'majesty'-we are introduced to a set of ideas 
quite different from those of creation or preservation. We 
come upon the ideas, first, of the annihilation of self and 
then, as its complement, of the transcendent as the sol~ and 
~ntire. reality. These are the characteristic notes of Mysticism 
mall its forms, however otherwise various in content. For one 
of .the chiefest ~n~ most general features of Mysticism is just 
this _self-depreciation (so plainly parallel to the case of Abra­
ham), the estimation of the self, of the personal 'I', as some­
thing not pe~fe?tly or .essentially real, or even as mere nullity, 
a self-depreciation which comes to demand its own fulfilment 
in practice in rejecting the delusion of selfhood, and so makes 
f?r _the annihilation of t.he self. And on the other hand Mysti­
cism leads to a valuation of the transcendent object of its 
reference as that which through plenitude of being stands 
supreme and absolute, so that the finite self contrasted with it 
becomes conscious even in its nullity that ' I am nought, Thou 
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art all '. There is no thought in this of any causal relation 
between God, the creator, and the self, the creature. The 
point from which speculation starts is not a 'consciousness of 
absolute dependence '-of myself as result and effect of a 
divine cause-for that would in point of fact leacl to insistence 
upon the reality of the self ; it starts from a consciousness of 
the absolute superiority or supremacy of a power other than 
myself, and it is only as it falls back upon ontological terms 
to achieve its end-terms generally borrowed from natural 
science-that that element of the 'tremendum ', originally 
apprehended as 'plenitude of power', becomes transmuted into 
'plenitude of being'. 

This leads again to the mention of Mysticism. No mere 
inquiry into the genesis of a thing can throw any light upon 
its essential nature, and it is hence immaterial to us how 
Mysticism historically arose. But essentially Mysticism is the 
stressing to a very high degree, indeed the oveistressing, of 
the non-rationnl or supra-rational elements in religion; and it 
is only intelligible when so understood. The various phases 
and factors of the non-rational may receive varying emphasis, 
and the type of Mysticism will differ according as wme or 
others fall into the background. What we have been analys­
ing, however, is a feature that recurs in all forms of Mysticism 
everywhere, and it is nothing but the 'creature-consciousness' 
stressed to the utmost and to excess, the expression meaning, 
lf we may repeat the contrast already made, not 'feeling of 
our createdness' but' feeling of our creaturehood ',that is, the 
com;ciousness of the littleness of every creature in face of that 
which is above all creatures. 

A' characteristic common to all types of Mysticism is the 
ldentific«tipn, in different degrees of completeness, of the 
personal self with the transcendent Reality. This identifi­
cation has a source of its own, with which we are not here 
concerned, and springs from ·moments' of religious experience 
which would require separate treatment. 'ldentitication' 
alone, however, is not enongh for Mysticism; it must be Iden­
tification with the Something that is at once absolutely 
supreme in power and reality and wholly n_on-rational. And it 
ia among the mystics th::i.t we most encounter this element of 

. m zerr:r 
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. religious consciousness. Rec8jac has noticed this in his Essai 
sur les fondernents de la connaissance m.ystique (Paris, 1897). 
He writes (p. 90) : 

' Le mysticisme commence par la crainte, par le sentiment 
d'une doniinat'ion universelle, 'invincible, et devient plus tard 
un desir d'union avec ce qui dornine ainsi.' 

And some very clear examples of this taken from the religious 
experience of the present day are to be found in W. James (op. 
cit., p. 66) : 

'The perfect stillness of the night was thrilled by a more 
solemn silence. The darkness held a presence that was all the 
more felt because it was not seen. I could not any more have 
doubted that He was there than that I was. Indeed, I felt 
myself to be, if possible, the less real of the two.' 

This example is particularly instructive as to the relation of 
Mysticism to the' feelings of Identification', for the experience 
here recounted was on the point of passing into it.1 

3. The Element of' Ene1·gy' or Urgency. 

There is, finally, a third element comprised in those of 'tre­
mendum' and 'majestas ', awefulness and majesty, and this I 
venture to call the urgency or energy of the numinous object. 
It is particularly vividly perceptible in the' opyi}' or' Wrath'; 
and it everywhere clothes itself in symbolical expressions­
vitality, passion, emotional temper, will, force, movement,2 

excitement, activity, impetus. These features are typical and 
recur again and again from the daemonic level up to the idea 
of the ' living ' God. We have here the factor that has every­
where more than any other prompted the fiercest opposition to 
the 'philosophic' God of mere rational speculation, who can 
be put into a definition. And for their part the philosophers 
have condemned these expressions of the energy of the numen, 
whenever they are brought on to the scene, as sheer anthropo­
morphism. In so far as their opponents have for the most 
part themselves failed to recognize that the terms they have 
borrowed from the sphere of human conative and afl:ective life 
:1ave merely value as aIJalogies, the philosophers are right to 

1 Compare too the experience on p. 70 : ' ... What I felt on these 
occasions was a temporary loss of my own identity.' 

M 'The 'mobilitl1.s Dei' of Lactantius. 
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condemn them. But they are wrong, in so far as, this error 
notwithstanding, these terms stood for a genuine aspect of the 
divine nature-its non-rational aspect-a due consciousness of 
which served to protect religion itself from being' rationalized' 
away. 

For wherever men have been contending for the 'living' 
God and for voluntarism, there, we may be sure, have been 
non-rationalists fighting rationalists and rationalism. It was 
so with Luther in his controversy with Erasmus; and Luther's 
'omnipotentia Dei ' in his De Servo .A i·bitr-io is nothing but 
the union of' majesty '-in the sense of absolute supremacy­
with this 'energy ', in the sense of a force that knows not stint 
nor stay, which is urgent, active, compelling, and alive. In 
Mysticism, too, this 'element of 'energy' is a very living and 
vigorous factor, at any rate in the ' voluntaristic' Mysticism, 
the Mysticism of love, where it is very forcibly seen in that 
' consuming fire ' of love whose burning strength the mystic 
can hardly bear, but begs that the heat that has scorched him 
may be mitigated, lest he be himself destroyed by it. And in 
this urgency and pressure the mystic's 'love ' claims a per­
ceptible kinship with the opy~ itself, the scorching and con­
suming wrath of God; it is the same' energy ', only differently 
directed. · ' Love ', says one of the mystics, ' is nothing else 
than quenched Wrath'. 

The element of ' energy' reappears in Fichte's speculations 
on the Absolute as the gigantic, never-resting, active world­
stress, and in Schopenhauer's daemonic ' Will '. At the same 
time both these writers are guilty of the same error that 
is already found in Myth; they transfer ' natural' attributes, 
which ought only to be used as 'ideograms ' for what is itself 
properly beyond utterance, to the non-rational as real qualifica­
tions of it, and they mistake symbolic expressions of feelings 
for adequate concepts upon which a 'scientific' structure of 
knowledge may be based. 

In Goethe, as we shall see later, the same element of energy 
is emphasized in a quite unique way in his strange descriptions 
of the experience he calls ' daemonic '. 

CHAPTER V 

THE ANALYSIS OF 'MYSTERIUM' 

Ein begriffener Gott ist kein Gott. 
'A God comprehended is no God.' (TERSTEEG EN.) 

WE gave to the object to which the numinous consciousneos 
is directed the name ' mysterium tremendu:r;n ', and we then 
set ourselves first to determine the meaning of the adjective 
'tremendum '-which we found to be itself only justified by 
analogy-because it is more easily analysed than the sub­
stantive idea 'mysteriu:ln '. We have now to turn to this, 
and try, as best we may, by hint and suggestion, to get to · 
a clearer apprehension of what it implies. 

4. The ' Wholly Other', 

It might be thought that the adjective itself gives an 
explanation of the substantive; but this is not so. It 
is not merely analytical; it is a synthetic attribute to it; 
i.e. 'tremendum ' adds something not necessarily inherent in 
'mysterium '. It is true that the reactions in consciousness 
that correspond to the one readily and spontaneously over­
flow into those that correspond to the other ; in fact, any 
one sensitive to the use of words would commonly feel that 
the idea of' mystery' (mysterium) is so closely bound up with 
its synthetic qualifying attribute 'aweful' (tremendum) that 
one can hardly say the former without catching an echo of 
the latter, 'mystery' almost of itself becoming 'aweful 
mystery' to us. But the passage from the one idea to the 
other need not by any means be always so easy. The elements 
of meaning implied in ' awefulness ' and 'mysteriousness ' are 
in themselves definitely different. The latter may so far 
preponderate in the religious consciousness, may stand out so 
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vividly, that in comparison with it the former almost sinks out 
of sight; a case which again could be clearly exemplified from 
some forms of Mysticism. Occasionally, on the other hand, 
the reverse happens, and the 'tremenclum' may in turn occupy 
the mind without the 'mysterium '. 

This latter, then, needs special consideration on its own 
account. · We need an expression for . the mental reaction 
peculiar to it; and here, too, only one word seems appropriate 
though, as it is strictly applicable only to a 'natural' state of 
mind, it has here meaning only by analogy : it is the word 
'stupor'. Stupor is plainly a different thing from trernor; it 
signifies blank wonder, an astonishment that strikes us dumb, 
amazement absolute.1 Taken, indeed, in its purely natural 
sense, 'mysterium ' would first mean merely a secret or a 
mystery in the sense of that which is alien to us, uncom­
prehended and unexplained; and so far ' mysterium ' is itself 
merely an ideogram, an analogical notion taken from the 
natural sphere, illustrating, but incapable of exhaustively 
rendering, our real meaning. Taken in the religious sense, 
that which is 'mysterious ' is-to give it perhaps the most 
striking expression-the 'wholly other' ( eanpov, anyad, alie­
num), that which is quite beyond the sphere of the usual, 
the intelligible, and the familiar, which therefore falls quite 
outside the limits of the ' canny ', and is contrasted with it, 
fillin()' the mind with blank wonder and astonishment. 

0 

This is already to be observed on the lowest and earliest 
level of the religion of primitive man, where the numinous 
consciousness is but an inchoate stirring of the feelings. What 
is really characteristic of this stage is not.;_as the theory of 

~ Compare also ' obstiipefacere '. Still 11iore exact equivalents are the 
Greek 81ip.{3as and 8ap.{3iiv. The sound Ba p.{3 (thanzb) excellently depicts this 
state of mind of blank, staring wonder. And the difference between the 
moments of 'stupor ' and 'tremor' is very finely suggested by the pas­
sa.ge, Mark x. 32 (cf. infra, p.163). On the other hand, what was said above 
of the facility and rapidity with which the two moments merge and 
blend is also markedly true of 8ap.{3os, which then becomes a classical 
term for the (ennobled) awe of the numinous in general. So Mark xvi. 
5 is rightly translated by Luther 'und sie entsetzten sich ', and by the 
English Authorfa1ed Vei·sion 'and they were a:tfrighted ', 
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Animism would have us believe-that men are here concerned 
with curious entities, calied ' souls' or ' spirits', which happen 
to be invisible. Representations of spirits and similar con­
ceptions are rather one and all early modes of 'rationalizing' 
a precedent experience, to which they are subsidiary. They 
are attempts in some way or other, it little matters how, to guess 
the riddle it propounds, and their effect is at the same time 
always to weaken and deaden the experience itself. They are 
the source from which springs, not religion, but the rationaliza­
tion of religion, which often ends by constructing such a 
massive structure of theory and such a plausible fabric of 
interpretation, that the' mystery' is frankly excluded.1 Both 
imaginative 'Myth', when developed into a system, and intel­
lectualist Scholasticism, when worked out to its completfon, 
are methods by which the fundamental fact of religious 
experience is, as it were, simply rolled out so thin and flat 
as to be finally eliminated altogether. 

Even on the lowest level of religious development the 
essential characteristic is therefore to be sought elsewhere 
than in the appearance of 'spirit' representations. It lies 
rather, we repeat, in a peculiar ' moment' of consciousness, to 
wit, the stupor before something 'wholly other', whether 
such an other be named 'spirit' or 'daemon' or 'deva ', or 
be left without any name. Nor does it make any difference 
in this respect whether, to interpret and preserve their 
apprehension of this ' other', men coin original imagery of 
their own or adapt imaginations drawn from the world of 
legend, the fabrications of fancy apart from and prior to any 
stirrings of daemonic dread. 

In accordance with laws of which we shall have to speak 
again later, this feeling or coni;ciousness of the ' wholly other' 
will attach itself to, or sometimes be indirectly aroused by 
means of, objects which are already puzzling upon the 'natural' 
plane, or are of a surprising or astounding character; such as 
extraordinary phenomt?na or astonishing occurrences or things 

1 A spirit or soul that has been conceived and comprehended no 
longe.r prompts to 'shuddering', as is proved by Spiritualism. But it 
thereby ceases to be of interest for the psychology of religion. 
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in inanimate nature, in the animal world, or among men. But 
here once more we are dealing with a case of association 
between things specifically different-the ' numinous ' and the 
'natural ' moment of consciousness-and not merely with 
the gradual enhancement of one of them-the 'natural' -till 
it becomes the other. As in the case of ' natural fear ' and 
' daemonic dread ' already considered, so here the transition 
from natural to daemonic amazement is not a mere matter of 
decrree. But it is t nly with the latter that the complementary 
ex~ression 'mysterium ' perfectly harmonizes, as will be felt 
perhaps more clearly in the case of the adjectival form 
'mysterious'. No one says, strictly and in earnest, of a piece 
of clockwork that is beyond his grasp, or of a science that he 
cannot understand: ' That is "mysterious " to me.' 

It might be objected that the mysterious is something 
which is and remains absolutely and invariably beyond our 
understanding, whereas that which merely eludes our under­
standing for a time but is perfectly intelligible in principle 
should be called, not a 'mystery', but merely a ' problem '. 
But this is by no means an adequate account of the inatteF. 
The truly 'mysterious' object is beyond our apprehension and 
comprehension, not only because our knowledge has certain 
irremovable limits, but because in it we come upon something 
inherently 'wholly other', whose kind and character are. in­
commensurable with our own, and before which we therefore 
recoil in a wonder that strikes us chill and numb.1 

This may be made still clearer by a consideration of that 
degraded offshoot and travesty of the genuine 'numinous' 
dread or awe, the fear of ghosts. Let us try to analyse this 
experience. We have already specified the peculiar feeling-

1 In Confessions, ii. 9. 1, Augustine very strikingly suggests this stiffen­
ing, benumbing ~lement of the 'wholly other' and its contrast to the 
rational aspect of the numen ; the 'dissimile ' and the ' simile '. 

'Quid est illud, quod interlucet mihi et percutit cor meum sine laesione? 
Et inhorresco et inardesco. Inhorresco, in quantum d·issimilis ei sum. 
Inardesco, in quantum similis ei sum.' 

('What is that which gleams through me and smites my heart without 
wounding it? I am both a-shudder and a-glow. A-shudder, in so far a~ 
I am unlike it, a-glow in so far as I am like it.') 
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element of 'dread ' aroused by the ghost as that of ' grue ', 
grisly horror (gruseln, gri'isen). Now this 'grue' obviously 
contributes something to the attraction which ghost-stories 
exercise, in so far, namely, as the relaxation of tension ensuing 
upon our release from it relieves the mind in a pleasant and 
agreeable way. So far, however, it is not really the ghost 
itself that gives us pleasure. but the fact that we are rid of it. 
But obviously this is quite insufficient to explain the ensnaring 
attraction of the ghost-story. The ghost's real attraction 
rather consists in this, that of itself and in an uncommon 
degree it entices the imagination, awakening strong interest 
and curiosity; it is the weird thing itself that allures . the 
fancy. But it qoes this, not because it is 'something long 
and white' (as some one once defined a ghost), nor yet through 
any of the positive and conceptual attributes which fancies 
about ghosts have invented, but because it is a thing that 
'doesn't really exist at all', the 'wholly other', something 
which has no place in our scheme of reality but belongs to an 
absolutely different one, and which at the ·Same time arouses 
an irrepressible interest in the mind. . . . 
' But that which is perceptibly true in the fear of ghosts, which 
is, after all, only a caricature of the genuine thing, is in a far 
stroncrer sense true of, the 'daemonic' experience itself, of 
which the fear of ghosts is a mere off-shoot. And while, 
following this main line of development, this element in the 
numinous consciousness, the feeling of the 'wholly other', is 
heightened and clarified, its higher modes of manifestation 
come into being, which set the numinous object in contrast 
not only to everything wonted and familiar (i.e., in the end, 
to nature in general), thereby turning it into the ' super­
natural', but fin~lly to the world itself, and thereby exalt it to 
the 'supramundane', that which is above the whole world-order. 

In Mysticism we have in the' Beyond' (e7TEKEtva) agai~ the 
strongest stressing and over-stressing of t~o~e non-rat~~nal 
elements which are already inherent in all religion. Mysticism 
continues to its extreme point this contrasting of the numinous 
object (the numen), as the 'wholly other', with ordinary experi­
ence. Not content with contrasting it with all that is of 
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nature or this world, Mysticism concludes by contrasting it 
with Being itself and all that 'is', and finally actually calls 
it ' that which is nothing'. By this ' nothing' is meant not 
only that of which nothing can be predicated, but that ~hich 
is absolutely and intrinsically other than and opposite of 
everything that is and can be thought. But while exaggerat­
ing to the point of paradox this negation and contrast-the 
only means open to conceptual thou~ht to ~pprehend . t~e 
'mysterium '-Mysticism at the same time :e~ams the p~s,,,t~ve 
quaUty of the 'wholly other' as a very livmg factor m its 
over-brimming religious emotion. 

But what is true of the strange' nothingness' of our mystics 
holds good equally of the ' sunyam ~ and th~ 'suny~ta ', .the 
•void' and 'emptiness' of the Budd~ist mrstics. This aspira­
tion for the ' void ' and for becommg void, no less than the 
aspiration of our western my~tics for 'nothing' and for becom­
ing nothing, must seem a kmd ?f lunacy to any_ one who has 
no inner sympathy for the eso~enc langui;ige and ideograms of 
Mysticism, and lacks the matrix from ":hie~ these ~ome ~ieces­
sarily to birth. To su?h ~n one Bu~dhi~m itself ,wil~ b~ Simply 
a morbid sort of pessimism. But m fact th? . void o~ the 
eastern like the 1 nothing ' of the western, mystic is a nummous 

' ' ideoO"ram of the 'wholly other . 
'These terms, 'supernatural ' and 'transcendent' (literally, 

supramundane: iiberu.:eltlich), give the appearance of positive 
attributes, and, as applied to the mysterious, they appear to 
divest the 'mysterium' of its originally negative meaning 
and to turn it into an affirmation. On the side of conceptual 
thought this is nothing more than appearance, for ~tis obvious 
that the two terms in question are merely negative and ex­
clusive attributes with reference to ' nature ' and the 'world' 
or cosmos respectively. But on the 'side of the feeling-content 
it is otherwise; that is in very truth positive in the highest 
degree, though here too, as before'. it cannot b~ rend_e~ed 
explicit in conceptual terms .. It is through tlus positive 
feeling-content that the concepts of the ' transcendent ' and 
1 supernatural ' become forthwith designations for a unique 
1 wholly other' reality and quality, something of whose special 
character we can feel, without being able to give it clear 
conceptual expression. 

CHAPTER VI 

5. THE ELEMENT OF FASCINATION 

THE qualitative content of the numinous experience, to 
which' the mysterious' stands as form,, is in one of its aspects 
the element of daunting 'awefulness' and 'majesty', which 
has already been dealt with in detail; but it is clear that it 
has at the same time another aspect, in which it shows itself 
as something uniquely attractive andfascinating. 

These two qualities, the daunting and the fascinating, now 
combine in a strange harmony of contmsts, and the resultant 
dual character of the numinous consciousness, to which the 
entire religious development bears witness, at any rate from 
the level of the 'daemonic dread' onwards, is at once the 
.strangest and most noteworthy phenomenon in the whole 
history of religion. The daemonic-divine object may appear 
to the mind an object of horror and dread, but at the same 
time it is no less something that allures with a potent charm, 
and the creature, who trembles before it, utterly cowed and 
cast down, has always at the same time the impulse to turn to 
it, nay even to make it somehow his own. The 'mystery ' is 
for him not merely something to be wondered at but some­
thing that entrances him; and beside that in it which 
bewilders and confounds, he feels a something that captivates 
and transports him with a strange ravishment, rising often 
enough to the pitch of dizzy intoxication; it is the Dionysiac­
element in the numen. 

The ideas and concepts which are the parallels or ' schemata' 
on the rational side of this non-rational element of 'fasci­
nation' are Love, Mercy, Pity, Comfort ; these are all 
' natural ' elements of the common psychical life, only they 
are here thought as absolute and in completeness. But 
important as these are for the experience of religious bliss or 
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felicity, they do not by any means exhaust it. It is just the 
same as with the opposite experience of religious infelicity­
the experience of the opyf] or Wrath of God :-both alike 
contain fundamentally non-rational elements. Bliss or beati­
tude is more, far more, than the mere natural feeling of being 
comforted, of reliance; of the joy of love, however these may 
be heightened and enhanced. Just as ' Wrath', taken in 
a purely rational or a purely ethical sense, does not exhaust 
that profound element of a'ivefulness which is locked in the 
mystery of deity, so neither does ' Graciousness ' exhaust the 
profound element of wonderfulness and rapture which lies in 
the mysterious beatific experience of deity. The term 'grace' 
may indeed be taken as its aptest designation, but then only 
in the sense in which it is really applied in the language of 
the mystics, and in which not only the ' gracious intent ' but 
' something more' is meant by the word. This ' something 
more ' has its antecedent phases very far back in the history 
of religions. 

It may well be possible, it is even probable, that in the first 
stage of its development the religious consciousness started 
with only one of its poles-the ' daunting' aspect of the numen 
-and so at first took shape only as 'daemonic dread'. But 
if this did not point to something beyond itself, if it were not 
but one 'moment ' of a completer experience, pressing up 
gradually into consciousness, then no transition would be 
possible to the feelings of positive self-surrender to the numen. 
The only type of worship that could result from this 'dread ' 
alone woul.d be that of 'ar.at1'EtlJ'0at' and '4r.oTpEr.etv ',taking 
the form of expiation and propitiation, the averting or the 
appeasement of the ' wrath' of the numen. It can never explain 
how it is. that ' the numinous' is the object of search and 
desire and yearning, and that too for its own sake and not 
only for the sake of the aid and backing that men expect 
from it in the natural sphere. It can never explain how this 
takes place, not only in the forms of ' rational ' religious 
worship, but in those queer 'sacramental' observances and 
rituals and procedures of communion in which the human 
being seeks to get the numen into his possession. 
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Religious practice may manifest itself in those normal and 
easily intelligible forms which occupy so prominent a place in 
the history of religion, such forms as Propitiation, Petition, 
Sacrifice, Thanksgiving, &c. But besides these there is a series 
of strange proceedings which are constantly attracting greater 

. and greater attention, and in which it is claimed that we may 
recognize, besides mere religion in general, the particular roots 
of Mysticism. I refer to those numerous curious modes of 
behaviour and fantastic forms of mediation, by means of 
which the primitive religious man attempts to master 'the 
mysterious ', and to fill himself and even to identify himself 
with it. These modes of behaviour fall apart into two 
classes. On the one hand the ' magical ' identification of the 
self with the numen proceeds by means of various transactions, 
at once magical and devotional in character-by formula, ordi­
nation,adjuration,consecration, exorcism,&c.: on the other hand 
are the' shamanistic 'ways of procedure, possession, indwelling, 
self-imbuement with the numen in exaltation and ecstasy. All 
these have, indeed, their starting-points simply in magic, and 
their intention at first was certainly simply to appropriate the 
prodigious force of the numen for the natural ends of man. 
But the process does not .rest there. Possession of and by the 
numen becomes an end in itself; it begins to be sought for its 
own sake ; and the wildest and most artificial methods of 
asceticism are put into practice to attain it. In a word, the 
' vita religiosa ' begins; and to remain in these· strange and 
bizarre states of numinous possession becomes a good in itself, 
even a way of salvation, wholly different from the profane 
goods pursued by means of magic. Here, too, commences the 
process of development by which the experience is matured 
and purified, till finally it reaches its consummation in the 
sublimest and purest states of the 'life within the Spirit' and 
in the noblest Mysticism. Widely various as these states are 
in themselves, yet they have this element in common, that in 
them the 'mysterium' is experienced in its essential, positive, 
and specific character, as something that bestows upon man 
') beatitude beyond compare, but one whose real nature he 
can neither proclaim in speech nor conceive in thought, but 
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may know only by a direct and living experience. It is a bliss 
which embraces all those blessings that are indicated or 
1mggested in positive fashion by any 'doctrine of Salvation', 
and it quickens all of them through and through; but these do 
not exhaust it. Rather by its all-pervading, penetrating glow 
it makes of these very blessings more than the intellect can 
conceive in them or affirm of them. It gives the Peace that 
passes understanding, and of which the tongue can only 
stammer brokenly. Only from afar, by metaphors and 
analogies, do we come to apprehend what it is in itself, and 
even so our notion is but inadequate and confused. 

'Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither have entered into 
the heart of man, the things which God hath prepared for them 
that love Him.' Who does not feel the exalted sound of these 
words and the 'Dionysiac ' element of transport and fervour 
in them ? It is instructive that in such phrases as these, in 
which consciousness would fain put its highest consummation 
into words, 'all images fall away• and. the mind turns from 
them to grasp expressions that are purely negative. And it is 
still more instructive that in reading and hearing such words 

. their merely negative character simply is not noticed ; that we 
can let whole chains of such negations enrapture, even intoxi­
cate us, and that entire hymns- and deeply impressive hymns 
-have been composed, in which there is really nothing positive 
at all ! All this teaches us the independence of the positive 
content of this experience from the implicat.ions of its overt 
conceptual expression, and how it can be .firmly grasped, 
thoroughly understood, and profoundly appreciated, purely in 
with, and from the feeling itself. 

Mere love, mere trust, for all the glory and happiness 
they bring, do not explain to us that moment of rapture that 
breathes in our tenderest and most heart-felt hymns of salva­
tion, as also in such eschatological hymns of longing as that 
Rhyme of St. Bernard in which the very verses seem to dance. 

Urbs Sion unica, mansio mystica, condita caelo, 
N unc tibi gaudeo, none tibi lugeo, tristor, anhelo, 
'l'e, quia corpore non queo, pectore saepe penetro; 
Sed caro terrea, terraque carnea, rnox cado retro. 
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N emo retexere, nemoque promere sustinet ore, 
Quo tua moenia, quo capitolia plena nitore. 
Id queo dicere, quo modo tangere pollice coelum, 
Ut mare currere, sicut in aere figere telum. 
Opprimit omne cor ille tuus decor, 0 Sion, 0 Pax. 
Urbs sine tempore, nulla potest fore laus tibi mendax. 
0 nova mansio, te pia concio, gens pia munit, 
Provehit, excitat, auget, identitat, efficit, unit.1 

85 

This is where the livjng 'something more' of the' fascinans', 
the element of fascination, is to be found. It lives no less 
in those tense extollings of the blessing of salvation, which 
recur in all religions of salvation, and stand in such remarkable 
contrast to the relatively meagre and frequently childish 
import of that which is revealed in them by concept or by 
image. Everywhere Salvation is something whose meaning 
is often very little apparent, is even wholly obscure, to the 
'natural ' man; on the contrary, so far as lie understands it, 
he tends to find it highly tedious and uninteresting, sometimes 
downright distasteful and repugnant to his nature, as he 
would, for instance, find the beatific vision of God in our 
own doctrine of Salvation, or the 'Henosis' of 'God all in all' 
among the mystics. 'So far as he understands', be it noted; 
but then he does not understand it in the least. Because he 
lacks the inward teaching of the Spirit, he must needs confound 
what is offered him as an expression for the experience of 
salvation-a mere ideogram of what is felt, whose import 
it hints at by analogy-with ' natural' concepts, as though it 
were itself just such an one. And so he ' wanders ever 
further from the goal'. 

1 ' 0 Zion, thou city sole and single, mystic mansion hidden away in the 
heavens, now I rejoice in thee, now I moan for thee and mourn and 
yearn for thee; Thee often I pass through in the heart, as I cannot in the 
body, but being but earthly flesh and fleshly earth soon I fall back. 
None can disclose or utter in speech what plenary radiance fills thy walls 
and thy citadels. I can as little tell of it as I can touch the skies with 
my finger, or run upon the sea or make a dart stand still in the air. 
This thy splendour overwhelms every heart, 0 Sion, 0 Peace I 0 time­
less City, no praise can belie thee. 0 new dwelling-place, thee the 
concourse and penple of the faithful erects and exnlts, inspi1es and m­
creases, joins to itself, and makes complete and one.' 
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It is not only in the religious feeling of longing thttt the 
moment of fascination is a living factor. It is already alive 
and present in the moment of ' solemnity', both in the gathered 
concentration and humble abasement of private devotion, 
when the mind is exalted to the holy, and in the common 
worship of the congregation, where this is practised with 
earnestness and deep sincerity, as, it is to be feared, is with us 
a thing rather desired than realized. It is this and nothing 
else that in the solemn moment can fill the soul so full and 
keep it so inexpressibly tranquil. Schl.eiermacher'~ assertio1:1 1 

is perhaps true of it, as of the nummous consc10u~ness 111 

general, viz. that it cannot really occur alone ?n its .own 
account, or except combined and penetrated wit~ rat10nal 
elements. But, if this be admitted, it is upon other grounds 
than those adduced by Schleiermacher; while, on the other 
hand, it may occupy a more or less predoininant place a~d 
lead to states of calm (~IJ"vxfa) as well as of transport, 111 

which it almost of itself wholly fills the soul. But in all the 
manifold £onus in which it is aroused in us, whether in 
eschatological promise of the coming kingdom of Goel and the 
transcendent bliss of Paradise, or in the guise of an entry 
into that beatific Reality that is 'above the world'; whether 
it come first in expectancy or preintimation or in a present 
experience (' When I but have Thee, I ask no ql~estion of 
heaven and earth'); in all these forms, outwardly diverse but 
inwardly akin, it appears as a strange and mighty propulsion 
toward an ideal good known only to religion and in its nature 
fundamentally non-rational, which the mind knows of in 
yearning and presentiment, recognizing it fo~ what it i~ behind 
the obscure and inadequate symbols which are its only 
expression. And this shows that above and beyond our 
rational being lies hidden the ultimate and highest part ?four 
nature which can find no satisfaction in the mere allayrng of 
the ne~ds of our sensuous, psychical, or intellectual impulses 
and cravings. The mystics called it the basis or ground of 
the soul. 

We saw that in the case of the element of the mysterious the 
l Glaubenslehre, § 5. 
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' wholly other' led on to the supernatural and transcendent 
and that above these appeared the 'beyond' ( E7TEKE111a) of Mysti­
cism, through the non-rational side of religion being raised to 
its highest power and stressed to excess. It is the same in 
the case of the element of 'fascination' ; . here, too, is possible 
a transition into Mysticism. At its highest point of stress 
the fascinating becomes the ' overabounding ', 1 the mystical 
'nioment' which exactly corresponds upon this line to the 
E7TEKEL11a upon the other line of approach, and which is to be 
understood accordingly. But while this feeling of the 'over­
abounding' is specially characteristic of Mysticism, a trace of 
it survives in all truly felt states of religious beatitude, how­
ever restrained and kept within measure by other factors. 
This is seen most clearly from the psychology of those great 
experiences-of ·grace, conversion; second birth-in which 
the religious experience appears in its pure intrinsic nature 
and in heightened activity, so as to be more clearly grasped 
than in the less typical form of piety instilled by education. The 
hard core of such experiences in their Christian form consists 
of the redemption from guilt and bondage to sin, and we 
shall have presently to see that this also does not occur with­
out a participation of non-rational elements. But leaving this 
out of account, what we have here to point out is the unutter­
ableness of what has oeen yet genuinely experienced, and how 
such an experience may pass into blissful excitement, rapture, 
and exaltation verging often on the bizarre and the abnor­
mal.2 This is vouched for by the autobiographical testi­
mony of the 'converted' from St. Paul onward. William James 
hab e;:illected a great number of these, without, however, 

1 Das Vberschwengliche. 
2 This may be found fatal to the attempt to construct a 'Religion 

within the limits of pure reason' or 'of humanity' ; but, none t)le less, 
the matter is as we have described it, as far as concerns the psychologi­
cal inqui;ry into religion, which asks, not what it is within the afore­
mentioned limits, but what it is in its own essential nature. And for 
that matter this proceeding of constructing a 'humanity' prior to and 
apart from the most centi-al and potent of human capacities is like 
nothing so much as the attempt to frame a standard idea of the human 
body after having previously cut off the head. 
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himself noticing the non-rational element that thrills in 
them. 

Thus, one writes 
' . . . For the moment nothing but an ineffable joy and 

exaltation remained. It is impossible fully to descriue the 
experience. It was like the effect of some great orchestra, 
when all the separate notes have melted into one swelling 
harmony, that leaves the listener conscious of nothing save 
that his soul is being wafted upwards and almost bursting 
with its own emotion.' (Varieties, &c., p. 66.) 

And another : 
' ... The more I seek words to express this intimate inter­

course, the more I feel the impossibility of describing the thing 
by any of our usual images.' (Ibid., p. 68.) 

And almost with the precision of dogma, a third (Jonathan 
Edwards) indicates the qualitative difference of the experience 
of beatitude from other 'rational' joy: 

'The conceptions which the saints have of the loveliness of 
God and that kind of delight which they experience in it are 
quite peculiar and entirely different from anything which a 
natural man can possess or of which be can form any proper 
notion.' (Ibid., p. · 229.) 
Of. also pp. 192, 225; and the testimony of Jacob Boehme 
given on p. 417. Also this of Boehme: 

'But I can neither write nor tell of what sort of Exaltation 
the triumphing in the Spirit is. It can be compared with 
nought, but that when in the midst of death life is born, and 
it is like the resurrection of the dead.' 

With the mystics these experiences pass up wholly into the 
'over-abounding'. '0 that I could tell you what the heart 
feels, how it burns and is consumed inwar<lly ! Only, I find 
no words to express it. I can but say: Might but one little 
drop of what I feel fall into Hell, Hell would be transformed 
into a Paradise.' So says St. Catherine of Genoa; and all the 
multitude of her spiritual kindred testify to the same effect. 

What we Christians know as the experiences of grace and 
the second birth have their parallels also in the religions 
of h:gh spiritual rank beyond the borders of Christianity. 
Such are the breaking out of the saving' Bodhi ',the opening 
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of the 'heavenly eye', the Jnana by Isva1·as zJrasada, 
which is victorious over the darkness of nescience and shinei; out 
in an experience with which no other can be measured. And 
in all theRe the entirely non-rational and specific element in 
the beatific experience is immediately noticeable. The quali­
tative character of it varies widely in all these cases, and is 
again in them all very different from its parallels in Chri:s­
tianity; still in all it is very similar in intensity, and in all it 
is a' Fal vation' and an absolute' fascination', which in contrast 
to all that admits of 'natural ' expression or comparison is 
deeply in.hued with the 'over-abounding' nature of the numen. 

And this is alPo entirely true of the rapture of Nirvana, 
which is only in appearance a cold and negative state. It is only 
conceptually that 'Nirvana' is a negation; it is felt in con­
sciousness as in the strongest degree positive; it exercises a 
'fascination' by which its votaries are as much carried away 
as are the Hindu or the Christian by the corresponding objects 
of their worship. I recall vividly a conversation l had with 
a Buddhist monk. He had been putting before me methodi­
cally and pertinaciously the arguments for the Buddhist 
' theology of negation', the doctrine of Anatman and •entire 
emptiness'. When he had made an end, I asked him, what 
then Nirvana itself is; and after a long pause came at last the 
single answer, low and restrained: 'Bliss-unspeakable'. And 
the hushed restraint of that answer, the solemnity of his voice, 
demeanour, and gesture, made more clear what was meant than 
the words themselves. 

And so we maintain, on the one hand, fellowing the ' via 
eminentiae et causalitatis ',that the divine is indeed the highest, 
strongest, best, loveliest, and dearest that man can think of ; 
but we assert on the other, following the' via negationis ',that 
God is not merely the ground and superlative of all that can 
be thought; He is in Himself a subject on His own account 
and in Himself. 

* * * 
In the adjective 8w·o~ the Greek ]anguage possesses a word 

peculiarly difficult to translate, and standing for an idea 
peculiarly difficult to grasp in all its strange variations. And 
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if we ask whence this difficulty arises, the answer is plain; it 
is because 8Ew6~ is simply the numinous (mostly of course at 
a lower level, in an arrested form, attenuated by rhetorical or 
poetic usage). Consequently 8ELv6~ is the equivalent of' dirus' 
and ' tremendus '. It may mean evil or imposing, potent and 
strange, queer and marvellous, horrifyino- and fascinatinD' 

0. 0' 
divine and daemonic, and a source of ' energy '. Sophocles 
means to awaken the feeling of 'numinous awe' through the 
whole gamut of its phases at the contemplation of man, the 
creature of marvel, in the choric song of the Antigone: 

'lTOAAa Ta 8Etva, Ko08ev <lv(}pw1TOV 8Ew6TEpov 'ITEAEL. 

W.his line defies translation, just because our language h~s no 
term that can isolate distinctly and gather into one word the 
total numinous impression a thing may make on the mind. 

. The nearest that German can get to it is in the expression 
'das Ungeheuere' (monstrous), while in English 'weird' is 
perhaps the closest rendering possible. The mood and attitude 
represented in the foregoing verse might then be fairly well 
rendered by such a translation as : 

' Much there is that is weird; but nought is weirder than 
man.' 

The German ungeheuer is not by derivation simply• huge', in 
quantity or quality ;-this, its common meaning, is in fact a 
rationalizing interpretation of the real idea; it is that which is 
not' geheuer ',i.e., approximately, the uncanny-in a word, the 
numinous. And it is just this element of the uncanny in man 
that Sophocles has in mind. If this, its fundamental meanino-

. ~· 
be really and thoroughly felt in consciousness, then the word · 
could be taken as a f\Lirly exact expression for the numinous 
in its aspects of mystery, awefulness, majesty, augustness, 
and 'energy'; nay, even the aspect of fascination is dimly 
felt in it. 

'l'he variations of meaning in the German word ungeheuer 
can be well illustrated from Goethe.1 He, too, uses the word 

1 Cf. Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre, Bk. I, ch. 10; Wahlve1wandtschaf­
ten, 2. 15 ; Dichtunq und Wahrheit, 2. 9 ; 4. 20. 
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first to denote the huge in size-what is too vast for our 
faculty of space-perception, such as the immeasurable vault of 
the night sky. In other passages the word retains its original 
non-rational colour more markedly; it comes to mean the 
uncaruiy, the fearful, the dauntingly ' other' and incomprehen­
sible, that which arouses in us 'stupor' ancl ' (}aµ{3o~ '; and 
finally, in the wonderful words of Fa~st which I have put 
upon my title-page, it becomes an almost exact synonym for 
our ' numinous' under all its aspects. 

Das Schaudern ist der Menschheit bestes Teil. 
Wie auch die Welt ihm das Gefiihl verteuere, 
Ergriffen fiihlt er tief <las Ungeheuere.1 

1 Awe is the best of man: howe'er the world's 
Misprizing of the feeling would prevent us, 
Deeply we feel, once gripped, the weird Poitentous . 

(GOETHE, Faust, Second Part, Act 1, Sc. v.) 




