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Bent on defining church doctrine and dis-
ciplining its people accordingly, the 
Church Fathers disfavoured any form of 
secular learning, i.e., knowledge not di-
rectly related to or supportive of the 
Christian faith. According to Augustine 
all secular learning was of the devil, a 
sentiment apparently supported by all the 
Fathers. But their heavenly mindedness in 
this regard was seen to be of no earthly 
use. Pagan learning as it was called - 
reading, writing, philosophic reasoning -  
was all the learning that was to be had at 
the time, so how could the Christians be 
converted and cultivated in the faith with-
out the use of spoken and written words?  
The Fathers were forced to compromise 
and rationalise their position, which they 
did by elevating theology within the spec-
trum of knowledge as "the queen of the 
sciences", eventually to be dethroned by 
the later rise of the humanist movement. 
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The Church Fathers 

Given the conditions which caused the 
rise of the Christian Church, its spread 
within the first five centuries was largely 
due to The Church Fathers - theologians 
who developed the doctrines of the 
Church in its earliest years, doctrines 
which gave substance to its theological 
thought and religious practices. Patristic 
pride and prejudice rejected all forms of 
secular learning, and there was little phi-
losophy that was not theology. Natural 
sciences were valued merely for its sup-
port of religious truth. The triumph of 
Christianity had developed into tyranny. 

Early Representatives 
Origen, 185-254 

Athanasius 296-373 
Augustine 354-430 
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ON UNDERSTANDING 
 

None of us can really know. All we can 
do is interpret within varying degrees of 
probability. Whatever our field of thought 
- science, politics, religion - those of us 
who are keen to express their opinion, 
have an obligation to make every effort to 
thoroughly understand what we talking 
about. Blanshard's description of truth as 
an "approximation", like something "on 
its way home", should help us modify the 
presentation of our ideas, and thus speak 
the truth truthfully, i.e., with an under-
standing of the progressive nature of truth 

If an impression is all we have, then an 
impression is what we confess to. If what 
we offer in opinion is thought to be 
knowledge, then all of the resources of 
knowledge at our disposal must be fully 
withdrawn from the six databanks in 
which human knowledge is stored. These 
include our senses, what we hear or see 
etc.,; our formal education; our own de-
ductive reasoning as a result of what we 
were taught; our intuition  or that "hunch" 
or "gut feel" that comes with experience. 
As lesser sources of valid knowledge we 
may add the paranormal elements of 
ESP, telepathy, clairvoyance and the like, 
including revelation, or information said 
to derive from occult sources in the form 
of supernatural inspiration. If we are to 
speak the truth with understanding, each 
of these sources of knowledge will con-
tribute to the development of the rarer gift 
of understanding. 
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"Truth is the approximation of  
          thought to reality. It is 
         thought on its way home" 

(Blanshard) 
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LIVE FREELY 
If life is more than a thing to be thought 
about, if it is far from absurd but full of 
the meaning only we ourselves can give 
to it, then, let us live  - live freely. It be-
gins where the experience of life itself 
begins - in the mind. It is freedom of 
thought. The word "freedom" implies a 
kind of "jail-break" is involved, a break-
ing away from some kind of mental bond-
age, viz., prejudice. Prejudice is a habit-
of-mind that is native to our human condi-
tion. It is much more an attribute of being 
human than is freedom of thought. 

A play on the word will make this clear. 
P - pronouncing on an issue as  
   R - right or wrong; good or bad from 
      E - emotions or  
         J - judgment based on  
           U - unproven claims. Or from  
              D - dated concepts, 
                  I - inherited traditions, or 
                    C - culture-bound 
                       E - expectations.  
If prejudice is a given in human nature, to 
be entirely free of it is impossible. Profes-
sional opinion appears to be that prejudi-
cial attitudes should, like healthy weight-
loss, be seriously considered among 
healthy-minded people. The goal of free-
dom of thought is defined by H.E. Barnes.  
 
"Persons who take this position do not assume there 
is absolute truth, that any single point of view is 
completely correct. ... It is conceded that the most 
perfect wisdom is only an approximation to truth. 
Intellectual humility is the desirable keynote". 
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IMMATERIALISM 
"There are no "real" clouds, rocks, oceans, stars, 
penguins or seashells. Such items are but mind-
images.  Objects exist, therefore, only while they are 
being perceived; and they exist only in perception" 
Thus, Professor Christian describes the 
essence of this theory, the brainchild of 
Bishop George Berkley (1685-1753). 
Samuel Johnson called it "ingenuous 
sophistry", but for as fairy tale as it 
seems, it is founded on good reason: "to 
be is to be perceived". We cannot prove 
that any material object exists apart from 
our perception of it. We imagine it. 

 This means we can have no direct experi-
ence of the primary quality which inheres 
in the material substance we are observ-
ing, only a secondary contact through 
perception, and it is consistent with the 
theory of reality which defines it as a - 
      R - reproduction of what  
         E - exists only in 
             A - appearances which are  
                 L - limited to an  
                     I - image of the  
                        T - thing-in-itself as  
                           Y - you perceive it to be. 
Berkeley took a step too far for some. If 
to be is to be perceived, substance which 
is not perceived does not exist. So reality 
flickers on and off like a failing light 
globe? No. Berkeley postulates an Omnis-
cient God as the perpetual source of our 
human perception. Well, he would say 
that, wouldn't he? It is unanswerable; not 
unbelievable, but grossly unworkable as a 
practical working hypothesis for life. 
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This isn't real 
You only  

  imagined it. 
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Voltaire 
(1694 - 1778) 

 
So small and weak at 
birth his parents had 
him baptised the day 
after he was born, in 
anticipation that the 
little fellow might not 

survive. Survive indeed! He lived to be-
come one of the greatest forces for radical 
reform in the history of Philosophy. His 
real name was Francois-Marie Arouet. 
Jesuit-educated he abandoned the study of 
Law in favour of a semi-bohemian life 
within the Paris cafe society of his day.  
Adopting a slogan: "My trade is to say 
what I think", he moved acceptably 
among the poets, thinkers and literati of 
the times. After a year in the Bastille for 
his radicalism, he took the nickname of 
"Voltaire" , possibly a play on his real 
name, but suggestive of  vitality. 

 A vitality he expressed in vigorously 
attacking corruption both in the church 
and state of his native France. His weap-
ons were words. In an unusually long 
career of writing - plays, novels, pam-
phlets, letters, biography, history and 
critical reviews - he released telling ti-
rades of protest mingled wit the most 
powerful dynamic of all - laughter! He 
wrote with a smiling, smarting satire, re-
storing the people, browbeaten by fanati-
cism, to sanity and goodwill. Combining 
the words of others to characterise him: 
we must "laugh all our laughter and weep 
all our tears" (Gibran), and having lived 
life to the full, present ourselves at death 
nothing but "a squandered bag of 
bones" (Kazantzakis). He misunderstood 
his medication (opium) and drank it undi-
luted. It didn't kill him, but hastened his 
death on May 30,1778. An inscription on 
his coffin said: He taught us to be free. 
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