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WHAT IS RELIGION? ATTEMPT AT A
PHENOMENOLOGICAL CLARIFICATION!
RUDOLF BRANDNER

L. The methodological approach

Our immediate understanding of “religion” is formed in the light of the
historical experience of Christianity and the monotheistic traditions of
Judaism and Islam. Theoretical understanding is basically the attempt to
overcome culturally and historically inherited prejudices about “religion”. In
this sense, the phenomenological approach to “religion” aims to generate an
adequate understanding of “religion” by the methodological conceptual-
ization of the wide realm of related phenomena. This implies, first of all, that
we have to open our minds to the almost indefinite variety of religious
phenomena and experiences documented by human history.. The
Phenomenology of Religion rejects any preconceived idea of “true religion”
and is entirely devoted to the study of “religious” experiences in themselves.
In this direction, the phenomenological investigation will attempt to
reconstruct the fundamental intentionalities forming the religious
relationship of Man and World within the different cultures.”? But th.is
phenomenological reconstruction of a wide range of historical religions will
still leave us theoretically unsatisfied as long as we lack a philosophical
conceptualization of “religion”. Historically, “religion” is so fundamental to
human existence that, up to now, no human society has existed without it. In
regard to “religion” as a basic phenomenon of human existence, we are
confronted with the philosophical question why “religion” is constitutive to
human existence.’ The conceptual clarification of the question “What is
religion?” will inevitably focus on our philosophical understanding of what
human being is: Why — on what grounds — is the human relationship to the
world “religious™? Is it necessarily and by force of his ontological consti-
tution so, or is “religion” merely the expression of a premature state of
humaﬁity historically overcome by modern science and technology? And
who are we, asking the question: what is religion?

If the philosophical investigation is — as it claims to be — really radical
about itself, it will have to cancel not only the presuppositions implied in the
conceptual meaning of the term “religion”, as generated by the Christian-
QOccidental tradition, but it will also and even more have to scrutinize the
truth-presupposition of the questioning itself, as generated by our historical
situation of modernity. Who is asking this question “what is religion”?
Obviously not the religious subject himself but the modern secularized
subject having lost his “religion”. “Religion” becomes the object of

50

theoretical inquiry at the moment it is lost. This loss is a specific historical
event in Occidental history indicating the origin of modern scientific-techno-
logical rationality out of the invalidation of Christian religion. The question
“what is religion?” expresses primarily the theoretical objectivation of the
historically invalidated Christian religion: it belongs to a truth position outside
religion itself, historically rooted in the period of enlightenment and its basic
assumption that “religion” is irrational belief, opposed to science. At the root
of the theoretical approach to religion, there is a theoretical prejudice about
“religion” presupposing the basic and fundamental truth of the theoretical
relationship of Man and World as realized by modern scientific-technological
rationality. The decisive step of the modern Phenomenology of Religion in
this century has been to neutralize these presuppositions; for this Very reason
it is opposed to any “enlightened” approach to religion, be it transcendental or
Marxist, psychoanalytic or structuralist. But the strength of the phenomeno-
logical method to withdraw from a purely assumed truth-position of
modernity in order to re-discover the phenomenal realm of “religion” as a
genuine articulation of human life can only prevail in the light of a constant
critical effort to counterbalance the tendencies to assume a negative attitude
towards modernity. The degree of intellectual self-awareness and probity we
might attain within a philosophical investigation will always be a function of
how much we are seriously concerned with “the things themselves”.

The methodological necessity to cancel any assumed truth position
outside or in opposition to “religion” obviously does not entail the dismissal
of a philosophical and theoretical attitude towards “religion” as the thematic
object of our conceptual comprehension. On the contrary, this methodology
is meant to clear the way for an adequate understanding of what “religion” is
in itself. According to a widespread view which has been conceptually
elaborated by the major currents of the traditional Philosophy of Religion,
this question — what “religion” is in itself — is entirely viewed from within
the horizon of objective rational knowledge. “Religion” is supposed to be
basically the same as science and philosophy — something like a “theory
about the world”, with the decisive difference of lacking the principle of
theoretical rationality. Religion is therefore basically irrational, i.e., untrue.
The basic error of this approach to “religion” seems to be the projection of
its own theoretical mentality onto the completely different realm of
“religious” world-experience; perceived within the general framework of a
theoretical attitude, “religion” appears to be “irrational”, “untrue”,
“illusionary”, in short, a privation of true and objective knowledge. But as
the application of contrary terms (rational — irrational, true — false etc.)
presupposes an underlying generic identity (in this case: knowledge), such an
application must lose its sense at the moment we are dealing with a generic
different reality. If religion is not concerned with knowledge about things or
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the world in general, its determination by the fundamental parameters of
knowledge (rational — irrational, true — false etc.) is, strictly speaking,
senseless. The traditional definition of “religion” in terms of deficient
knowledge reflects the prevailing tendency of all Philosophy of Religion
from Plato onwards to ascertain philosophy’s own rational and theoretical
truth: “Religion” is “science in disguise” — an unfortunate attempt to be
scientific or philosophical. By breaking up the generic identity of the
underlying reference term, the phenomenological antithesis would now run:
science and philosophy — theoretical cognition in general — are an
unfortunate attempt to be religious. “Religion” is not a deficient theory about
the world, because it is not a theory about the world at all; but it is so
fundamental for human being that only in its light are we able to understand
the theoretical attitude as a specific modification of the religious attitude. By
inverting the perspectives, we will no longer understand religion in the light
of theory but the other way round — we will view science and philosophy
within the horizon of religion. This should not only improve our
understanding of the historical fact that human societies, while never living
without “religion”, managed quite well without the formation of a theoretical
relationship to world, but also promote our philosophical comprehension of
human being and the “religious” impact of traditional metaphysics up to the
formation of modern scientific-technological rationality.

II. The phenomenological concept of Religion

At the start, we have to conceive of a fundamental and very broad concept
of religion. Generally, a concept contains the answer to the question “what is

. 77, delimiting the realm of empirical phenomena by focusing on the
fundamental characteristics which enable us to identify, understand and
thematize them as such. The conceptual understanding of “religion” is
therefore presupposed by any empirical research about concrete “religions”
which, in its turn, will clarify, deepen and render more precise this
conceptual understanding of the matter in question. The question “what is
religion?” hints at this implicit conceptual pre-comprehension of “religion”
already at work whenever we talk about “religion”. This pre-comprehension
represents nothing extraordinary outside the reach of knowledge — like some
metaphysical entity, but rather something very simple and evident — a sort of
“functional apriori”, originated and constantly reviewed by the empirical
evidence it grants us in dealing with “religious” phenomena. It is this
implicit knowledge, founded in the phenomena of “religious” experience and
activity itself, which we have to consider as such and submit to conceptual
clarification in order to achieve a more pertinent philosophical understanding
of “Religion”. Therefore, our first question is, if there is any common feature
which unequivocally qualifies experiences and activities as “religious”,
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being so fundamental as to characterize equally all religions without
according any distinction or privilege to one of them.

This addition is obviously necessary in view of the impact monotheistic
religions of semitic origin (Judaism, Christianism and Islam), have exercised
on the Philosophy of Religion, defining the common feature of “religion” by
the “belief in God” or — from a pagan perspective — “in Gods”. But if
“belief” denotes a deficient mode of mere “subjective” knowledge as
opposed to theoretical objectivity, to define “religion” in terms of “belief” is
phenomenologically fallacious: the religious intention itself does not view its
intended matters as objects of a deficient mode of knowledge: the ancient
Vedic or Greek people did not “believe” in their gods, their sacrifices and
rituals, their myths and cults — they knew them as true, real and effective.
They were not for them what they might be for us — a set of empty intention-
alities without any objective meaning. For and within the religious intention
itself there is no deficiency of objective intendedness — the intention is the
presence of the ascertained divine in the religious experience itself. What
“belief” means as the specific mode of religious experience results clearly
from the famous statement of Tertullian: “Credo, quia absurdum est” - [
believe (in the Christian truth) because it is absurd. “To believe” means in
this specific Christian sense to transcend rational evidence. “Belief” is
transrationally related to the transcendence of the revealed God never
attainable by one’s own force of reason; it therefore marks the transrational
attitude to revelation as the specific religious consciousness of transcendence
proper to Christianity.* The opposition of “belief” and “knowledge” remains
specifically Occidental; conditioned by the historical conflict of “Mythos”
and “Logos” in antique times, and of “Religion” and “Philosophy” in the
medieval period, it is inapt for identifying anything “universal”.

The term “God” confronts us with similiar problems. Besides the wide
variety of notions of the divine, the realm of religion is by no means
restricted to what exclusively refers to God (or the Gods). The object of a
religious attitude might just as well be a stone, an animal, a human being, the
sky or the stars, physical elements or the cosmos, the manes, souls and
spirits, or demons and heros. It is therefore equally misleading to replace the
term “God” with the more indifferent term “supernatural”, given that the
distinction between “nature” and “not-nature” is inexistent in most of the
ancient cultures. As “God” is not a constitutive concept of religion, “atheistic
religiosity” is no contradiction in terms, even if the Divine belongs
undoubtedly to the religious dimension. But the “Divine” might even be
experienced without any “God”, or, in the inverse sense, “Gods” might dilute
into a general and undifferentiated religious feeling for “It” — something
“divine”. The religious function of these notions remains obscure unless we
can identify a more fundamental feature of religious phenomena.
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This might be easier than expected. It just requires attentiveness to a
fundamental trait of religious attitudes so obvious that we mostly overlook
and neglect it. A prayer — even if uttered by an atheist or someone consid-
ering himself entirely “irreligious” — calls for help or tries to conjure away
evil; it evokes hope for a favourable outcome of things, tries to remove
endangering forces and to protect against failure. Religious rites and cults,
sacrifices and collective ceremonies have a similiar function: they seek to
promote what is deemed to be good and to banish the bad and evil. This
simple observation, taken seriously, might give us a decisive clue to religious
behaviour and experience: they neither refer to what is nor to what should
be, but to what things mean to human existence in a soteriological sense, that
is, in the sense in which they save, liberate, release and deliver humans from
threats and dangers to their being. All the concrete aspects of religious
institutions, behaviours and attitudes have a fundamental “soteriological”
sense of preserving and delivering from what is experienced to be negative,
awesome, bad, evil, destructive, painful. Religion is, in this respect, centered
on salvation, liberation, release, deliverance (soteria) — however these terms
might be conceived of within the realm of different religions. The decisive
question, then, becomes if this undoubtedly fundamental trait of religious
phenomena can serve as a sufficient basis for the elaboration of a concept of
religion as Soteriology precise enough to apply to religion as such and wide
enough to open up the perspective to the wide field of its concrete historical
realizations.

As our purpose in the present context is the conceptual elucidation of
“Religion” as Soteriology, we refrain from any attempt to show the applica-
bility of the notion of “Soteriology” to specific concrete historical religions.
Thus, we claim no more than to be able to demonstrate some plausibility of
the concept which must be verified by the research on the “History of
Religion”. We exclusively aim at a purely formal concept of religion
consisting of blanks to be concretized by the phenomenological data on
particular religions. Just as the formal structure of the proposition “S is P” is
realized by any concrete affirmative proposition about something — whatever
its concrete terms might be, these blanks are filled by every concrete religion
in its own specific way without altering the formal soteriological structure
itself. The strength of a formal concept consists in its “emptiness” and
“openness” with respect to receiving different possible fulfilments and its
capacity to organize and structure a wide range of concrete phenomena.
Therefore,, the important point is that we keep these blanks open without
preconceiving their concrete content on the basis of a historically determined
religion; concrete religions are not specifications of a general “religious
essence”, but different possible fulfillments of a formal structure constitutive
for human being. What are the parameters of this formal structure?
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If “Religion” consists basically in the soteriological pursuit of salvation,
liberation and deliverance, it intrinsically refers to something man has to be
saved, liberated and delivered from — the bad and the evil, the awesome and
destructive: in short, all that we indicate by the formal concept of the
negative. The concept of Soteriology implies thus, as its constitutive
element, the concept of Negativity, which comprehends everything that is
encountered by man as endangering his being human, threatening him with
alienation, annihilation, privation or destruction. Soteriologically, man is
essentially viewed as the endangered being — as being-in-danger. Only as
“being-in-danger”, exposed to the negativity of being, are liberation and
salvation constitutive for man’s being human. The constellation of negativity
and liberation points to the essential finiteness of human being: Man is finite
in the sense that neither his being (birth) and not-being (death), on the one
hand, nor his well-being, his fulfiliment, beatitude and bliss, on the other
hand, depend entirely upon him. As has been pointed out many times,
religion is rooted in a “feeling of dependence” which, far from excluding the
self-consciousness of man’s power and force to determine things, delimits
the “sacrality” of things as withdrawn from human dispositions. In the
experience of the world and factual being in general as “sacred”, that is, as
“untouchable”, as “not to be hurt” by human intervention, man steps back
from and out of his habitual greed for appropriation, conferring respect,
attentiveness and dignity to the things as they exist in themselves. The
religious, “soteriological” relationship to the world is therefore strictly non-
technical: it prohibits the immediate physical-technological grasp on things
within the horizon of human finalities. This holds also for all the “magical”
rites we encounter in the realm of religious practice; their sense is to conjure
the soteriological outcome of events as withdrawn from what human beings
can grant by their own intentions and operations. The soteriological,
religious activity never aims at the technological eradication of the negative,
but pursues, by means of symbolic interactions, interpretations and sense-
attributions, different states of consciousness and awareness, the overcoming
of negativity. In the religious attitude to the world, the negativity of being is
not to be excluded, but to be integrated into human life; however, its
integration is possible only by overcoming and transcending it, that is, by
specific liberating experiences that elevate human being beyond the sphere
of death and failure, need and pain.

This already gives us a more precise idea about the soteriological concept
of religion: every religion is a way of organizing and administering experi-
enced “negativity” in view of liberation and deliverance, anticipated as the
full integrity of human being. Its objective is to protect, to heal and to free
human being from the negative and to reconciliate him with his factual and
finite way of being-in-the-world. For any given historical religion, we can
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ask three fundamental questions pertaining to the constitutive moments of
the formal concept of “Soteriology”:

1. What is ~ in a given Religion (x) — experienced as negative, thereby
constituting its specific view on negativity?

2. What are the correlative soteriological experiences, practices and
institutions expected to overcome this negativity?

3. What is the leading comprehension of human being-in-the-world
underlying these ways of soteriologically dealing with experienced
negativity?

It is quite evident that there is always a strict correlation between
negativity and liberation. No religion will liberate human being from
something that is not experienced as being negative, and whatever is experi-
enced as negative is only such in the light of a certain understanding of
human being, the integrity of which has to be guaranteed, preserved and
restituted by soteriological activities. If, for example, the process of giving
birth is experienced by a particular religious community as dangerous and
polluting, calling for purification rites in order to conjure away its inherent
negativity, this self-understanding of human being and its relationship to the
world may be quite different from that of communities where this is not the
case. Neither does the “negative” exclusively indicate physical or biological
needs nor do “salvation” and “liberation” by themselves imply a
“metaphysical” or “otherwordly” conception of things. If you are hungry,
you need food, not religion, but for killing and slaugthering animals in order
to eat you might need exculpation — liberation from the culpability of murder
— and therefore soteriological rites; for food production, the intervention of
other soteriological rites might be necessary to promote the fertility of the
earth, favourable weather or the success of hunting. The formal concept of
“negativity” never means a self-subsistent reality or physical entity, but the
intendedness of something as negating, annihilating, depriving or
endangering. The phenomenological approach never deals with something
outside its strict correlation with an intending consciousness for which
something is experienced as something. Accordingly, we must strictly avoid
infusing the terms salvation, liberation or deliverance with specific
conceptual meanings drawn from the Christian conception of “soteria” or the
Indian understanding of “moksha”. The formal terms have to be concretized
by the phenomenological inquiry into the conceptual meaning they acquire
within a given religion.

The soteriological sense of a rite or any particular religious activity will,
in any case, become evident only in the light of a concrete religious context,
which forms the object of a complex hermeneutical process of
understanding. Why does Agamemnon immolate his daughter Iphigenia?
Not for the sake of getting winds to sail to Troy, but to ensure his leadership
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of the Greek army. The leadership is invested with soteriological qualities
for the Greek community and implies a physical-cosmical complicity in the
configuration of its charismatic power. There is no causal (magical)
relationship between the immolation of Iphigenia and favourable winds, but
a soteriological connection between the sacrificial act and the soteriological
investment of leadership. Agamemnon is not a magician, embodying an
irrational theory of causality; he is a soteriological instance of the Greek
community who has to ascertain his salvational power for the “good” and
“welfare” of his people in order to be authorized to assure its leadership. The
immolation of Iphigenia liberates in the first place not the winds, but
Agamemnon himself from his ordinary status of being just another Greek
king fo his leadership of the Achaens. The immolation of his daughter is his
transformation into and inauguration as the soteriological instance of
leadership against Troy — a leadership that implies a fundamental infraction
of the family law by which Agamemnon inevitably becomes a tragic figure
subscribing to his own perishment. Stabbed by his wife Clytemnaistra, he
pays off the assumption of the sacred power of leadership, while
Clytemnaistra restores the integrity of the family relationship only by
becoming, in turn, a tragic figure herself. The tragic connection thus affirms
the innermost connection between the soteriological action and the
origination of negativity. It is the soteriological action itself which originates
human negativity, thereby producing the tragic chain of infraction and
restitution in which the soteriological integrity of human beings can alone be
achieved. However complicated these structures might become in the tragic
spirit of early Greek religion, they clearly show the basic ambivalence of the
soteriological activity itself as the possible root of a self-propagating
negativity indefinitly prolonged within the religious system itself. The
soteriological activity of the sacrifice is always highly ambiguous in as far as
it constitutes a new source of danger threatening human being with
potentiated negativity that — as eminently shown by the Vedic Brahmanas —
has to be regulated by a considerable number of (meta-)sacrificial
amendments and supplementary devices.

As most religions depict the negative in terms of contamination, pollution
and impurity (in abstract terms bad, evil, sin), the correlative soteriological
rites are concerned with (apotropaic) rejection and removal, as well as purge
and purification, which, even if they seem to be almost physical procedures,
encompass the innermost symbolic sense of liberation from the negative.
“Liberation” means withdrawal from the grasp of something, the movement
by which we step out of the reach of something imprisoning and become
free. It indicates the movement of overcoming, going beyond, by-passing,
transcending. “Liberated” from something, we are out of its reach — beyond
it. However “materialistic” a soteriological rite might appear, it is never
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without the evocation of transcendence. No liberation without the movement
of transcending. Only the moment of transcendence liberates — relieves from
the pressure of being banned by the negativity of being. Laughter and
serenity, the encounter of natural and artistic beauty or the sudden and
gratuitous moments of entire relief are such liberating experiences in which
we transcend our everyday occupations, fears and worries, loosening the ties
and knots of our affectivity, leaving everything behind or, rather, below. But
we can never produce these moments by or out of ourselves. We can look
out for them and search them, but when they happen, they happen by
themselves, gratuitously. That is what makes us not only happy, but also
grateful to them. Gratefulness is a reflection of transcendence. Therefore, it
would be a fundamental error, to reduce the notion of transcendence to a
mere “subjective” movement; in fact, it has its “objectivity” within the
soteriological experience itself. Unlike the theoretical “objectivity” of
pretended universal validity, its “truth” is restricted to the experiencing
subjects — the religious community. Within the “subjective” movement of
transcending, there is already an “objective” sense of transcendence at work
tending towards its realization within the soteriological experience of
liberation. Real liberation, which is not merely rhetorical, ideological or
auto-suggestive, implies liberation as the event of being-liberated by
something which is basically not at the disposal of the “subject”, but
transcends it. It is only in this way that the liberating experience of transcen-
dence becomes the foundation of the religious community as such.
Consequently, soteriological competence, incarnated as particular
individuals (shamans, medicine-men, yogins, priests, poets etc.)
“specialized” in the handling of the negative, is conferred upon the authori-
tative leadership of the community. Even in a secularized context, leadership
(psychological, political, scientific etc.) will always be invested with the
soteriological charisma of “showing the way” to the rest of humanity; that is,
the liberated passage to a de-negativated, free state of things. Religious
institutions, such as collective rites, cults and festivities which stand at the
core of the religious life of the community, but also ascetic and ecstatic
practicés — often combined with dance and music, the use of various drugs or
erotic exaltation — aim basically at the realization of soteriological experi-
ences as regenerative, refreshing and reviving events of life. Where life
transcends itself, it is liberated from the pressure of the negative — revived
and regenerated in order to face anew the negativity of human existence.
From ascetism, self-mutilation and self-immolation, unchained violence
against oneself and the other, unrestrained eroticism and inebriated states of
mind to the subtlest meditations and profoundest states of thought and
devotion, mankind seems to have tried almost everything which can promote
a soteriological experience. The immensely rich phenomenology of soterio-
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logical experiences generated by religious communities shows how
divergent and even contradictory such soteriological strategies can be within
one and the same religious system.

If transcendence is the heart of the soteriological experience and the
innermost unity of the constitutive moments of the concept of Soteriology,
i.e., negativity and liberation, we can define Religion as the soteriological
“sense” of transcendence. All religions are founded and based upon a central
soteriological experience of transcendence, enacted, re-produced, commemo-
rated and propagated throughout the community which only by this
“communion” becomes a real community. It is this soteriological event of
transcendence that constitutes the realm of the sacred and holy, the divine
and immortal as the specific object of the religious attitude. Accordingly, the
notions of good and evil, divine and sacred (etc.) have to be delimited as
specifically soteriological concepts, which - in contrast to descriptive or
normative concepts of what is or should be - reflect the liberating experi-
ences of a historical community in relation to their particular view of the
negativity of being. Unlike “real predicates” which seize the objective being
of things in themselves (house, blue etc.), soteriological concepts circum-
scribe the encountering of world and things as blissful or destructive to
human being, i.e., in their relationship to the experience of the de-negati-
vated, liberated being of humans. If this is the origin of the formation of
soteriological concepts, the notions of the “divine”, of “god” and his
figuration within a multiplicity of “gods” might be elucidated out of the
specific soteriological experiences of transcendence constitutive for a
particular historical community. If the judgement “God exists”, theoretically
understood as the affirmation of the objectified being of something (as well
as its opposite: “God does not exist”), is strictly “non-sensical”, the reason is
that we are not dealing with a theoretical affirmation at all; soteriologically
understood, it refers to the realization of a liberating transcending experience
given within the event of the “experience” itself and “objective” only for
those who share it. The “divine” is nothing that “is” in a reified sense (like a
house or a shoe), but something that happens as the event of liberation,
communicating a state of mind beyond the intricacies of life and its utmost
negation — death. If a day, perfect in its exalted splendour of the blue sky, or
a tree, vigorously unfolding into the plentitude of its flourishing, the starry
sky or the boundless sea are called “divine”, it is so because of the
overwhelming beauty they communicate within a soteriological experience,
liberating and transcending the dullness of everyday life. There is no doubt
that the (natural or artistic) experience of beauty is exactly what in the
religious context constitutes a genuine soteriological experience related to
the divine, including those aspects of the divine that are terrifying and
sublime. The aesthetic experience in modernity is nothing but the secularized
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rest of and substitute for an original religious experience. It can therefore
serve as a catalyst for an approach to the soteriological experience of religion
which surely does not exhaust the latter’s different modalities.

The soteriological perspective thus endows us not only with the means for
engaging in an extra-theoretical analysis of human being in its factual
. historicity, but also allows us an insight into the fundamental ambivalence of
Religion: if liberation is liberation from the negative as the negation of the
negative, then liberation is intrinsically rooted in negativity and in itself a
potential form of negativity. As the soteriological experience is generated
only by overcoming the immediate natural impulses of human being, their
negation, the sacred and divine realized in the soteriological experience,
counterstrike the seclusion of the subject in the egocentered sphere of his
natural existence, destroying and annihilating his immediate identity. The
divine that elevates, sets free and liberates is at first encounter, terrifying.
The sacred, divine and transcendent are therefore equally the object of
attraction and repulsion, of desire and fear, fascination and terror; they are
equally healing and destroying, terrifying and liberating, in short, they are
basically ambivalent. The ambivalence of transcendence is the basic ambiva-
lence of religion itself. Therefore, religion always includes a strong amount
of negating forces, that is, those forces which are applied to overcome the
negative, including the negativity of human behaviour (violence, injustice,
greed etc.). Prohibitions, restrictions on the most powerful natural impulses
(food, sexuality), observances and regulations imposed on natural behaviour
are constitutive for all religions as negating instances conveying a soterio-
logical — and not a moral — sense. From a moral point of view, religion is
rather immoral. Morality is alien to religion; it is what remains when a
religion has died — its corpse as the alterated and alienated sense of its life.
But if the negating forces of religion are necessary constituents of the
soteriological attitude, they might also degenerate and originate a “soterio-
logical catastrophe”. It is equally naive to think of “Religion” in terms of
something exclusively “good” or “bad”. The soteriological potential of
religion to liberate Man from his negativity is never ensured but always at
the point of dialectically turning into its opposite. The soteriological project
may turn into the production of negativity invading human life as a
destruction of everything considered to be human. By the disaggregation of
its negating forces, “Religion” thus becomes what we have to be liberated
from — negativity itself. In brief, “Religion” is in itself a soteriological
problem — the problem, how and to what extent it might regenerate its self-
healing forces in order to preserve, save and liberate itself from soterio-
logical deterioration and perversion. The historical violence of religions is,
by far, not necessarily a symptom for their soteriological perversion, as if
“Religion”, taken in itself, were necessarily “peaceful” and “non-violent”. It
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is rather the opposite which is the case. If the soteriological activity is
directed against the negative, it assumes the negation of the negative in order
to overcome and transcend it. If “violence” is inherent to the soteriological
activity, its major problem is to handle its own negativity in a soteriological
sense. Violence is an original trait of a soteriological strategy and not due to
any form of accidental degradation.

Against this background, we can conceive of a soteriologically saturated,
appeased and stilled, state of (individual and societal) human being as a
project constitutive for its being-in-the-world and as a criterion to evaluate
the historical reality of religions — beyond any historical relativism: only
religions succeeding in handling their own inherent negativity in a soterio-
logically liberated way, i.e., capable of producing soteriologically saturated
individuals and therefore also a soteriologically saturated society, are
genuine soteriological realizations of human being. Individual and societal
human being is soteriologically saturated, appeased and stilled, if the founda-
tional soteriological paradigm of transcending negativity is not by itself a
new source and origin of negativity. The ultimate root of what we have
called the constitutive soteriological ambivalence is the dialectics of
liberation itself: human being cannot exist without generating a soteriologi-
cally liberated relationship to its own finiteness and, in general, the
negativity of being — but liberation by overcoming and transcending the
negative is in itself a function of the negation. The process of liberation is
possible only by entirely assuming negativity in order to overcome the
negative. Every soteriological practice, as already mentioned, is therefore
deeply involved in negating procedures, concentrating the whole of negating
forces to generate human being beyond the realm of the Negative. Only
insofar as man is the master of negation, can he overcome and transform
himself. To deny yourself the most basic natural impulses, to withold
affectivity and emotions, to be critical towards yourself or to think “twice” —
even the most elementary ways constitutive for the formation of human
being are ruled by the negation. Where the negation ceases to liberate, it
turns into a source of negativity. The negation that saves and liberates can
equally destroy and annihilate: it is basically ambivalent. What generates
liberation and transcendence might as well imprison human being even more
in the violence of negativity. Handling human negativity is the soteriological
art — Soteriology the Art of Negation. Soteriological perfection as entire
liberation from negativity is the ultimate point, where the negating forces at
work in liberation are free from producing any negativity; where human
being, rooted in negativity, is appeased and stilled in its being-in-the-world.
Stilled human being is liberated human being as the mastership of an entirely
liberating negation.
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III. Soteriology and Technology

This rough outline of the soteriological approach to “Religion” shows that
the soteriological project of liberation extends beyond any narrow delimi-
tation of religion, thus giving evidence to the historical fact that religions
have — at least up to modern times — universally served as the foundational
paradigms of human being-in-the-world. The soteriological issue claims its
own specificity insofar as it is not treatable in the theoretical terms of true or
false knowledge about the world. This is the case for two reasons: first of all,
because the theoretical attitude towards the world, realized by philosophy
and science, is already based on the soteriological investment of reason and
theoretical truth. The function of theoretical rationality is to liberate human
existence from the negativity of error and illusion and to provide man with a
technologically de-negativated state of being, embedded in socio-political
structures of intersubjective harmony. However, the soteriological position is
not assumed to be “true” or “false” in a theoretical sense, nor is the human
relationship to the world in general treatable in terms of theoretical “truth” or
“falsehood”. Before theory, knowledge as the natural acquaintance with the
world and things is a spontaneous function of human being regulated by its
own needs and projects; if the relationship of Man and World is never
without knowledge, it is nonetheless independent of the theoretical truth or
falsehood of this knowledge. While the soteriological articulation of man’s
relationship to the world is constitutive for human being, theoretical truth is
not. Secondly, because soteriological concepts are — in opposition to
ontological concepts of being — never true or false, but operative or not in the
pursuit, factually engaged by individuals or historical communities, of
overcoming negativity into a state of soteriological saturation, bearing the
criterion of its “truth” and “reality” in itself. The historical being of man,
formed in the light of an indefinite number of soteriological projects to
determine his factual being-in-the-world, is radically withdrawn from any
“true” or “false” evaluation. This is exactly the point, where the initial
question “what is Religion?” becomes in itself questionable, converting into
the other question “who are we — asking this question?” What is our
relationship to the world and why does it invite, if not necessitate, us to ask
the question: what is Religion?

“Modernity” is the historical event of scientific-technological rationality
as the foundational paradigm of man’s relationship to the world. As such, it
emerges as the radical rejection and negation not only of the foregoing
Christian religion, but of man’s religious-metaphysical orientation in the
world as such. Scientific-technological rationality opens up a completely
new dimension of the historical being of man leaving the principles of all
foregoing parameters of human being-in-the-world behind. It is this singular
position of a fundamental invalidation of religious-metaphysical orientations
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which — as a position exterior to religion — gives rise to the new investigation
into the history of religions and the question “what is religion?” But the
decisive question now is how to understand the historical event of
modernity. If religion as the soteriological handling of negativity is consti-
tutive for human being as such, the historical negation, exclusion and
exteriorisation of “religion” can operate only by means of its fundamental
substitution. The substitute is scientific-technological rationality itself. As a
substitute, it takes the place of what formerly has been the function of
“religion”, not as just another “religion”, but as something completely
different, i.e., in regard to its principles. Paradoxically, modernity is the
soteriological project to save and liberate humanity from its soteriological
projects, realized by the mythologies, religions and metaphysics of the past.
If the modern project of emancipation (from illusion and error, slavery and
submission, alienation and dependence etc.) is soteriological in its focus —
the liberation of humanity from all natural and historically assumed
negativity, it is radically anti-soteriological by its means — the technological
eradication of negativity which, by definition, cancels all human need for
“religion”. While the soteriological relation to the world is centered in a
symbolic practice, transforming and transfiguring the sense and meaning of
things by a transcending, liberating experience, scientific-technological
rationality attacks the negativity of things itself by the physical and social
production of technologies expected to eliminate radically the negative
within the reality of the physical, psychological and socio-political world
itself. The negation of the negative ceases to be transcending — it becomes
technological; in its light, the religious-metaphysical attitude appears as a
soteriological failure of mankind — the history of an illusion.

The technological attitude is basically the negative attitude to anything
“given”. Technological negation works at the continuous transformation of
things into a state of being where everything “negative” will be eliminated.’
In this sense, “technology” means neither a secondary application of science
nor a particular realm of human activity, but the innermost impulse of
scientific-technological rationality — its general attitude to things, be they
physical, biological, socio-economic and political, psychological, spiritual or
other — to make them available within the range of the human finality of
overcoming negativity. The basic trend of technological rationality is to
“humanize” the world, i.e., to assimilate everything to the human expectation
of “harmony” and “happiness” by rendering the world identical to the project
of what it should be; its innermost tendency is to abolish any encountered
difference of things, their inherent potential to counter, to resist or to
obstruct, to cancel and negate human finalities, in short, the basic difference
of the world revealed by the experience of negativity. The “technological”
attitude is the attitude of negating forces that do not transcend, but eliminate
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and annihilate. From Marxism to positivism, from psycho- and socio-
political technologies to bio-genetics, globalized economical liberalism and
universal computerized communication, scientific-technological rationality
unfolds into a som of a nihilistic soteriology, a soteriology without transcen-
dence or, rather, with the secularized historical transcendence of the eschato-
logical expectation of a future (“brave new”) world as the “final dissolution”
of negativity. “We invented happiness”, said the last human being, twinkling
his eyes, in Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra.

But the soteriological ambivalence of religion and scientific-technological
rationality is basically the same. The negating forces employed to overcome
the negative might dialectically turn into the indefinite production of
negativity itself. What started some four hundred years ago as the soterio-
logical project of modernity may nowadays appear rather as a soteriological
disaster and catastrophe of entire humanity with no way out. The soterio-
logical structures of contemporary societies, be they modern or traditional,
became in themselves the major source and root of negativity. The natural,
socio-economic and political, psychological and ideological negativity
generated by modernity seems — at the end of what probably has been the
bloodiest century of world-history — to exceed more and more the sphere of
the technological success in handling the negative features of reality. The
soteriological investment of technology and the universalized expectation of
the availability and feasibility of everything entails, on the other hand, an
important decrease — if not a decisive deterioration and degradation — of
modern man’s soteriological competence to face the negative by and out of
himself, leading thus to his psychological and ideological collapse.

Scientific-technological rationality produces in itself the inner ideolo-
gization of modern society, which is increasingly fragmented into an
indefinite number of esoteric hail-seekers, religious sects and mystical
visionaries, sustained by the metaphysical abuse of scientific theories and
pseudo-scientific eschatologies. The origin of this specifically modern
“irrationality” is less a retrograde, archaic mentality than the soteriological
fragility of modern man produced by the scientific-technological turn itself.
If the turning point of modernity is where modernity becomes capable of
doubting its own soteriological truth beyond any ideological compensation
for its deficits, then the rise of a scientific ard philosophical investigation
into “Religion” might indicate the profound uneasiness of modernity with
the technological reduction of the soteriological issue. In recalling the
soteriological structure of human being beyond its technological delimi-
tation, the question “what is religion?” arises as the awareness of the
ambivalent, questionable and controversial situation of modernity — its
inherent negativity. It is only this suspicion that there is something going
basically wrong with the modern relationship of man to world which
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confronts us with the question “what is religion?”. If scientific-technological
rationality is soteriologically more than it can theoretically understand and
accept, this surplus might turn such rationality into a new constellation of
Man and World wherein the question “what is Religion?” becomes obsolete.
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