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THE TWO FACES OF RELIGION

One of the most brilliant and scholarly men of my acquaintance,
a man from another country, said to me recently, "You are the
most religious person I have ever known."

I was nonplussed

by this remark and still am, for I have always thought of myself as rather far down the line in this category.
to myself:

An aside

on numerous occasions I have had dreams so vivid

that they could hardly be distinguished from reality.
this a dream?

Was

In any event, I shall never ask my scholarly

friend what he meant by his statement on the off chance that
he never made it.
Nonetheless, dream or reality, this incident prompts me to
examine such religious ideas as I possess, not with the hope
of enlightening others but with the expectation that such
intimate scrutiny will help me refine my beliefs.
Why this exploration?

Better yet, why not?

No subject has

ever had more reflection than religion and none has produced
a greater diversity of conclusions.

These range from the find-

ings of Himalayan yogis to Augustine's Confessions.
c'

And the

explorers have ranged from lowly fishermen of Galilee to the
greatest minds of all time, from small-fry to big shots, from
so-called commoners to the acclaimed elite, from the likes of
me to Popes.

And for good reason:

no subject more deserves

universal thought and speculation -- for self, if not for
others.
•

-
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In this instance, as in all previous writings, I begin with
no set destination; instead, I shall go wherever my thinking
takes me.

Thus, what follows may shake or strengthen my rather

loose beliefs.

I, if none other, am anxious to see what the

outcome will be.
Getting off to a good start is always a problem.
phrased it, "Well begun is half done."

As someone

Anyway, while "stewing"

over this matter during the past week, an intriguing observation by Tyron Edwards revealed itself to me, the good start
I have been looking for:
Piety and morality are but the same spirit differently
manifested.

Piety is religion with its face toward

God; morality is religion with its face toward the
world.
Here we have two suggested faces of religion, each of which I
should reflect upon.
One point should be grasped at the outset:
has to be but one face -- yours or mine.

the religious face
It may be turned

only toward God or solely toward the world or, hopefully, toward now God and then the world.

•

It is always a discrete indi-

vidual facing this way or that or, alternately, this way and
that.

The facings, whatever be the combination, and the

insights or revelations adduced, be they skimpy or voluminous,
define and circumscribe one's religion, no two person's religious
faiths being identical.
in this respect.

Indeed, no one person ever stays put

Everyone of us is in flux, mOIBor less!
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Let me begin with piety
or where is God?

the face toward God.

What or who

It is my belief that no one knows.

God or

Jehovah or Brahma are among the many words used by man to
acknowledge an Infinite Intelligence or Mind or Consciousness,
that unknown Something-Beyond-Words whkh is the Source:
Creation!

The very fact of being The Infinite precludes a

knowledge of what or who or where by finite minds.

This limita-

tion, however, in no way impairs our awareness of Something
over and beyond all in the Cosmos -- including my little mind,
or yours, whoever you are. So, the term God, as a means of
labeling the Infinite Unknown, falls easily into my limited
vocabulary and understanding.
The Bible says, "God is love" and, also, "God is light."

I

infer from these two ancient axioms that love is light, or
enlightenment.

Thus, the love of God is the passionate desire

to grow, evolve, emerge in awareness, perception, consciousness; it is a craving to share more and more in the Creation.
To fear God, as the Bible has it, means, as I see it, to stand
in awe of God, and I reverently do.

To me, all of Creation,

everything in Nature, is mystery, be it the song of a bird,
the aurora borealis, the whisper of a gentle breeze or my
ability to hear it.

~

awe is the beginning of

~

piety!

Parenthetically, my awe is also the beginning of my love for
individual liberty.

When everything is mysterj)as it is with

me, and when one aspires to unravel the unknown, which I do,
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and, further, when one understands that perception is exclusively
a possibility of discrete persons, it follows that each must be
free personally to explore.

Liberty's opposite is authori-

tarianism which is rooted in know-it-all-ness, the opposite
of awe!
"Religion with its face toward God," to be truly meaningful and
rewarding, requires more -- much more -- than merely standing
in awe of Creation.

One can be

a~estruck

and remain stricken!

Awe, to have any spiritual value, must be the prelude to right
action; it must be accompanied by a prayerful desire to grow
in consciousness and to share in Creation.
It is my belief that everything, be it intelligence or sun rays
or whatever, is one form or another of radiant energy.

Emerson,

highly conscious of "Something," poses the problem:
We lie in the lap of immense intelligence Lthis
Something-Beyond-Word~which

makes us receivers

of its truth and organs of its activity.

When we

discern justice, when we discern truth, we do nothing
of ourselves, but allow

~

passage of its beams.

(Italics mine)
"Allow a passage of its beams"!
as simple as it seems.

But how allow?

This is not

There are a thousand and one ferments

of the soul through which this "immense intelligence" -Universal Energy -- can find no passage, through which it does
not and cannot flow.

The challenge?

Remove the obstacles!
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How best may this challenge be met?

How remove the obstacles?

Constant prayer, day in and day out, is my answer.

The prayer

to which I allude is not in the form of supplications; it is
an opening up of the inner channels by directing attention to
the overcoming of personal faults and the perfection of self.
Bear in mind that this Something-Beyond-Words has no appropriate
gender so we resort to He and Thy and the like.

Here are a

few samplings of the kinds of prayers -- or aspirations -- that
tend to open one's inner channels.
o

May my living manifest charity, intelligence, justice,
integrity, love, and humility.

To the extent that any of these virtues are absent, to that
extent do blockages

ferments of the soul -- exist.

To

"allow a passage of its beams" requires that one's soul be a
high-grade conductor of this radiant energy.

These virtues

are the very essence of conductivity.
o

May

~

daily behaviors be expressions of gratitude for

~

many, many blessings and opportunities.
An awareness of one's blessings and opportunities is the cure
for, the way of warding off, covetousness.
a sin as there is.

Envy is as deadening

No creative energy can pass through a soul

so dominated.
o

~ ~

for Thy blessings upon my associates,

~

and

far, the perfection of our ideas and ideals, and our
adherence to them.
Other freedom devotees are included because I cannot go it
no one can.

We learn from each other.

alon~;

My conductivity increases
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with every gain in enlightenment, whether that initial breakthrough be mine or yours.

Thus, to best serve self, my

striving for perfection should never be egocentric.
o

May

~

make progress in removing those faults of mine

which stand

~

obstacles to those of Thy ways which

might possibly manifest themselves through

~.

I must realize that only an infinitesimal fraction of the
"immense intelligence" will be intercepted by me.

I have no

way of knowing the limits of my capacity but, at the very
least, let me not stand in the way.
obstacles galore.

There are, of course,

There is one obstacle, however, which ranks

above the others -- a tr.uth perceived by the ancients.

Much

abbreviated, the Mosaic Law would read:
God told the people of Israel that if they lived
the righteous life they would be graced with abundance, hut that there was a snare to this, that is,
they might get the idea that the abundance was of
their own hands and, if they did, they would suffer
hell and damnation.
This applies as rigidly to an abundance of ideas as to a plethora
of material goods.

For anyone who succeeds in intercepting any

rays of the "immense intelligence" to get the notion that he
is the source is to dry up -- put an end to -- a realization
of what might potentially be his.

To me, intellectual and

spiritual sterility is nothing less than hell and damnation.
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Let me keep constantly in mind that ever so many among outstanding creative individuals have acknowledged that they are
but go-betweens or mouthpieces; Socrates called himself a
philosophical midwife.

A typical recognition of this phenomenon:

Madam Guyon confesses, "Before writing I did not know
what I was going to write; while writing I saw that
I was writing things I had never known."

In fact,

writers of automatic script, whether religious or
secular in character, are certain that they are
operated by some other power.

!I

Instinct is a reality among lower animals precisely as insight
is a potentiality of man.

The latter is no less a gift of

Creation -- "some other power" -- than is the former.
o

~

pray that

and that

~

~

may improve my qualifications to serve Thee

may

~efine

my perceptions of Thy Creation.

The better one serves, the more likely is a growth in consciousnesR.
o

May

~

develop those qualities which will be attracted

by Thy Powers.
This is a recognition of that "mysterious attractive force"
which governs the whole Cosmos.

The higher one's quality, the

more responsive is he to the Universal Power's magnetism.
o

~ ~

for Thy blessings upon

harmonize

~

~

ability better to

actions and thoughts with Thy Divine and

Infinite energy, wisdom, and love.
The quest for attunement.

!I

See the chapter, "The Appearance of Inspiration," in An
Anatomy of Inspiration by Rosamond E. M. Harding. (CaffiOridge,
England, 19~7), p. 13.
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Finally, how does my religion relate to Christianity?
is presented to mankind as The Perfect Exemplar.

Jesus

Thus, I can

think of myself only as an aspiring Christian.
Let us now reflect upon morality -- the face toward the world.
Leo Tolstoy has this to say:
We are all accustomed to think that moral teaching
is a very empty and dull affair in which there can
be nothing new or interesting; yet the whole life
of man, with all its complex and diverse activities
political, artistic, and commercial -- which seem to
be independent of morality, has no other purpose than
the ever greater elucidation, confirmation, simplification, and diffusion of moral truth .
... the moral law is not only the chief, it is the
sole business of humanity.
voltaire wrote, "Morality is everywhere the same, because it
comes from God."

Tolstoy appears to regard piety and morality

as two aspects of the same spirit, as did Tyron Edwards.
Voltaire, on the other hand, seems to suggest thatpLety is
cause and morality effect.

His theme seems to be that piety,

when there is depth to it, is the source of moral action.
As Voltaire viewed it, the individual taps a spiritual source
God -- and, if properly attuned, moral conduct ensues, the
consequence being happier and more harmonious relations with
one's fellowmen.
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At this point in my reflections -- going where my inquisitive
nose takes me
plexity?

I am "up a stump," as they say.

Why my per-

I find myself unable to dismiss an observation

made by an American clergyman, Gardiner Spring:
There is no religion without morality, and no
morality without religion.
This, it seems, is a denial that piety is cause and morality
effect; one is no more cause or effect than the other.
Being "up a stump" suggests a helpful analogy:

I agree.

a tree.

A tree's roots reach into the fertility of mother earth -face toward the world -- and its leaves reach for the sun -face toward God.

The roots draw water and nourishment from

the soil and store food; the leaves reach for and draw energy
from above -- the photosynthetic process.

Both the roots and

the leaves mysteriously do a drawing-into performance, neither
one of which can be divorced from the other without the plant's
decay.

The two must perform as one or the tree is done.

I

am beginning to see that piety and morality have a similar
togetherness; they are indivisible!
Trees range all the way from stunted plants to such a towering
glory of nature as the Giant Sequoia.

Human beings appear to

have as vast a range in their piety-morality levels.
It is here that the analogy ends. Trees have no choice as to
their growth.

Human beings must choose; each possesses the

ability, more or less, to consciously will his piety-morality
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attainment.

Some never exercise this God-given faculty; indeed,

many do not suspect that they are thus endowed and, as a consequence, are stunted.

There are a few, on the other hand,

who rise to heights beyond our sights:
Where does all of this leave me?
tion as related to this world?

moral giants!

What is my religious aspiraIt turns out to be in sub-

stantial agreement with Tolstoy's conclusion:

" ..• the moral

law is not only the chief, it is the sole business of humanity."
To further this aspiration I need but have a full appreciation
of two discoveries.
promise:

The first contains an admonition and a

Seek ye first truth and righteousness -- the moral

law -- and these things shall be added unto you.

The second is an

insight into the constitution of morality, that its truttE are
to be reached for and found in this life -- the Voices Without,
that is, other human beings, and the Voice Within, that is,
what we of this world hear when the face is turned toward God.
Insight!

From listening, we gain not merely intimations but

an abiding assurance of an "immense intelligence," a SomethingBeyond-Words.

Further, we share, to some extent in Creation

and, by so doing, make of ourselves better individuals.
individuals, better world!

Leonard E. Read
April 1, 1973

Better

