Hegel: The End And Fulfillment Of Religion and Theology with Genuine Philosophy

This paper will end the 200 year long debate on whether Hegel’s immense philosophical project completes itself with religion and theology of which philosophy is but a special mode, or if philosophy is a new quality in a domain of its own. A deep reading through his Lectures On The History Of Philosophy reveals a surprisingly clear declaration in his own words that the result of 3000 years of human development definitively concludes as the latter. We need not read to the end of the lectures as Hegel unequivocally declares the separation of genuine philosophy from the religious and theological consciousness far before. For the more serious Hegel scholar this may be surprising as it seems Hegel equates the systematic inquiry of theology with science or philosophy several times in his system. However, in the lectures Hegel clarifies why the conflation occurs and in his profound clarity defines their difference. Such clarity is now to be presented to our epoch and opens a powerful door for sublation towards the blessedness that religion stood as the vanguard for millenia.
In the characteristic of Hegel, let us start with the end and have the end as the beginning. The unequivocal sentence which cements this tectonic clarity on a 200 year confusion is found in the last third of the Lectures On The History Of Philosophy when Hegel speaks of Descartes: “Philosophy in its own proper soil separates itself entirely from the philosophizing theology, in accordance with its principle, and places it on quite another side.”(1) Theology is the highest form of the religious consciousness as it begins to approximate the systematization of science but it is clear here that even the most philosophical mode of theology is entirely separated from genuine philosophy. Previous discussion with scholars believed that such statements applied to only a narrow idiomatic sense of theology and not theology and religion as a whole. We will briefly, with seven league boots, begin with the Neo-Platonists who came after Christ’s death and show how Hegel develops his sublation of not the particular modes of religion and theology but all modes up to and including its general form completely. The result is a bold new clarity and quality of wisdom that our age desperately needs.
The essential difference between religion/theology and philosophy is that the former have sensuousness attached to them and the latter does not. Genuine philosophy occurs in its own proper soil as pure thought. Pure thought and sensuousness are opposites but at the same time sensuousness is also thought as the other of the Divine Idea. It is pure contingency and the irrationality of nature which clothes pure thought in an infinitude of particularities. The Divine Idea works its way through nature, tarrying with the dialectic at first as implicit spirit. The Notion comes through nature for the first time as self-consciousness in human beings. It is pure thought coming to know itself but it is at first quite saturated in sensuousness such that Hegel considers even the consciousness obtained by Socrates to be only the lowest stage of consciousness which is the genius (2). Christ comes and signals the first true notion of self-consciousness in its infinite value. Where Plotinus and the Neo-Platonists enter is when pure reason cannot rend itself free of sensuousness except in fits of “ecstasy/fanaticism” which is what Hegel praises Plotinus as having achieved even without great awareness or acceptance of the logic of Christ. Such a glimmer of pure thought, Hegel claims, is the new philosophical content that Plotinus contributes up and above the already established pure thoughts given by the Eleatics, Heraclitus, Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. Hegel describes this genuine contribution thus: “The principle of the philosophy of Plotinus is therefore the Reason...Ecstasy is not a mere rapturous condition of the senses and fancy, but rather a passing beyond the content of sensuous consciousness; it is pure thought that is at home with itself...Plotinus often speaks of this condition in the same way as in the following passage: ‘Often when I out of the body awaken to myself, and am beyond the other,’ the external, ‘and have entered into my inmost nature, and have a wondrous intuition., and live a godlike life, &c.’ In this way Plotinus certainly approaches to the intuitive point of view. Yet his figurative mode of expression separates itself still more from the, in great measure, confused mythical ideas...Plotinus becomes conscious in his ecstasy is, however, philosophic thought, speculative Notions and Ideas.”(3)
Such praise for genuine contributions to philosophy continue with Proclus but abruptly stop when Hegel comes upon the Scholastics which is odd as he declares himself a Christian. It is a mistake to think the Neo-Platonists ushered their manifestations of pure thought into Christianity. It seems that if they were aware of Christian adherents they ignored them or were critical. The real heroes came with the early Fathers of the Church. Hegel ends Greek Philosophy with the Neo-Platonists iterating that it is indeed the separation from sensuousness and pure thought which constitutes philosophy: “Through philosophy thought, however, desires to tear itself away from what is sensuous, for philosophy is the constitution of thought into a totality beyond the sensuous and the imaginary.”(4) In addition, he ends this period with a surprising statement that the first conception of spirit comes with the Neo-Platonists but is fulfilled with Christianity to come later: “To them spirit is thus not individual spirit; and this deficiency is made good through Christianity, in which spirit is found as actual, present spirit, immediately existent in the world here and now, and the absolute spirit is known in the immediate present as man.”(5) This said, progress of spirit does not occur with the Scholastics. In fact, the early Fathers were condemned for trying to refine the original Christian doctrine into pure thought “We know that the Fathers were men of great philosophic culture, and that they introduced Philosophy, and more especially Neo-Platonic philosophy, into the Church; in this way they worked out a Christian system by which the first mode in which Christianity was manifested in the world was supplemented, for system was not present in this first manifestation... this first philosophic development of the Christian principle has been looked on a crime on their [the Fathers] part, and it has been said that they [the Fathers] have thus corrupted the purity of Christianity as originally manifested.” (brackets added)(6)
It may be thought that this early Christianity is not the mature theology of the Scholastics. Some read the previous paragraph as seeing Hegel negate religious consciousness but not the more systematic theology of Scholasticism and modern theology. In the following paragraph we see Hegel clarify specifically that he includes modern theology into this sublation of pure thought: “Modern Theology on the one hand derives its formulas from the words of the Bible, which are made to form their basis, so that the whole business of the individual, as regards his thoughts and his conceptions, is merely exegetical; religion must be retained in its positive form, and thus it is from something received and given, something most evidently externally posited and revealed, that a beginning must be made. These words and this text are, however, of a nature such that they allow full latitude to the will of the interpreter;”(7) Here Hegel is using the word “positive” to mean the opposite of “negative” where “positive” means “given” or presupposed or assumed to be true without any justification or reason. Negative knowledge is assumed to be “reason” and science or a connecting of positive knowledge with its “inner necessity” ie. logic. His conclusion is that such ungrounded reason allowed the Church to interpret such positive doctrine not by the necessity of reason but of their own caprice and particularity. Much corruption came from this. Hegel directly declares that it is the Fathers armed with Neo-Platonism which embody Spirit and he defends their right to have applied philosophy to the word: “...the right to approach it with our individual judgment; but to the Fathers this is forbidden. They did act upon it with the Spirit; and it is expressly said that the Spirit dwells within the Church, directs, teaches, and illuminates it. The Fathers have hence a similar right to relate themselves with the Spirit to the positive.” (8)...Here in the following quote Hegel cements that his concept of Spirit is the non-sensuous in the world of pure thought “God in the heart of man, He cannot have a sensuous and immediate presence. The Dalai-lama, in the form of a sensuous man, is God to the inhabitants of Thibet, but in the Christian principle, where God dwells in the hearts of men, He cannot be present to them in sensuous form.”(9) To bring this point of indwelling spirit to a climax we see Hegel endorsing the challenging of the Church as important: “With this a further consideration is intimately connected, namely, that when the formal culture of the mind, found among the Scholastics, became transformed into the Universal, the result necessarily was that thought knew and found itself in itself; from this the antithesis between the finite understanding and ecclesiastical dogma or faith consequently arose. The idea became prevalent that the understanding can recognize something to be false which the Church affirms to be true; and it was of importance that the understanding did so apprehend itself, although it was in opposition to the positive in general.”(10)
It may be argued here that even this form of theology that Hegel is concerned about is not the universal theology but an idiomatic form involving the functions of the church merely. But earlier Hegel already addresses this particular form in addition to the general form above: “The science of theology is often placed in an external historical content, in exegesis, in the enumeration of the various manuscripts of the New Testament, in considering whether these are written on parchment, cotton fabrics or paper, whether in uncial letters or otherwise, and which century they belong to; further matters for consideration are the Jewish conceptions of time, the history of the Popes, Bishops and Fathers, and what took place at the councils of the Church. All these matters, however, do not pertain to the nature of God and its relation to mankind.”(11) In addition, not only does Hegel describe 1000 years of Scholasticism as monotony, barrenness, ill-expression but he declares that Protestantism, although an improvement to Scholasticism, is still in its own dogmas separated from philosophy proper: “philosophy of the Alexandrian school; in it there is much more that is philosophic and speculative than in the dogmatism of Protestantism ...this formalism of scholastic philosophy, being on the one hand discarded, and with justice, ...Protestantism, on the contrary, the subjective religious principle has been separated from Philosophy, and it is only in Philosophy that it has arisen in its true form again.”(12)
Another unusual case often cited in defense of theology is that Jacob Boehme was well respected by Hegel as a philosopher but his mode of communication is clearly religious and theological. Hegel separates Boehme from theology, however, in that Boehme did not believe in the literal sensuousness of the symbols but used them only to symbolize the speculative logic in his pure thoughts. He uses them because he does not know the pure thought form explicitly but only implicitly. In this way Hegel sublates the theological element, the sensuousness, in Jacob Boehme and emphasizes the speculative content of free philosophy: “All Boehme's efforts were directed towards this point; the principle of the Notion is living in him, only he cannot express it in the form of thought….In such depths Boehme keeps struggling on, for to him conceptions are lacking, and there are only religious and chemical forms to be found; and because he uses these in a forced sense in order to express his ideas, not only does barbarism of expression result, but incomprehensibility as well.”(13)
With all the particular modes of religion and theology sublated, we arrive at Descartes in Hegel’s account of the History of Philosophy and here he completely and entirely not only sublates theology, but does so even with the more nuanced “philosophizing theology” which itself claims to be philosophy: “AFTER Neo-Platonism and all that is associated with it is left behind, it is not until Descartes is arrived at that we really enter upon a philosophy which is, properly speaking, independent, which knows that it comes forth from reason as independent, and that self-consciousness is an essential moment in the truth. Philosophy in its own proper soil separates itself entirely from the philosophizing theology, in accordance with its principle, and places it on quite another side.”(14)
In this brief but cogent analysis we see clearly the precise relationship between religion, theology and philosophy. Although Descartes is the beginning of formal philosophy, it is not yet itself genuine philosophy. It is but abstract philosophy on the way to its concrete manifestation that Hegel claims is his own. Despite this powerful conclusion, it must be remembered that Hegel holds philosophy as the sublation of religion and theology and not an abstract negation. He salutes them for their necessary and critical role in the wisdom of humanity and along with a cancellation of their sensuousness he gives honour and respect through preservation of their efforts to grasp the infinite objects of reason. Philosophy therefore holds religion idealized along with the finite sciences. For believers and atheists alike, genuine philosophy is a return to the divine as a return to self; it is the fulfillment of religion and the beginning of true wisdom in a higher spirit.
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