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The Rise Of Christianity

Among the existing relig-
ions of its time, the rise and
triumph of Christianity over
all its rivals (chiefly Mithra-
ism) spread over the first
three centuries of our era. These were the
days of the later Roman Empire, a time
which proved favourable to the rise and
spread of Christianity. The sceptical phi-
losophies had weakened the grip of the
ancient pagan cults of Greece and Rome,
while the psychology of personal religion
deeply rooted in human nature, continued
its demand. Moreover, Hobbes' descrip-
tion of man's life in the state of nature -
"poor, nasty, brutish, and short" - seems
an apt description of the economic misery
of the times, a fertile ground for the sow-
ing of religious solace in a world to come.
Such a gospel evoked a hearty response.

G

H. E. Barnes observes: "Christianity ...

tempered its program to the needs of the
"shorn lamb". Instead of material riches,

which the masses could not obtain, Chris-
tianity exalted moral worth and high ethi-

cal ideals, which were within the grasp of
everyone ,rich and poor alike".

Beyond the circumstance of its times, the
content of its gospel gave it power over its
rivals: certainty in its dogma, enjoyment
within its fellowship, and the sense of
security in the world to come. Some of its
more social ramifications enhanced its
appeal. Oppressed Jews living in hope of
a messiah, identified him in Jesus; Stoics
and Cynics found reinforcement for their
philosophy of life, and not least among
these causes was its greater kindness to
women, who are said to be more impres-
sionable to religion among the sexes.
Thus, the Christian worldview took hold.
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What Is An Idea?

Since the world of
Philosophy is a world
of ideas, having an
idea about what an
ideas is seems a sensi-
ble thing to do. So, what is an idea?

idea: any conception existing in the mind
as the result of mental apprehension or
activity. (The Macquarie Dictionary, 3rd.Ed)

What about this extended notion? Is it an
|- inspiration from a
D- divine source, or simply an
E- exercise in human
A- abstraction?

Plato, the idealist thought an idea is a
stimulus from "above", while Locke, the
idealist thought it is a response wholly
within the capacity of man himself.

G

May an idea be a concert perfor
ance of both of these dynamics;

God and through man? Whatever
the concept of God may be, Jewish,
Christian, Islamic, the paradox of the im-
manence of a transcendent God in man is
the viability and vitality of any religion.
May this not have its result in science as a
supernaturally caused intelligence in man,
effecting natural consequences for the
benefit of human existence? Medical
"miracles"”, for example?

*

It's a splendid notion if it were not for the
fact of evil. Ideas can be evil, too. That
jab from Epicurus remains unanswered.

"Is God willing to prevent evil, but not able? Thisn
he impotent. Is he able, but not willing? Then é h
malevolent. Is he both able and willing? Whence
then is evil? (Epicurus 341-270 BCE).

The question iswvhat is a good idea?
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Yes!

A simple play on the word

says it all -

A -

B - bewildering
Ssaga of events with out an
Wultimate
Reason for their
Bdaily routine.

A young student attending a Science Conference
was attracted by a battery-powered box in the New
Inventions Display. At measured intervals of time
the lid opened to reveal a hand with its forefinger
clutching a chain dangling from inside the lid. At
regular intervals the lid opened, and the handeplull
it shut; opened and shut, opened and shut. He won-
dered what the contraption meant, when it struck
him that meaningless was its message. Amid all the
sophisticated technology in the room, the box func-
tioned without discernible purpose. An intelligent
lad, he concluded: among all these inventions to
make human life more safe and splendid, no one
really knows the meaning of the human life that
Science so brilliantly serves. (Feeling the futildf
it all, he headed for the nearest bar).

¢
No!

There are two ways of saying "No" to the
guestion. The first is the Bugs Bunny ap-
proach."l don't ask questions, | just have
fun". Given their legitimate lifestyle, it
may be reasonably assumed that many
people live a happy and fulfilled life with-
out giving any thought to the ultimate
meaning of their existence. As Camus
would say: "Life will be more fully lived

in so far as it has no meaning". The sec-
ond way to answer the question is to seek
one. Nikos Kazantzakis defines this ap-
proach. "...to grasp what is behind appear-
ances, to ferret out that mystery which
brings me to life then kills me, to discover
if behind the visible and unceasing stream
of the world an invisible and immutable
presence is hiding". While we are all
dying to find out, some of us want to walk
ahead of the hearse and give it some di-
rections:life does have meaninfpr me.
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History

The study of history has been defined as
the study of events + meaning. The idea
defines two approaches: history as event,
or the interpretation of events. While
event and meaning cannot be isolated the
latter would especially trace the develop-
ment of ideas, a history of thought emerg-
ing from various cultures. In relation to
Western civilisation, one of the finest
treatments of this latter method is repre-
sented above, a thoroughly objective as-
sessment of the context in which the
thought life which has shaped the Western
\world took place. A valuable series.

¢4

The vast content and complexity of events
that comprise the records of human his-
tory can be viewed in at least two ways,
and we can borrow from Shakespearean

language to describe thewri:the world's a
stage, and all the men and women merely players".
Shakespeare's drama metaphor imagining history as
a world stage implies a playwright, a plot, the-dra
matis personae, and a director who moves the plot t
the final curtain. This is called the teleologivadw,
history as a momentum towards some predetermined
plan. In religious terms, history is His Story. Aga

a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury s
fying nothing". No better explanation could be
given of this view than that by J. L. Christian.

"While the stage-play metaphor helps us to formu-
late questions about the nature of history, thes bar
fact just may be that history more closely resemsble
some bizarre act from the Theatre of the Absual. -
plotless, non-staging of countless non-characters
who were never cast but who persist in ad-libbing
their lines, interacting with no direction, and nmay
from scene to scene without purpose. It may indeed
be 'a tale told by an idiot ... signifying nothing'
There may be no playwright, no director, no plot.

There may be no playTake your pick.
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Baruch Spinoza
(1632 - 1677 AD)

As a result of the flight

of Jews from the Inqui-

sition in Spain during

the 17th century, a Jew-

ish ghetto was formed in

Amsterdam, Holland.
Spinoza's family fled the persecution and
settled in Holland. Born of his father's
second wife and raised by his third,
Spinoza was a brilliant scholar and a
deeply religious young man. However, an
uncritical submission to unorthodox doc-
trine was not conducive to his advanced
thinking. Since the Jewish community
remained in Holland on the sufferance of
a Calvinistic Dutch Government, his radi-
cal view threatened their safety. Spinoza
was offered a pension for his silence, but
refused. Accordingly, he was excommuni-
cated from the Jewish community.

G

When one's peers honour a fellow of their
field of theory or practice whatever that
may be, we can be sure the person hon-
oured is truly worthy of the honour. This

is what Spinoza's peers thought of him.
"The noblest and most lovable of the great philoso-
phers "- Russell. "The god-intoxicated man" - No-
valis. "To be a a philosopher one must first be a
Spinozist" - Hegel. "Nietzsche says somewhere that
the last Christian died upon the cross. He hadoterg
ten Spinoza" - Durant. Many more could be added.

In contrast to this adulation, the orthodox
Synagogue "anathematized" him. During
the formal recitation, the lights were ex-
tinguish one by one until the congregation
sat in darkness to signify his complete
severance forever from the people of Is-
rael. Disowned by family and friends,
Spinoza was a non-person. He responded U
by changing his name from "Baruch" to IR
"Benedictus" meaning "blessed". It may
be construed that Spinoza was equally _
glad to be rid of such religious rot. 1L
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