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“THE IDEA OF THE HOLY'

Rudolf Otto was bom in 1869, in Peine, Prussia (now in Germany). In 1888 Otto
Joined the University of Erlarigen, to study theology. After his graduation in 1895
he taught ot the University of Gottigen for eight years before being promoted to
assistant professor in 1906. In 1915 he secured promation to a full professorship
in systematic theology at Breslau. However, two years later he was to leave Bresiau
in order to accept a chair at Marburg. Otto died in 1937.

While Rudolf Otto takes up many of the presuppositions found in Kant ond
Schleiermacher about basi Human faculties, he adds to the list of rotional, ethical
and gesthetic the additionol faculty of the ‘Holy'. it is this faculty in relation with
the transcendent that forms the basis of religion. In The ldea of the Holy Otto
outlines the nature of this facuity, and in much greater detall discusses the nature
of the experience of the Holy and the understanding of the transcendent that
emerges from it.

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 at-
tributes 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 aware 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 conceptually may be termed rational, The
nature of deity described in the attributes above mentioned is, then, a ra-
tional 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 ‘fecling is
all, the name but sound and smoke’;' - where ‘name’ stands for conception
or thought. Rather we count this the very mark and criterion of a religion’s
high rank and superior valde ~ that it should have no lack of conceptions
about God; that it should admit knowledge — the knowledge thar 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
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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 ar the outset and with the most positive emphasis.

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 exhaus-
tively 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 phraseol-
ogy and ideas; by the learned treatment of religious themes in sermon and
theological instruction; and further even by our Holy Scriptures themselves.
In all these cases the ‘rational’ element occupies the foreground, and often
nothing else seems 1o 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’ ateributes 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 im-
portant 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, nor indeed can be, comprehended in them; which rather re-
quires comprehension 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 mysti-
cism, in speaking of it as t6&ppnrov, the ineffable, does not really mean
to imply that absolutely nothing can be asserted of the object of the re-
ligious consciousness; otherwise, mysticism could exist only in unbroken
silence, whereas what has generally been a characteristic of the mystics is
their copious eloquence.

Here for the first time we come up against the contrast between rational-
ism and profounder religion, and with this contrast and its signs we shall
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,
and its opposite the affirmation, 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 massively ‘rational’ as it is possible to be. Rationalists have

N



THE ANCESTORS

often enough acquiesced in the possibility of the miraculous in this sense;
they have even themselves 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? Or conversely, does the non-rational itself
preponderate over the rational? Looking at the matter thus, we see that the
common dictum, that orthadoxy itself has been the mother of rationalism,
is in some measure well founded. It is not simply that orthodoxy was preoc-
cupied 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 reli-
gion alive in the heart of the religious experience, orthodox Christianity
manifestly failed to recognize its value, and by this failure gave to the idea
of God a one-sidedly intellegtualistic and rationalistic interpretation.

This bias to rationalization stil 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’ and attempt ro reconstruct the *bases’ or ‘sources’
of religion, are all victims to it. Men do not, of course, in these cases employ
those lofty ‘rational’ concepts which we took as our point of departure;
but they rend to take these conceprs and their gradual ‘evolution’ as setting
the main problem of their inquiry, and fashion ideas and notions of lower
value, which they regard as paving the way for them. It is always in 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 ideational life, and are
not specifically ‘religious’. And then with a resolution and cunning which
one can hardly help admiring, men shut their eyes to that which is quite
unique in the religious experience, even in its most primitive manifestations.
But it is rather a marter for gstonishment than for admiration! For if there
be any single 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 ‘rationality’.

And so it is salutary that we should be incited to notice that religion is not
exclusively contained and exhaustively comprised in any series of ‘rational’
assertions; and it is 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.
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This actempt we are now to make with respect to the quite distinctive
category of the holy or sacred.

‘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 &ppnrov or ineffabile ~ 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 outser 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’ (beilig) 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 ateribute,
denoting the consummation of moral goodness. 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 holiness 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 addi-
tion — 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 mean-
ing; rather, ‘holy’, or at least the equivalent words in Latin and 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 constituted 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 investigation, to invent a special term 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 innermost core, and without it no religion wouid
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
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Bible. Here, too, it has a-name of its own, viz. the Hebrew qddash, to
which the Greek &#y10¢ and the Latin sanctus, and, more accurately still,
sdcer, 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 w¢ then use the word ‘holy’ to translate them. Bur
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 (qdddsh,
tytog, sacer, 8c.) mean beyond all question something quite other than
‘the good’. This is universally agreed by contemporary criticism, which
rightly explains the rendering of gddésh 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 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 subordinate
forms or stages of development it may show. For this purpose I adopt a
word coined from the Latin numen. Omen has given us ‘ominous’, and
there is no reason why from numen 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 wher-
ever the category is applied. This mental state is perfectly sui generis and
irreducible to any other; and therefore, like every absolutely primary and
elementary dacum, 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 mat-
ter through the ways of his own mind, until he reach the point at which
‘the numinous’ in him perforce begins to stir, to start into life and into
consciousness. We can cosoperate in this process by bringing before his
notice all that can be founid 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 éxperience, but akin to this one and the oppo-
site 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; a4 everything that comes ‘of the spirit® must be
awakened.

82



