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Supplement to Chambers, The Western Experience, Chapter 1: The First Civilizations, 
“The Emergence of Civilization,” pp. 7-8, or McKay, A History of Western Society, 
Chapter 1: Origins, “What is History and Why?,” pp 3-6.


	Western View: 
Basic Order to Life

Hindu View: 
Iron Grip of Karma

Buddhist View:

Life an Illusion

Goal: Nirvana

(Emotional Detachment)

DEBATE OVER THE SOURCE OF ORDERLINESS

Theism

Secularism
THE EARLY DEBATE

Polytheism

Jewish Vision: 
Theistic

Greek Dualism:

secular vs. Theistic

The Romans: 
Materialist-Secularist
The Christians:
Theistic 
Synthesis:
Imperial Christianity
Secular with Theistic Dimensions

DEVELOPMENTS IN CHRISTIANITY

Irish Christianity: Theistic Spirit

Roman Catholic:

Secular Order

Muslim Order
in the East

Charlemagne

Vikings/Northmen/Normans

Crusaders

ROAD TO THE RENAISSANCE

Increased Trade

New Learning

Franciscans: Mysticism
(Theism)

Dominicans:
Scholasticism
(Secularism)

Secular Humanism

PROTESTANT REFORMATION

Rural Theism:
Lutheranism

Mennonites

Urban Theism:
Calvinism

Path to the European Enlightenment
Religious 
Toleration

Science

Secularism

Rational Principles of Governance


Theism and Secularism
Turn on Each Other
Theism:
The Protestant
”Great Awakening”

Halfway Point:
Unitarianism/Deism
Secularism:
French Revolution

Theistic Reaction:
Anti-French Nationalism

Christian Old Order

Secularism:
Industrial Revolution

Karl Marx

 


Charles Darwin
Nationalism 
Loyalty to Nation


Race For World Dominion


Violent War:
Two World Wars
Cold War




Reaction:
Traditional Forms of Theism

Material Pleasures 
ONLINE RESOURCES


DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
	The Western world has long believed that life is basically an orderly series of events. The Western sense of the basic order to life comes naturally to us only because it is all-pervasive within our culture.  It inhabits our thoughts about all matters.  It drives us to try to solve life's problems -- to look for solutions to everything, rather than to throw up our hands in resignation.  It has made us progressive and ever-reforming.  It has made us scientific.  It has made us "Western." 

But the basic orderliness of life is not so self-evident to other cultures (e.g., Hindus and Buddhists). 

For Hindus, karma--not basic order--is at the heart of life.  To the Hindu way of thinking, we do not inhabit a world which operates in an orderly fashion in accordance with some kind of benign transcendent will or all-encompassing set of natural laws.  Rather, life is a complex array of individual lives that come together as a larger whole through the mysterious outworking of the consequences of personal deeds (karma) committed in our previous life-times.  We all as individuals live out our separate but interconnected lives in order to atone for the deeds of earlier life-times.  Until karma is fully satisfied, we as individuals are destined to go on living, dying and being reborn in an endless cycle, with no hope of escaping the iron grip of karma.  To a Hindu, this is the ultimate reality of life -- a reality before which all other judgments about life must bow. 

For Buddhists, whose faith grew up within this basic Hindu world-view, life is itself merely an illusion.  When we try to make it real and work for us, life only produces suffering -- life-time after life-time.  Wisdom demands that we find release (nirvana) from this endless cycle.  This is achieved only by become aware of the illusory quality of life -- and stilling our passions for the life of illusions.  When we achieve such emotional detachment then we have broken the hold of suffering and the eternal sentence of rebirths.  We have achieved nirvana. 

Within Western culture, there are two distinct viewpoints as to the source of the orderliness underlying the universe and what our human response to this orderliness ought to be: 


(1) One viewpoint is that we live entirely under the rule of an all-present, all-powerful and all-knowing God on whose mysterious judgments all things depend for their continuing existence and orderly movement (theism).

(2) The other viewpoint looks in equally reverent awe to the more predictable pattern of life contained within creation itself, seeing there a mechanical pattern that human reason,   through the tools of science and math, is fully able on its own to judge and manipulate in order to produce desirable outcomes (secularism).
This debate seems to have reached a point of clarity about 500 BC on a number of fronts.  Previous to that time life was understood in polytheistic terms:  life was primarily the result of a number of contending gods who laid claim to particular powers or particular areas of jurisdiction.  These gods tended to be whimsical, violently passionate, and at times even lined up against each other in fierce competition. 
When the Jews were led off to captivity in Babylon in the early 500s BC they had a serious issue to deal with. Had their tribal protector YHWH ("Yahweh" or "Jehovah"?) failed them in competition with the Babylonian god Marduke? Or had they simply failed to understand that YHWH was the God of all nations, that even the Babylonians were part of his ruling hand, and that God had sent the Babylonians to discipline Israel (the Jewish remnant of God's own covenant people) as Isaiah and Jeremiah predicted?  In the end the Jews understood that the latter, higher vision of YHWH was indeed the correct view.  YHWH was the only God, the Creator of the universe, the Judge of all.  Theirs was a most definite theistic stand. 

At about the same time (500 BC) a number of Greek philosophers were beginning to look past their own polytheistic vision of the universe to consider a basic order that seemed to underpin all things.  But as they did so, they arrived at two distinct conclusions, the basis for the dualism that still exists within the West today. 

One group (Thales, Anaxagoras, Democritus, and others) claimed that this order was inherent within all physical life itself.  Creation was a complex system of various materials (such as earth, wind, fire and water) which interacted with each other in rather fixed ways to produce the world that we find around us.  These "materialists" were the ones who laid the foundations for the secular viewpoint within Western civilization. 

But another group (founded principally by Pythagoras but promoted by Plato 150 years later) asserted that the source of this order was to be found beyond the rather disorderly visible world itself: in some eternal, perfect, heavenly realm which inspires or directs the more unstable or imperfect visible world that we see around us.  This higher world is the mainspring of the oneness, of the order, of all things.  Ultimately this kind of thinking helped pave the way for the spread of theism through Western civilization. 

In the end, because of the huge impact the Greeks were to have on Western culture, it is the Greeks who went the furthest in shaping this sense of basic order in life, whether the secularist version or theistic version of that order. 

The Romans who took over the Western program from the Greeks about a century before Christ, were an odd combination of polytheists and materialists.  Their minds did not fuss much with higher thought.  For the longest time they were content to stay with the older gods and do their most inventive thinking in the material world around them.  Here they proved themselves to be geniuses.  They themselves produced earthly order:  in their military, in their government, in their commerce, in their industry, in their public works.  In short the Romans themselves bore powerful witness to the materialist-secularist point of view about life. 

As the Romans headed off strongly in the secularist direction, the Christians, as inheritors of the Jewish vision of life, headed off strongly in the theistic direction.  Their view was that Jesus, in his own life and death, opened the way for those who chose faith in a personal God whom they called "Father," over confidence in human reason and in the material-secular systems that reason produced.  This put them at distinct odds with everything that the Roman empire stood for, especially at odds with the notion that the empire and its semi-divine emperors at its head ought to be the object of veneration of every member of the empire.  Christians refused to offer sacrifices to the emperors, claiming that such a privilege belonged to God alone, and suffered harsh persecution for their stand. 

After almost three centuries of persecuted existence the growing Christian faith was finally taken up by the Roman emperors themselves and soon thereafter even became the official religion of the Roman empire.  Of course both the faith and the empire were significantly changed in the process.  Christianity joined Roman law to become the moral-ethical underpinning of the empire.  Jesus Christ joined the emperors to become Christus Rex (Christ the King), friend and supporter of the emperors and a lofty figure far removed from the common Christian, who now looked to the Virgin Mary and the saints for intimate spiritual support.  In turn, the empire saw itself as defender of the Christian faith through its formal offices, including the military.  Out of this new amalgam arose the firmly established Roman Catholic Church in the western half of the empire and the equally firmly established Byzantine Orthodox Church in the eastern half of the empire.  In short, while the Roman empire took on certain theistic dimensions, the Christian faith gave up some of its pure theism in favor of a stronger secular position. 

But the synthesis of Roman Empire and Christian faith did not shore up the sagging Roman system, which finally crumbled (at least in the West) under the pressure of German tribes who were pressing for resettlement within the Roman lands.  Though the Germans only wanted to possess the Roman order (not destroy it) their tribal touch only collapsed what little was left of the old imperial system. 

However two developments within Christianity helped keep the Christian faith intact in the West even as the empire collapsed there.  One of these was the belated conversion of the Irish to Christianity.  These Irish converts in turn infused the faith with new vigor and sent missionaries from the outer islands of Ireland and Britain into the midst of the German settlements, both in England and on the Western European continent.  Their brand of faith was of the very theistic variety:  personal and Christ-centered. 

The other development as Rome was collapsing was the influx into the ranks of the church of good Roman patrician blood, which gave the Catholic church power to stave off the collapse, at least with respect to the church.  Notable were the Roman popes Leo and Gregory who rebuilt the powers of the religious hierarchy centered on Rome.  From Rome then went forth Catholic missionaries, drawing the Germans into the last vestiges of the old Roman imperium:  the Roman Catholic Church.  France, under Clovis, adapted in whole the Roman version of the faith.  England, facing two versions of Christianity, finally decided to follow the Roman rather than the Irish variety.  A tendency toward secular order rather than theistic spirit won out in the end.  But even then it was a feeble version, invested with huge doses of pagan superstition and subject to the political whims of its German rulers. 

In its weakened political condition Western Europe in the 700s found itself vulnerable to new intruders:  the Muslims who had also just overrun most of the Roman Empire in the East. In a way they revitalized, even as they transformed, the Empire into a Muslim order, rather than collapse the Empire as the Germans had done in the West.  The Franks under Charles Martel not only turned back this Muslim tide, but his grandson, Charlemagne, even began the consolidation of Christian Europe under his personal rule through what is today France, Germany and Italy. 

Charlemagne was crowned Emperor in Rome in 800 and one might have believed that somehow the ancient Roman Christian Empire had come back to life in the West.  But it was German and not Roman ways that directed Charlemagne's Empire. In accordance with German custom, Charlemagne's lands were divided equally among his grandsons and the impetus toward reorganization was lost. 
Soon the Vikings or "Northmen" were taking up from the Germans in assaulting Western and Northern Europe – except that their hand was even more violent.  This spun these regions of Europe back into two more centuries of "Dark Ages."  But here and there these Northmen (or Normans) settled into conquered Europe and were eventually drawn into the Christian order, giving it new blood, of the military variety.  By 1100 their military talents were being put to use in a counter assault against Islam, carrying Christian "crusaders" all the way to Syria, Palestine and Egypt.  This marks the beginning of the period of revival of Western culture, one which has continued down to the present day. 
Though in the end the crusades proved to be a military failure (the Muslims pushed the Crusaders back out of the East during the 1200s) the Muslims indicated a willingness to replace Western efforts at conquest of the Muslim East with Western efforts at trade instead and pilgrimage, as long as the Western Christians were willing to behave themselves!  So a new relationship was struck up between the Christian West and the Muslim East, one which proved to be a major benefit to the West. 

The Muslim East had carefully preserved the ancient writings of the Greeks that the Western Christians had previously destroyed because they were pre-Christian and thus "pagan."  Aristotle and Plato had been known to the West; but now also other ancient Greek philosophers, mathematicians, and scientists came to light, as well as the Muslims' own contribution to learning (such as their Arabic numerals and their advanced methods of mathematical calculations known as al jebra or algebra.) 

A period of peace began to settle in within the West itself during this time, which allowed the West to come into its own revival in Christian learning.  Actually this had begun even as early as the late 1000s but reached a highly sophisticated level of during the 1200s.  This new learning produced on the one hand a rich spirituality or "mysticism" (led in part by the Franciscans) and on the other hand a deep revival of intellectual order known as "scholasticism" (led in part by the Dominicans).  The first of these emphasized a deep personal relationship with a loving God (theism) and the other tended to emphasize the benefits of a close examination of God's created order (the secularist instinct).  The old dualism thus showed its on-going hold on the Western mind even after centuries of dormancy. 

By the 1300s this stirring intellectual curiosity had begun to shift its total focus away from God and was casting it more and more on human life – even just ordinary human life.  So also was a deepening interest in the cultural offerings of the pre-Christian pagan Roman past.  Things Roman (and not just Roman Christian) and Greek were beginning to fascinate the West, particularly the Roman and Greek achievements in art, architecture and literature (both poetry and prose).  Secular humanism was stirring. 
In the West, attitudes of the Christian church toward these new secularist developments were favorable, with the church even being a major patron of this revived spirit of secular humanism (even elements of paganism).  The Western church had never been adverse to holding political power and soon it began to demonstrate that it was not adverse to holding big portions of economic power or wealth either.  By the 1400s popes and bishops vied with newly rising industrialists, merchants, bankers –  plus a new breed of national princes and kings – in gathering up the fruits of a fast-unfolding secular order of power, wealth, art, and moral abandon. 
By the early 1500s this spirit growing up the Roman Catholic Church was about to find itself in opposition to two major social groups.  One was the piety of the traditional rural order which was growing increasingly offended at the secularism or materialism of their holy church.  Theistic reformers such as Luther and Menno Simmons (founder of the Mennonites) demanded that reforms be undertaken within the secular church to restore it to the theistic purity of the early church as founded by Jesus and the Apostles. 

Another theistic social group, which found its voice in Calvin, was the fast-rising urban society which had no place in the old rural feudal order and which saw itself as better able than the feudal order to realize the ideal community life of early Christianity.  This latter group, though pious in its theistic affections for God, happened also to command considerable intellectual and material or secular resources which could not easily be absorbed into the feudal Catholic Church or subdued by the power of the fast-rising national princes of Spain, France and England. 

By the 1600s Europe was plunged into bitter war on a number of fronts – as all of these old and new forces vied for mastery of the European culture and soul. 
The remainder of this essay goes beyond the chronological scope of this course. However, I have included it for those who are interested in following the path of these two viewpoints (theism and secularism) through the 20th century.

By the late 1600s two things were happening which would shift European culture away from the theistic agenda of the Reformation:  
· The first was the sheer exhaustion from all the warring over the theological differences between Catholics and Protestants over the issue of which religious group held the Truth.  The feeling began to grow up among Westerners that the Truth would never be found through bloodshed.  Toleration of differing religious opinions seemed to be more high-minded than all this sectarian squabbling. 

· The second thing was the rapid expansion of science and its seeming ability to explain all manner of natural events, whether in physics, chemistry or human anatomy.  Science had already in the 1500s started to challenge traditional theism in the West over the issue of whether the earth was or was not the center of the universe.  All theological tradition said that it had to be -- for Scripture clearly places the earth as the center point of God's creation.  But astronomers such as Copernicus, Galileo and Kepler offered powerful mathematic theories that undermined the church's traditional position.  As the 1600s progressed, natural philosophers such as Descartes, Newton and Locke began to speculate and design theories about a physical reality which seemed to function quite apart from the issue of God.  This new science began to put the pieces together of a great mathematical puzzle which needed no particular involvement of God to make it all work.  At best God could be congratulated for having set the whole mechanism in motion -- long, long ago.  But now that it was up and running, it no longer gave evidence of further involvement of God in the process.  The universe seemed to run simply under its own fixed or eternal physical laws. 

By the early 1700s, secularism seemed to be elbowing theism aside in the West.  Those who continued to hold theistic views of the universe were looked upon by the newly "enlightened" thinkers of the day as being either deeply self-deluded or just simple-minded.  Universities once largely given to preparing ministers for their pastoral calls were now shifting the focus of their studies to the exploration of the secular world and the truths of natural philosophy or science which undergirded a growing sense of a natural or secular order standing behind everything. 

The ultimate victory for secularism over theism finally began to register itself in terms a shift in the sense of the nature and purpose of Western societies and governments.  Whereas the old Catholic feudal order and the newer Protestant commonwealths had justified their existences in terms of God's own will and pleasure, by the late 1700s political communities were being refashioned around purely secular principles in which man -- not God -- was the justifier of the enterprise.  Communities were being actively rebuilt or founded according to "rational" principles of governance -- principles designed to enhance human stature, not the stature of God (notice that the American Constitution, written in 1787, does not contain a single reference to God in any manner whatsoever). 


But theism was by no means dead.  Protestant pietism on the European continent and a spirit of Protestant revivalism in England and America (known in America as the "Great Awakening") stirred the theistic passions of many Westerners just prior to the mid-1700s.  Though within a generation this passion had once again subsided, it left in its wake nonetheless a strengthened church and a resolve among Christians not to let the fires of their faith flicker out. 


Not all Protestant Christians had approved of these emotional outpourings -- especially those of a more "reasoned" faith.  Unitarianism / Deism was very strong in the "colder" part of Christendom.  Unitarianism and Deism stood halfway between pure secularism and theism, acknowledging God as the source of the blessings of creation and Jesus as the master moral teacher of mankind.  But this viewpoint also tended to see Christianity as a moral responsibility rather than as a personal spiritual passion.  It dismissed much of the fervency of those swept up by revivalism and looked with disbelief and disdain on all the tales of miraculous events as key to the faith, either at that time or in Biblical times.  Unitarianism and Deism ultimately believed in a practical reality facing the Christian which was best approached through reason and science.  It was well on its way toward secularism. 

In Catholic France -- and then elsewhere on the European Continent -- the French Revolution and its political descendant, the Napoleonic Empire (late 1700s - early 1800s), took a more militant attitude toward theistic Christianity, blaming such "superstition" for having undergirded centuries of political tyranny in Europe.  French militants spread the accusation that Christian piety had dulled the spirits of the people in the face of feudal tyranny, by keeping them willingly submitted before traditional political authority because of the belief that this Old Regime had been ordained by God.  Christianity also tended to deflect people's hope toward an afterlife and weakened their resolve to improve their lot in this life through political revolution and the rule of human reason. 

Ultimately such French secularism destroyed its own moral credentials through the blood bath of the Paris guillotine and through French military and cultural imperialism, which ultimately stirred up anti-French nationalism around Europe.  This reaction in fact induced the rest of Europe to cling even more closely to its Christian Old Order.  After the defeat of the French in 1815, Europe returned to the safety of older theistic views on life.  This coincided in America with a second "Great Awakening" that swept across the country in the 1820s and 1830s. 

But secularism was soon rescued by the ongoing industrial revolution, which produced unprecedented wealth, even eventually for the humbler classes, without the apparent aid of God.  Human reason and effort alone seemed to be the necessary force behind this wondrous material development in the West.  But unlike the French Revolution it needed to find no cause against Christianity.  The newly emerging industrial culture paid lip service to theistic Christianity -- while in fact putting its greatest energies behind secular development. 

Not all voices of the industrial revolution, however, were so respectful of Christianity.  In the mid-1800s, Marx, in explaining the servile condition of the European worker under the new industrial leaders, blamed Christian hypocrisy -- in much the same language that the French Revolution had used.  Marx called Christianity -- and its belief in a better afterlife for the weak and downtrodden -- as the "opium of the masses," dished out to them to keep them dumbed down and submissive.  He called not only for the overthrow of these new industrial leaders in a grand workers' revolution, but also for the elimination of this Christian superstition. 


Counter to any theistic understanding of the human social order, Marx counter-proposed a purely secular interpretation of society and its historical development.  He claimed that forces inherent in the material means by which societies produced their own wealth (land-holding, slave labor, capitalism) produced dialectical or opposing class interests whose conflicts impelled societies forward historically.  Materialist forces, not a divine hand, moved history.  His theory, he boasted, was "scientific sociology," not "superstition." 


This was coupled in the mid-1800s with an even more devastating indictment of the traditional theistic interpretation of life's dynamics.  Darwin tackled the entire question of the origins of all biological life -- including human life.  He came up with a theory that claimed that life had progressed over the long run of the earth's history from simple life forms to very complex life forms.  This progression had occurred, Darwin claimed, through genetic accidents in reproduction -- accidents which would give a non-normal creature a slight advantage over its cousins in its adaptability to newly arising changes in the environment.  This better-adapted creature would eventually establish itself as a new species.  And thus, over the long run of history, one species produced another more complex species until through a process of biological evolution the whole biological panorama had come into being.  Even human life emerged through this process from less complex biological life as a better adapted ape. 

The impact of Darwin's theory was that it in no ways necessitated the hand of a Creator-God.  It ran on its own as a completely self-sustaining process, simply through the accidents of history.  God was a meaningless concept in Darwin's theory of biological evolution through natural selection.  This was a devastating challenge to theism  for which theism seemed to have no adequate response except to answer that Darwin was an instrument of the Devil. 

During the 1800s -- especially during the second half of the century -- a strange new force or ideology was set loose among Westerners.  This new ideology was one which combined elements of both theism and secularism -- to produce an almost mystical devotion to one's homeland or nation.  Through a movement among them of a powerful collectivist spirit, Westerners were creating a new god of sorts:  their beloved nation -- whether England, France, Germany, Italy, Russia, America or elsewhere. 

The nation and its need for glory came to command the full, overriding loyalty of its members -- even to the extent of a call to die gallantly in war for the nation's rightful place in the sun.  The nation became celebrated as the supreme instrument of God's will on earth as well as the ultimate source of all material well-being, justice and right-mindedness here on earth. 

This national spirit flung itself outward into the larger world alongside Christian missionaries and industrial investors who were also attempting to extend the influence of their sending institutions among the pagans and heathens of the world.  The West was on the move, impelled by zealous forces which seemed to have no limit to their ambitions for mastery or dominance in the world.  It was inevitable that these different sending forces would ultimately clash with each other in a most ferocious sort of way. 
The first half of the 20th century saw the inevitable clash of these nationalist forces -- in two world wars and in the start-up of a "cold war" which drew most of the world into a vortex of unprecedented violence.  These nationalist urges which had their origins in the West not only dragged the rest of the world into the violence as victims, but also eventually infused the same nationalist zeal among non-Westerners.  Everyone, it seems, wanted a place in the sun for their beloved national or cultural communities as if the forces that directed the universe itself depended on the ultimate victory of one or another of these communities. 

But even as these nationalist spirits were being awakened around the world, in the West itself a reaction of sorts set in against the spirit of nationalism.  People started turning inward in their quest for meaning -- some back into more traditional forms of theistic religion, others into a dedication to the material pleasures of pure secularism. 

Adapted from Western Cultural History: A Brief Summary by Miles Hodges
For more information on this topic, explore one or more of the following topics:
What is a World View? – An objective discussion of the concept of world view that does not argue for or against either viewpoint 

What is Civilization? – Makes the point that civilization is a word easier to describe than to define

What is Culture? – Explores the concept of human culture and how it is related to the environment, learned behaviors, social organization, and values and beliefs.

Drawing on the resources you have had an opportunity to explore (textbook, course documents, online resources, library resources), answer one or more of the following questions: 

How does the Western world view differ from the Hindu and Buddhist world views? What effect has the Western world view had on our culture?

Has Western culture been in agreement about the source of the orderliness underlying the universe?

Trace the theistic spirit from the Ancient Jews through the Protestant Reformation. Which groups held strictly to this viewpoint and which blended it with secularism?

Trace the secular order from the Ancient Greeks to the Renaissance. Which groups held strictly to this viewpoint and which blended it with theism.

Where do you think we stand in the United States today with regard to these two viewpoints?

What special insights have you gained from your exploration of the Western World View?




