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INTRODUCTION

INITIAL SURVEY OF THE RELIGIOUS
GROUND-MOTIVES AND THE CONFLICT THEY

PRODUCE BETWEEN THE REFORMATIONAL
AND SCHOLASTIC SPIRITS IN PHILOSOPHY

1.   The Four Religious Ground-Motives Underlying the
      History of Western Philosophic Thought
Be gin ning with the last de cades of the nine teenth cen tury, there ap -
peared within West ern phi los o phy three phe nom ena whose sig nif i cance
and mu tual in ter con nec ted ness have be come clearer to us as the twen ti -
eth cen tury has pro gressed. First, we are struck by the grad ual de cay of
hu man is tic phi los o phy. Be gin ning with the Re nais sance, this phi los o -
phy had cap tured the lead ing role in West ern thought. It had found its
cul mi na tion in Ger man ide al ism. Af ter the col lapse of the lat ter, how -
ever, it be came more and more in volved in a cri sis of foun da tions
which, to the pres ent, it has been un able to sur mount. Sec ond, there ap -
peared at the same time within Ro man Cath o lic cir cles a great Re nais -
sance of scho las tic phi los o phy, more par tic u larly of Thom ism. This re -
newal was in tro duced by the en cyc li cal Aeterni Patris, is sued by Pope
Leo XIII in 1879. Third, this same pe riod wit nessed the rise of in de -
pend ent philo soph i cal re flec tion within the Protestant cir cles that had
re mained faith ful to the ba sic prin ci ples of the Ref or ma tion. Here there
has been an en deavor to bring about a true ref or ma tion of philo soph i cal
thought. At this point, how ever, this en deavor has re mained lim ited to
the mod ern Cal vin is tic move ment in sep a ra bly con nected to the name of
Abra ham Kuyper. Most re cently, this move ment has borne fruit in the
ap pear ance of an in de pend ent reformational phi los o phy, called the Phi -
los o phy of the Law-Idea. That these three phe nom ena are closely re -
lated can not be de nied. Be hind all of them, with out doubt, lies the cri sis
which has shaken mod ern West ern civ i li za tion to its foun da tions.

The spir i tual main springs of this civ i li za tion have been clas si cal cul -
ture, Chris tian ity, and hu man ism. Far from be ing ho mo ge neous, these
spir i tual forces have re mained in con tin ual ten sion with one an other.
Now, such a ten sion can not be re moved by means of some ar ti fi cial “bal -
ance of pow ers”; for if cul tural de vel op ment is to have a clear di rec tion,
there must be one guid ing force.
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In clas si cal Greek civ i li za tion, this force was the polis, the city-state, as
the bearer of the new re li gion of cul ture. In the clas si cal Ro man era, the
same po si tion was oc cu pied by the res publica and, shortly there af ter, by
the empe ror ship. These served as the bear ers of the re li gious im pe rium
idea. The same was true dur ing the Byzantine era, when the idea of the sa -
crum im pe rium be came rec on ciled in an ex ter nal fash ion with a per se -
cuted Chris ten dom, af ter the lat ter had be gun to un der mine the foun da -
tions of the whole of an cient cul ture.

The Ro man Cath o lic church suc ceeded in main tain ing a po si tion of cul -
tural he ge mony dur ing the Mid dle Ages. In deed, the next great cul tural
cri sis did not oc cur un til the ad vent of the mod ern Re nais sance move -
ment. Af ter the way had been pre pared by late scho las tic nomi nal ism, this
move ment be gan to di vert the stream of in flu ence em a nat ing from an cient 
cul ture from the power of the church, af ter hav ing ba si cally re in ter preted
it in the spirit of the bud ding hu man ism of the day. At the same time the
great move ment of the Ref or ma tion ex erted pres sure on the ec cle si as ti -
cally uni fied cul ture of Rome from a fun da men tally dif fer ent stand point.

In the lands which on the whole had re mained faith ful to the Ro man
church, Ro man Ca thol i cism re grouped its forces in the Coun ter-Refor -
mation, cre at ing a fa vor able cli mate for the re cep tion of Re nais sance cul -
ture. In the Protestant coun tries, mean while, the cul tural lead er ship passed 
for a short time into the hands of the Ref or ma tion. Grad ually, how ever, a
new trend be gan to emerge within West ern civ i li za tion, in which both
Rome and the Ref or ma tion were forced to re treat from their po si tions of
cul tural lead er ship in the face of the ad vance of mod ern hu man ism. That
did not mean that ei ther one was thereby elim i nated as a ma jor force in the
his tory of the West. They car ried on in de struc ti bly in this role, partly in
an tag o nism to the new world and life view, in which Chris tian ity was sec -
u lar ized into a ra tio nal re li gion of per son al ity, and partly in a va ri ety of
pseudo-syntheses with the new hu man is tic ideas which had been able to
en ter for ma tively into his tory. Nei ther Rome nor the Ref or ma tion was any 
lon ger in a po si tion, how ever, to place its own stamp on West ern civ i li za -
tion. For two cen tu ries they were forced onto the de fen sive in the ti tanic
bat tle that was rag ing for con trol of the spirit of our cul ture. Tem po rarily,
the po si tion of lead er ship had been taken over by hu man ism.

Since the last de cades of the nine teenth cen tury, how ever, we have seen
the hu man is tic world and life view as a whole be gin to crum ble. Now it, it -
self, has grad u ally been forced onto the de fen sive be fore the on slaught of
new, antihumanistic cul tural forces. In the arena of world his tory we are
now faced with a vi o lent tran si tional pe riod. Within it the strug gle for the
spir i tual lead er ship of our West ern cul ture is not yet finalized.

In this man i festly cha otic time of tran si tion, the two older, spir i tu ally
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con sol i dated cul tural pow ers of the West, Ro man Ca thol i cism and the
Ref or ma tion, now armed with mod ern weap ons, are once again mak ing
them selves felt in this great spir i tual bat tle. Their aim is not merely to
stand in de fense of the Chris tian foun da tions of mod ern civ i li za tion; it is
to re as sert their claim to lead er ship in the strug gle for the fu ture of West -
ern civ i li za tion, which, even in its most im me di ate pros pects, re mains
shrouded in dark ness.

This Pro me thean strug gle has also af fected the his tory of phi los o phy. In 
its course of de vel op ment, West ern phi los o phy re veals its his tor i cal de -
pend ence on the lead ing cul tural pow ers. By rea son of their com mand ing
po si tion in his tory, these im press on phi los o phy too their deep est re li gious 
ground-mo tives.

It is pre dom i nantly four of these ground-mo tives that con trol the his tory 
of West ern phi los o phy.1 Of them, three are clearly di a lec ti cal. That is to
say, they are torn by an in ner du al ism, which con stantly in duces them to
spawn po si tions in which one fac tor is set ir re triev ably in di a met ri cal op -
po si tion to the other. It is not only the de vel op ment of the o ret i cal thought
that is ruled by these ground-mo tives, how ever; as re li gious dy nam ics
(dunavmei"), that is to say, as forces that con trol one’s per spec tive on life,
from its cen ter to its en tire cir cum fer ence, they lie at the foun da tion of
West ern cul tural de vel op ment as a whole.

These four ground-mo tives are the fol low ing:

(1) the form-matter mo tive of Greek an tiq uity;

(2) the Scrip tural ground-mo tive of cre ation, the fall into sin, and re -
demp tion through Christ Je sus in the com mu nion of the Holy
Spirit;

(3) the Scho las tic mo tive of re li gious syn the sis, in tro duced by Ro man
Ca thol i cism, that of na ture and grace, which at tempts to rec on cile
the for mer two mo tives;

(4) the mod ern hu man is tic ground-mo tive of na ture and free dom, in
which the at tempt is made to bring all of the ear lier mo tives into an 
im ma nent (diesseitige) re li gious syn the sis, con cen trated in the hu -
man per son al ity.

a.     The Greek Form-Matter Mo tive

The ini tial mo tive, which was first given the name “form-matter”
(morphe and hule) by Ar is totle, was the one that gov erned Greek
thought from the very be gin ning, in ac cor dance with its re li gious con -
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1 What ever in flu ence Jew ish and Arabic phi los o phy and also East ern re li gious phi los -
o phy have had on West ern thought was able to be ex erted only within the frame -
work of the ground-mo tives pe cu liar to the lat ter.



tent.1 It orig i nated in an un re solved con flict within the Greek re li gious
con scious ness be tween the ground-mo tive of the older tel lu ric,
chthonic, and ura nic na ture re li gions,2 on the one hand, in which a
proto-Greek nu cleus was sup ple mented by many el e ments both of in -
dig e nous pre-Greek (Minoan) and of for eign or i gin, and, on the other
hand, the ground-mo tive of the newer cul ture re li gion, the re li gion of
the Olym pic pan theon.3

The na ture re li gions var ied greatly from one lo cal ity to the other in their 
cultic forms and their pe cu liar be liefs. Es pe cially be cause of the lack of
de ci phered writ ten sources, fur ther more, there is much guess work in -
volved in re con struct ing ex actly what these forms and be liefs were.4 Nev -
er the less, a num ber of fea tures dis tin guish ing pre-Homeric from later re li -
gion can now be es tab lished with cer tainty. H. W. Rüssel sum ma rizes
these as fol lows:

Pre-Ho meric re li gion did not have gods pos sess ing any par tic u -
lar ized form, but rather, at most, cer tain sym bols for the de ity,
which was it self con ceived as in vis i ble. Here there are clear
traces of a re li gion of earth and wa ter, whereas the Olympian re li -
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1 Thus Ar is totle was cor rect, in the first book of his Meta phys ics, in treat ing the en tire 
pre ced ing his tory of Greek phi los o phy within the frame work of this ground-mo tive.
To be sure, one must ex er cise a proper crit i cal re serve as to his eval u a tion of his pre -
de ces sors, and one must dis count his typ i cally Ar is to te lian ter mi nol ogy and his char -
ac ter is tic at tempt at syn the sis; nev er the less, I shall dem on strate in de tail that the
view can not be main tained that the en tire form-mat ter scheme is noth ing more than a 
fab ri ca tion of Ar is totle him self.

2 The tel lu ric re li gions fo cus their at ten tion on “mother earth” as the or i gin of life;
whereas the chthonic re li gions are di rected more to the in or ganic soil, and the ura nic 
to the sky and later also to the sea.

3 The pres ence of this re li gious con flict, which Friedrich Wil helm Nietz sche in his
youth ful work of ge nius The Birth of Trag edy out of the Spirit of Mu sic (Leip zig,
1872) char ac ter ized as the split be tween the Apollonian and the Di o ny sian el e ments, 
may be re garded as hav ing been de fin i tively es tab lished since the in ves ti ga tions of
Johann Jakob Bachofen and Erwin Rohde. For one who is not in a po si tion to ac -
quaint him self with the ex ten sive lit er a ture on the de vel op ment of the Greek re li -
gions, the book of H. W. Rüssel, Antike Welt und Christentum (Am ster dam/ Leip zig, 
1941), pp. 48 ff., is a good source of in for ma tion, al though his pre sen ta tion is
strongly in flu enced by the Ro man Cath o lic syn the sis be tween the ground-mo tives of 
the Greek and the Chris tian re li gions. The fa mous smaller book of Albrecht Die -
terich, Mut ter Erde (1905; 3rd ed., 1925), also re mains very in struc tive. Die terich
was a stu dent of Prof. Usener, to whom I shall re fer later.

4 At tempts to de ci pher the Cretan script, which could be a rich source of in for ma tion
con cern ing the an cient, pre-Greek (Minoan) forms of re li gion, have to the pres ent
con sis tently met with fail ure. Even if these ef forts should be come suc cess ful, how -
ever, the re con struc tion of the pre-Ho meric re li gions, with their strong lo cal dif fer -
ences, would re main hy po thet i cal in many re spects, for there are also many other
non-Greek el e ments ly ing hid den in them.



gion of Zeus would seem to have arisen from the wor ship of an
orig i nally Indo-Ger manic sky-god, i.e., a par tic u lar in di vid ual de -
ity. … This an cient re li gion has the char ac ter of na ture myth, and
like na ture it self it is wilder, more un pre dict able, and of ten more
cruel and de monic than the gods of Homer. On the other hand, it
is also filled with a pro found eth i cal se ri ous ness. The pre-Ho me -
ric Greek ap proached his gods with dread, deep hu mil ity, pi ety,
and rev er ence. His gods were gods of the sa cred, un break able or -
ders of birth, death, blood, the earth, pro cre ation, and growth. Un -
like the male gods of Homer, it was here that fe male de i ties stood
in the fore ground and were sought out by men for help, bless ing,
and de liv er ance. The mercy which these de i ties of mother earth
dis played in giv ing help was equalled, how ever, by the pit i less -
ness and ineluctability of their curse. Whereas for Homer death is 
a shad owy thing which is no con cern to one who is alive and
healthy, since his gods are gods of life, the cen ter of pre-Ho meric
re li gion is oc cu pied by death, the cult of the dead, and the con vic -
tion that there is a con tin ued ex is tence af ter death. For this rea son 
the dead were here bur ied in the mother earth, while in Homer
cre ma tion was the usual prac tice.1

Nilsson, Cornford, and oth ers have con vinc ingly dem on strated that this
last fea ture men tioned by Rüssel does not in any way im ply that prim i -
tive Greek na ture re li gion held to a be lief in the per sonal im mor tal ity of
the soul.2 It was only later that the be lief in in di vid ual im mor tal ity,
which had been pres ent in Or phic and Py thag o rean cir cles and es pe -
cially among those who had been ini ti ated into the Eleusinian mys ter ies, 
came in any real sense to re place the old na ture be lief in the im mor tal ity 
of the stream of life through out the cy cle of gen er a tions. As we shall see 
later, this change could not have taken place apart from the in flu ence of
the in di vid u al iz ing ten den cies of the re li gion of cul ture. For, what ever
re mained in pre-Homeric re li gion of a be lief in the per sonal im mor tal ity 
of rul ers and na tional heroes who were spe cially fa vored by the gods
and were granted a blessed sec ond life in the “Ely sian fields,” lay be -
yond the sphere of na ture re li gion proper. Per haps such be liefs were
based on a tra di tion de scended from the highly de vel oped re li gious con -
cep tions of Minoan civ i li za tion, which prob a bly orig i nated with the
Egyp tians, a tra di tion that in any case meant lit tle to the com mon peo -
ple.

Within this pre-Homeric re li gion of na ture there was pre dom i nantly a
sin gle ground-mo tive at work, which re tained a last ing place in the sub -
stra tum of the Greek mind. This was the mo tive of the di vine, eter nally
flow ing stream of life. Arising from mother earth, this stream of life pe ri -

5

Reformation and Scholasticism in Philosophy – Volume I

1 H. W. Rüssel, op. cit., pp. 46 ff. (Eng lish ver sion by trans la tor).
2 Cf., e. g., Mar tin Persson Nilsson, Geschichte der griechischen Re li gion (Mu nich,

1941), p. 637; esp. p. 640.



od i cally, in the cy cle of time, brings forth ev ery thing that has in di vid ualod i cally, in the cy cle of time, brings forth ev ery thing that has in di vid ual
form and shape; but then, in ev i ta bly, the lat ter falls prey to blind, un pre -
dict able fate, to dread Ananke ( jAnavgkh; ne ces sity), in or der that the eter -
nally flow ing and form less stream of life might con tinue on with its cy cle
of birth, death, and re birth. This di vine stream of life, cours ing through
ev ery thing that has bodily form, is a psy chic fluid, which is not bound to
the lim its of the bodily form and thus can not die with the lat ter, but which
is con ceived of nev er the less as ma te rial and earthly. The deep est mys tery
of the “psy che” lies in an ec static tran scend ing of one’s bodily lim its in a
mys ti cal ab sorp tion into the di vine to tal ity of life. In the words of
Heraclitus, the ob scure thinker of Ephesus, “You could not in your go ing
find the ends of the soul... so deep is its law (Logos; Lovgo").”1

In Di o ny sus, who ap pears in Homer and Hesiod as the wild god of wine
veg e ta tion, the ground-mo tive spo ken of here – which I have des ig nated
the Greek mat ter mo tive in its po lar op po si tion to the form mo tive of the
re li gion of cul ture – is em bod ied in its most preg nant form. It is note wor -
thy that this de ity, whose wor ship had been im ported from Thrace,2 did
not re ceive a fixed cul tural form and a de vel oped per son al ity in the Greek
pan theon un til he was brought into con nec tion with his an ti pode, the Del -
phic god Apollo. For, as we shall see later, Apollo be came the most preg -
nant ex pres sion of the Greek form mo tive, even though he too was prob a -
bly non-Greek in or i gin, and in spite of the fact that, as an orac u lar god, he
had a con trast ing, ec static side to his per son al ity.

The young Nietz sche, in his bril liant work The Birth of Trag edy, was
acute enough to de tect the sharp dis tinc tion be tween these con trast ing
“night” and “light” sides of Greek re li gion. Through his in flu ence the op -
po si tion be tween the Di o ny sian and Apollonian el e ments in the Greek
spirit has be come com mon place in the sub se quent lit er a ture. In no way
did this mean, how ever, that in sight had been gained into the rad i cal
mean ing and the true in ter re la tion ship be tween these two op pos ing re li -
gious mo tives. In deed, this was im pos si ble, as long as re li gion was re -
garded ex clu sively from the im ma nence-stand point and the at tempt was
made to un der stand it as a psy cho log i cal phe nom e non or to ex plain it so -
cio log i cally.

It should be re peated by way of em pha sis that in the an cient re li gion of
na ture the de ity was not con ceived and rep re sented in an es tab lished form
and a per sonal shape. The de ity it self re mained fluid and in vis i ble in the
eter nally flow ing stream of life. There was, how ever, no ab stract unity in
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1 Trans la tor’s note: Cf. Kathleen Free man, Ancilla to the Pre-So cratic Phi los o phers:
A Com plete Trans la tion of the Frag ments in Diels, Fragmente der Vorsokratiker
(Cam bridge, Mass., 1948), p.27.

2 Trans la tor’s note: The clause re gard ing Thrace has been in ter po lated on the ba sis of
a re mark in Herman Dooyeweerd’s own cor ri genda and of his A New Cri tique of
The o ret i cal Thought, I (Phil a del phia/ Am ster dam, 1953), 62. 



the con cep tion of the de ity. On the con trary, a bound less mul ti plic ity of
di vine pow ers was wor shiped, in con nec tion with the im mense va ri ety of
nat u ral phe nom ena, which were con tin u ally em bod ied in a flow ing and
vari able no tion of the de ity.

In this sit u a tion, it is un der stand able that the rise of rel a tively per ma -
nent, dis crete in di vid ual forms and shapes in na ture was felt to be an “in -
jus tice,” for which, in ac cor dance with the mys te ri ous say ing of Anaxi -
mander, the Ionian na ture phi los o pher, they must “make rep a ra tion to one
an other... ac cord ing to the ar range ment of Time.”1 Like wise, it is clear
how in the tel lu ric re li gion of Gaia, Demeter, and Di o ny sus, and at first
also in the Eleusinian mys tery cult, which was con nected to the wor ship of 
Demeter and at one time be came at tached to the cult of Di o ny sus (Di o ny -
sus Iacchus), the be lief in the con ti nu ity of the di vine stream of life
through the com ing and go ing of the gen er a tions could be a source of
com fort in the face of the nec es sary de struc tion of all in di vid ual life that
was em bod ied in a spe cific vis i ble form and shape.2

In later times also, Di o ny sus re mained the de ity in whom life and death
were united. As a god with a per sonal form and shape, he dif fered from the 
Olympian cul ture gods in lack ing im mor tal ity. His grave was even dis -
played in the sanc tu ary at Delphi. In the Or phic doc trine, which I shall dis -
cuss later, he be came, as Di o ny sus Zagreus, the suf fer ing god who was
torn asun der and de voured by the Ti tans (here the per son i fi ca tion of the
prin ci ple of evil). In the Or phic mys ter ies, this suf fer ing of the dy ing god
was sym bol i cally re en acted: in or gi as tic frenzy an i mals were torn to
pieces and their flesh was con sumed raw, in or der that the par tic i pants
might en ter into com mu nion with the suf fer ing of Di o ny sus. There upon,
the suf fer ing and death of this god was fol lowed by his mi rac u lous re birth
in a new form.

The con nec tion of pre-Homeric re li gions with the mys tery cult of
Eleusis and Samothrace, with the Or phic and Di o ny sian move ment dur ing 
the re li gious cri sis of the tran si tion pe riod of Greek his tory, and also with
the re li gious ideas of the tra ge di ans (Aes chy lus and Soph o cles), of Pindar, 
and of the Greek phi los o phers (es pe cially Py thag o ras, Empedocles, and
Plato) was pointed out as early as the fa mous book Psy che,3 writ ten by
Nietz sche’s friend Erwin Rohde. Since then, the sci en tific study of re li -
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1 Trans la tor’s note: Free man, op. cit, p.19.
2 Cf. Nilsson, op. cit., pp. 439-40. In this con nec tion, see also the well-known verses

of Aes chy lus, in which, ac cord ing to Wilamowitz, the en tire Demeter re li gion can
be dis cerned: kai; gai'an aujthvn, h} ta; pavnta tivktetai, qrevyasav d! au\\qi" tw'nde ku''ma 
lambavnei. [Choephoroi 127].

3 Erwin Rohde, Psy che: The Cult of Souls and Be lief in Im mor tal ity among the Greeks
(tr. from the 8th ed.; Lon don/ New York, 1925).



gion in both its phil o log i cal1 and eth no log i cal2 as pects has fur ther broad -
ened and deep ened these in sights.

The new cul ture re li gion was em bod ied in the of fi cial re li gion of the
Greek polis (city-state). It cre ated the first na tional re li gious cen ter at
Mount Olym pus. In con trast to the re li gion of na ture, it was the re li gion of
ra tio nal form, mea sure, and har mony. It soon re ceived its most typ i cally
Greek ex pres sion in the Del phic Apollo, the law-giver. The Olympian de -
i ties left “mother earth” and be came im mor tal, ra di ant form-gods, who in
their supersensible form and per sonal shape were equiv a lent to ide al ized
and per son i fied cul tural pow ers.

This new re li gion, which ob tained its most bril liant ex pres sion in the
epic po etry of Homer, at tempted to ab sorb into it self the older re li gion,
both as to its orig i nal Greek3 and as to its im ported and its pre-Greek do -
mes tic el e ments. It at tempted to adapt it to its own ground-mo tive of form, 
mea sure, and har mony. In par tic u lar, it sought to re strain the ec static, tel -
lu ric wor ship of Di o ny sus by means of the law ful form prin ci ple of the
ser vice of Apollo. At Delphi, Apollo and Di o ny sus be came broth ers, with
the lat ter los ing his in de ter mi nate wild ness and ap pear ing in the more se ri -
ous role of a “shep herd of souls.”

In their the ogo nies, the an cient Greek theo log i cal po ets (Homer,
Hesiod) and the Or phic seers of the ar chaic tran si tion pe riod at tempted to
make clear to the peo ple that the Olympian de i ties had been brought forth
by the form less, fluid na ture gods them selves. In the pro cess of be com ing
set forth in Hesiod’s the ogony, which along with Homer’s theo gon ic con -
struc tions ex erted great in flu ence on the de vel op ment of Greek philo -
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1 In this con nec tion par tic u lar men tion is due the school of Herman Karl Usener,
whose work Götternamen: Versuch einer Lehre von der religiösen Begriffsbildung
(Bonn, 1896) had a great in flu ence, even though it met with some crit i cism.

2 Here I men tion only Miss J. E. Har ri son, Pro le gom ena to the Study of the Greek Re -
li gion (Cam bridge/ New York, 1903) and Themis: A Study of the So cial Or i gins of
Greek Re li gion (Cam bridge, 1912, with later edi tions re main ing un changed). In spite 
of her of ten spec u la tive com bin ing of Émile Durkheim's positivistic so cio log i cal
method with the ideas of Henri Bergson, the French phi los o pher of life, she has nev -
er the less made a va ri ety of im por tant dis cov er ies with re spect to the an cient Greek
re li gions of na ture, in par tic u lar that of the ejniauto;" daivmwn, the rep re sen ta tive of
veg e ta tive life in its death and re vival. Men tion can also be made of the in flu en tial
book From Re li gion to Phi los o phy (Lon don, 1912) by the Cam bridge phi los o pher F. 
M. Cornford, whose work also has strong ties with Durkheim's so ci ol ogy. Cf. also
the book Zeus (I, 1914; II, 1925), by A. B. Cook, who be longs to this same school.

3 The el e ments be long ing to the proto-Greek re li gion un doubt edly in cluded the orig i -
nal partriarchal ser vice of Zeus, the sky god, of Po sei don, the sea god, of Athena, as
a house hold god dess, and of Hestia, the god dess of the hearth, and also the cult of
the fore fa thers. Cf. Nilsson, op. cit., pp. 313 ff.



soph i cal thought, the form less con fu sion of Chaos1 arises first, and there -
af ter mother earth (Gaia) and the un der world. Si mul ta neously, there ap -
pears eros or sex ual love, the prin ci ple of the di vine stream of life and the
driv ing force in the de vel op ment from chaos to cos mos. From the mar -
riage of Gaia and Ura nus, the first sky god, come Cronus and Rhea. The
lat ter, in turn, bring forth Zeus and his two broth ers, who sub se quently de -
throne Cronus.

All of these at tempts at syn the sis were doomed, how ever, for three rea -
sons:

(1) The new cul ture re li gion ig nored the deep est prob lems of life and
death. The Olympian de i ties of fered pro tec tion to man only so
long as he was strong and healthy. They with drew them selves
when the dark power of Ananke or Moira, against which even
Zeus, the su preme sky god, was pow er less, sounded the death knell 
over those who were un der their pro tec tion. In the words of
Homer, “Not even the gods can fend it away from a man they love, 
when once the de struc tive doom of lev el ing death has fas tened
upon him.”2

(2) As a mere cul ture re li gion, the re li gion of Olym pus in its myth o -
log i cal, Ho meric form clashed with the eth i cal stan dards of the
Greek peo ple. For al though the mo ral ity of the Greeks stood un der
the pro tec tion and sanc tion of the Olympian gods, the lat ter them -
selves, as Homer pre sented them, lived “be yond good and evil.”
They en gaged in adul tery and theft, and my thol ogy glo ri fied de -
ceit, if only it was con trived “in a di vine man ner.”

(3) The re splen dent di vine as sem blage of Olym pus was too far re -
moved from the or di nary peo ple. In the his tor i cal form in which it
was cast, the Ho meric world of the gods was ap pro pri ate to Greek
civ i li za tion only dur ing the feu dal age of Mycenean knight hood,
and it lost any real con tact with so ci ety at large as soon as the role
of the knight had been played out. Af ter this, it could find sup port
only in the power of the Greek polis. It was pre cisely dur ing the
crit i cal tran si tion pe riod from the era of Mycenean knight hood to
the Per sian wars, when the Greek polis en dured its cru cial test in
splen did fash ion, that the re li gious cri sis arose which Nilsson char -
ac ter izes as the con flict be tween the ec static (mys ti cal) and le gal is -
tic ten den cies.3 The for mer, which came to ex pres sion in the
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1 It ap pears un ac cept able to me that the word “chaos” in Hesiod (Theog. 116) should
mean “gap ing, im mea sur able empty space.” An “empty space” can not pro cre ate; but 
that is ex actly what Hesiod’s chaos does (ibid., p.123).

2 Homer, Od ys sey (Lattimore trans la tion; New York, 1967), p. 57.
3 Nilsson, op. cit., pp. 578 ff.



so-called Di o ny sian and Or phic move ments, which I shall dis cuss
later, was a re vival and ref or ma tion of the sup pressed older re li -
gion,1 while the lat ter found its typ i cal rep re sen ta tive in Hesiod as
a de fender of the newer re li gion of cul ture.

For these rea sons, then, it is un der stand able that the Greeks, while hon -
or ing the Olympian de i ties as the of fi cial gods of the polis, should have
held fast in their pri vate lives to the an cient re li gions of na ture and of
life, and that the deeper re li gious im pulses of the masses should have
drawn them es pe cially to the mys tery cultus, where the prob lems of life
and death stood at the cen ter. Al ready in the sixth cen tury be fore Christ, 
the cul ture re li gion, in the myth o log i cal form given it by Homer, had
been se ri ously un der mined. The crit i cism to which it was sub jected in
in tel lec tual cir cles be came in creas ingly bold, and the Soph ist move -
ment, the “Greek En light en ment,” scoffed at it with rel a tive im pu nity,
even though there was a cer tain amount of re ac tion which took the form 
of tri als against athe ism.

Nev er the less, the di a lec ti cal re li gious ground-mo tive which had been
en gen dered in the Greek con scious ness by the en coun ter be tween the
older na ture re li gions and the Olympian cul ture re li gion con tin ued to live
on, and af ter the in flu ence of my thol ogy had been un der mined, it was able 
to un dergo mod i fi ca tion in philo soph i cal cir cles, cloth ing it self in be liefs
and ideas that were more ap pro pri ate to the re li gious needs of the time.
This di a lec ti cal ground-mo tive, which had come to ex pres sion as early as
Homer and Hesiod in the op po si tion be tween the dark Moira and the ra -
tio nal power of Zeus, re tained the im print of this con flict be tween the eter -
nal flow of all forms, an ir ra tio nal prin ci ple which re mained bound to the
earth, and the “supermundane” ra tio nal and im mor tal form prin ci ple,
which is not sub ject to the stream of be com ing.

The mat ter prin ci ple of form less flu id ity (which is es sen tially ori ented
to the con cep tion of the bio-organic as pect of tem po ral re al ity as be ing
“an i mated” or en dowed with soul), in its in dis sol u ble con nec tion with
Ananke, the threat en ing, un pre dict able power of fate, gives to Greek
thought a typ i cally ob scure, mys ti cal cast which is for eign to mod ern, nat -
u ral sci en tific think ing. In con trast, the form prin ci ple (which in es sence is 
ori ented to the cul tural as pect of tem po ral re al ity) con tin u ally di rects the
mind to the supersensible and im per ish able form of re al ity, which does
not al low it self to be grasped in a mere con cept, but is rather to be in tu ited
in a non-sensible, lu mi nous fig ure or form. This too is a pri me val Greek
trait. The Olympian de i ties were held to be im per ish able, lu mi nous fig -
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no tion de la matière dans la philosophie grecque depuis les origines jusqu’à
Théophraste (Paris, 1906), chap ter X; cf. also Otto Kern, Die Re li gion der Griechen, 
II (Berlin, 1935), 182.



ures be yond the reach of sense per cep tion. In like man ner, the Greek could 
only con ceive that which ex ists im mu ta bly in a shin ing non-sensible
form.

That this form prin ci ple is re lated to the the o ret i cal in tu ition of forms
co mes to clear ex pres sion in the Greek terms eidos (ei\do") and idea
(ijdeva), which play a very im por tant role in Pla tonic and Ar is to te lian phi -
los o phy. Both of these terms are de rived from the stem I D (ijdei'n, “to see,
to in tuit”). They can not be un der stood apart from the Greek form mo tive.
The same ap plies to the Greek idea of the ory (theoria; qewriva) to which I
shall re peat edly turn in the course of my in ves ti ga tion. Theoria too con tin -
u ally in volves the ac tiv ity of ob ser va tion, which at tempts to ap pre hend
the con cept in a non-sensible form or fig ure.

Within the re li gious ground-mo tive of Greek thought, how ever, the
prin ci ples of form and mat ter are unbreakably in ter re lated, in the sense
that they mu tu ally pre sup pose each other. In their di a lec ti cal in ter re la tion -
ship they de ter mine the Greek con cep tion of the “na ture” (physis) of
things. At one point, this might well be looked for in the “ensouled” fluid
con tin uum of the mat ter prin ci ple, or, at an other point, ex clu sively in the
supersensible ra tio nal form-principle. For the most part, how ever, it is
sought in a di a lec ti cal syn the sis of the two. This di a lec ti cal ground-mo -
tive leads Greek thought into true po lar an tith e ses and causes it to di verge
into move ments that seem to op pose each other rad i cally. These, how ever, 
man i fest their un der ly ing af fin ity within this ground-mo tive it self. The
Greek in tel lec tual com mu nity was rooted in this ground-mo tive, and for
this rea son it is quite im pos si ble to un der stand the his tory of Greek phi los -
o phy in its unique ness with out hav ing come to grips with it.

In this first vol ume I shall pres ent a sur vey of this de vel op ment up to
and in clud ing Plato. My crit i cal in ves ti ga tion of Scho las tic phi los o phy in
the sec ond vol ume will also pres ent the op por tu nity of ex am in ing later
Greek and, in par tic u lar, Ar is to te lian phi los o phy in the light of the Greek
ground-mo tive. In keep ing with the over all de sign of this work, the an -
thro po log i cal ques tions will stand at the cen ter of in quiry. Thereby, the
tran scen den tal cri tique of West ern thought, which I ini ti ated in my Phi -
los o phy of the Law-Idea (Vol ume I, part II), will be brought to a pro vi -
sional com ple tion.

b.     The Scrip tural Ground-Motive of the Chris tian Re li gion:
       Cre ation, the Fall into Sin, and Re demp tion

The sec ond ground-mo tive is that of cre ation, the fall into sin, and re -
demp tion through Christ Je sus in the com mu nion of the Holy Spirit.
Tying in with Old Tes ta ment Ju da ism, the Chris tian re li gion in tro duced
this theme into West ern thought as a new com mu nal re li gious mo tive,
which, al ready in its doc trine of cre ation, placed it self in di a met ri cal op -
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po si tion to the ground-mo tive of an cient phi los o phy.

As the au then tic rev e la tion of God’s Word, this mo tive is dis tin guished
by its in te gral and rad i cal char ac ter. That is, it pen e trates to the root of
cre ated re al ity. As the Cre ator, God re veals him self as the ab so lute and in -
te gral or i gin of all things. No self-sufficient, equally pri mor dial power
stands over against him. For this rea son, no ex pres sion of a dualistic prin -
ci ple of or i gin can be found within the cre ated cos mos.

In the pow er ful words of the 139th Psalm, this in te gral char ac ter of the
Scrip tural cre ation mo tive is ex pressed in an un sur passed man ner:

Where can I go from your Spirit?
Where can I flee from your pres ence?
If I go up to the heav ens, you are there;
if I make my bed in the depths, you
are there.

If I rise on the wings of the dawn,
if I set tle on the far side of the sea,
even there your hand will guide me,
your right hand will hold me fast.

If I say, “Surely the dark ness will hide me
and the light be come night around me,”
even the dark ness will not be dark to you;
the night will shine like the day,
for dark ness is as light to you. (NIV)

Truly, the mes sage of this psalm stands at the an tip o des of the Greek
du al ism of the form and mat ter mo tives.

In the rev e la tion that he cre ated hu man kind af ter his own im age, God
dis closed hu man kind to it self in the fun da men tal re li gious unity of its
creaturely ex is tence, where the en tire mean ing of the tem po ral cos mos
had been com pre hen sively fo cused. Ac cord ing to God’s plan of cre ation,
the in te gral Or i gin of all things finds its creaturely im age in the hu man
heart. The hu man heart is thus the in te gral, in di vid ual-spiritual fun da men -
tal unity of all the func tions and struc tures of tem po ral re al ity. Drawn to -
gether at the point where hu man life has its spir i tual cen ter, these func -
tions and struc tures were sup posed to be di rected to wards the ab so lute Or -
i gin, as hu man be ings com pletely sur ren der them selves in lov ing ser vice
to God and their neigh bor. This rev e la tion had the ef fect of cut ting off at
its root the re li gious du al ism of the Greek form-matter mo tive, which
 comes to its clear est ex pres sion in the re li gious an tith e sis found in Greek
an thro pol ogy be tween a ma te rial body and a the o ret i cal men tal sub stance
hav ing the char ac ter of pure form.

In sep a ra bly re lated to the rev e la tion of cre ation is that of the fall into
sin. In the di a lec ti cal ground-mo tives sin has no place in its rad i cal Scrip -
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tural sense. In deed, it can not play a role there, be cause one can un der stand 
it prop erly only as he is pos sessed of the gen u ine, rad i cal self-knowledge
that is the fruit of di vine rev e la tion. Within the re li gious con scious ness of
the Greeks, the only thing that ob tained rec og ni tion was the con flict be -
tween the prin ci ples of form and mat ter. Mod ern hu man ism sim ply re -
placed this op po si tion with that be tween the world of sense, or “na ture,”
which was ruled by the me chan i cal law of cau sa tion, and the “ra tio nal au -
ton o mous free dom” of hu man per son al ity. Even in its more pro found
Kantian con cep tion, the de scrip tion of this con flict could reach no fur ther
than the ac knowl edg ment of an evil moral in cli na tion in man to al low his
ac tions to be guided by his sen sual pas sions rather than by the moral law.
In nei ther case, how ever, is the op po si tion one that oc curs in the re li gious
root of man’s life. In both it takes place only in the tem po ral ram i fi ca tions
of hu man ex is tence, where it is merely absolutized in a re li gious sense. As
a con se quence, the sense of guilt could not avoid be ing di a lec ti cal in char -
ac ter, con sist ing in a de pre ci a tion of one side of the cos mos in fa vor of a
con trast ing, de i fied side. We shall see later on that the Romanistic con cep -
tion also elim i nated the radicality of the fall by con ceiv ing of sin as noth -
ing more than the loss of a “su per nat u ral gift of grace.”

In con trast, the Word of God in its rev e la tion con cern ing the fall into sin 
pierces through to the root, the re li gious cen ter, of hu man na ture. As apos -
tasy from God, the fall took place in the in te gral cen ter, the heart and soul,
of hu man ex is tence. As alien ation from the ab so lute Source of life, it was
spir i tual death. The fall, there fore, was rad i cal, and pre cisely for this rea -
son it af fected the tem po ral cos mos in its en tirety, since the lat ter is
brought to its fun da men tal re li gious unity only in man. Ev ery con cep tion
that de nies this rad i cal mean ing of the fall, even though it re tains the word
“rad i cal,” as in Kant’s eth i cal teach ing con cern ing the “rad i cal evil” in hu -
man na ture, stands di a met ri cally op posed to the ground-mo tive of Scrip -
ture and does not know man, nor God, nor the abys mal depth of sin.

The rev e la tion of the fall into sin, on its part, has no room for an au ton o -
mous prin ci ple of or i gin stand ing over against the Cre ator. Sin is un able,
there fore, to in tro duce an ul ti mate du al ism into the cre ated cos mos. Sa tan
him self is merely a crea ture who in his cre ated free dom vol un tarily apos -
ta tized from God.

The Di vine Word, whom the Gos pel of John de clares to have cre ated all 
things, was made flesh in Christ Je sus. Thus the Word en tered into both
the root and the tem po ral ram i fi ca tions, into the soul and body, of hu man
na ture. Just for this rea son the re demp tion ac com plished by the Word is a
rad i cal one. It was the re gen er a tion of man and thereby of the en tire cre -
ated tem po ral cos mos, which had been re li giously con cen trated in man. In 
his cre ative Word, through whom all things have been made and who has
be come flesh in the per son of the Re deemer, God also pre serves the fallen
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cos mos through his com mon grace (gra tia communis) un til the com ing of
the fi nal judg ment. At that time, the re deemed cre ation will be freed from
its par tic i pa tion in the sin ful root of hu man na ture and will be al lowed to
shine in a higher per fec tion. Then the righ teous ness of God will ra di ate
even through Sa tan and his king dom in con fir ma tion of the ab so lute sov -
er eignty of the Cre ator.

Thus, as long as it is un der stood in its pure, Scrip tural sense, this re li -
gious ground-mo tive in no way man i fests in it self a di a lec ti cal, dualistic
char ac ter. When it en tered into the Hel le nis tic world of thought, how ever,
it found it self threat ened from ev ery di rec tion.

Al ready by the first cen tu ries of its ex is tence, the Chris tian church was
forced to en gage in a life or death strug gle in or der to pre vent the Greek
ground-mo tive from over run ning and con quer ing that of the Chris tian re -
li gion. In this con flict there was the for mu la tion of the dogma of the one -
ness of the di vine na ture (homoousia) of the Fa ther and the Son, and
shortly there af ter, that of both of these with the Holy Spirit. More over, the 
dan ger ous in flu ence of Gnosticism within Chris tian thought was brought
to an end. Be fore this time, the so-called Apol o gists as well as the Al ex an -
drian school of Clem ent and Origen had in dulged in a form of Logos spec -
u la tion bor rowed from the Ju daic-Hellenistic syn the sis phi los o phy of
Philo. In its con cep tion of the Di vine Word (Logos) as a demi-god, this
line of think ing gave ex pres sion to a fun da men tal de na tur ing of the Chris -
tian ground-mo tive and trans formed the Chris tian re li gion into a higher
moral doc trine (in the case of the Alexandrians, into a mor al is ti cally-
 tinted re li gious-philosophical sys tem), wherein a great va ri ety of in flu -
ences from the ground-mo tive of Greek phi los o phy came into play. The
Gnos tics as well as Marcion (sec ond cen tury A. D.) also at tempted to di -
vorce the Old and the New Tes ta ments, and it was above all through its
pres er va tion of the un break able unity be tween these that the Chris tian
church un der God’s di rec tion was able at this time to con quer the re li gious 
du al ism, in tro duced by Gnosticism, which drove a wedge be tween cre -
ation and re demp tion and thereby re verted to a dualistic prin ci ple of or i -
gin.

In the or tho dox Patristics, philo sophic thought then reached its high
point with Aurelius Au gus tine, who placed his stamp on Chris tian phi los -
o phy un til the thir teenth cen tury and who con tin ued as an im por tant in flu -
ence even af ter that time. No one was yet in a po si tion, how ever, to
achieve a suf fi ciently in de pend ent ex pres sion of the Chris tian ground-
 mo tive within philo soph i cal thought it self. In par tic u lar, there ex isted at
this time great unclarity con cern ing the re la tion ship of phi los o phy to dog -
matic the ol ogy, be cause the in ner con nec tion of philo sophic thought to
the re li gious ground-mo tives had not yet been dis cov ered. The Chris tian
char ac ter of phi los o phy was sought in its re la tion ship of sub or di na tion to
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dog matic the ol ogy,1 a re la tion ship that was so con ceived that all philo -
soph i cal is sues were treated within a sci en tific theo log i cal frame work. In
this way, Chris tian phi los o phy (philosophia christiana) and Chris tian the -
ol ogy came to be iden ti fied, and un der the in flu ence of the Greek idea of
theoria, the threat re peat edly arose of even iden ti fy ing this the ol ogy with
the Chris tian re li gion. Later on I shall deal with all of these points at
length, and in so do ing I shall turn my tran scen den tal cri tique on Chris tian 
thought it self.

Un der these cir cum stances, there was no ob jec tion to tak ing over lock,
stock, and bar rel many im por tant el e ments from an cient phi los o phy, for
the ground-mo tive of the lat ter had not yet been clearly dis cerned as to its
pa gan char ac ter. Thus theo lo gians re sorted to adapt ing or ac com mo dat ing 
hea then thought to the doc trine of the Chris tian church. As we shall ob -
serve later on, this led of ne ces sity to an un crit i cal re cep tion of a large
amount of hea then con cep tual mat ter into Chris tian phi los o phy. In turn,
the ol ogy too was in fected at more than one point by the un crit i cal adop -
tion of Greek philo soph i cal doc trines.

In Au gus tine’s thought, how ever, at least the Chris tian ground-mo tive
was on the whole pre served in tact. Here then there is no ques tion of a
stand point of a truly re li gious syn the sis, which de lib er ately aims to unite
the Scrip tural and the Greek ground-mo tives.2

c.     The Romanistic Scho las tic Syn the sis Mo tive of Na ture
       and Grace

The at tempt to bridge the rad i cal an tith e sis be tween the Greek and the
Chris tian ground-mo tives led in the pe riod of the ec cle si as ti cally uni fied 
cul ture un der the sway of Romanism to a new ba sic di a lec ti cal theme,
that of na ture and grace. It is this mo tive that placed its dis tinc tive im -
print on me di eval Scho las ti cism. With its in ter nally un re solved du al ism
it also con tin ued to dom i nate reformational thought to a sig nif i cant ex -
tent. That was the case even though the Ref or ma tion had over come it in
prin ci ple by re turn ing to the Scrip tural doc trine of the rad i cal mean ing
for hu man na ture of the fall into sin, which had also been de fended by
Au gus tine, and to the con fes sion of jus ti fi ca tion by faith alone. In deed,
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1  Here we may al ready ob serve that the view that phi los o phy is the hand maiden of
the ol ogy (ancilla theologiae) is noth ing else than a trans po si tion of the Ar is to te lian
con cept of the “sci ence of the end of all things and of the good” (i. e., meta phys i cal
the ol ogy), as the queen of the sci ences, which “...the other sci ences, like
slave-women, may not even con tra dict....” Cf. Ar is totle, Meta phys ics, B 996 b 10:
“For in as much as it is most ar chi tec tonic and au thor i ta tive and the other sci ences,
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is of the na ture of Wis dom (for the other things are for the sake of the end).” Ar is -
totle, Meta phys ics (tr. W. D. Ross; Ox ford, 1908; sec ond ed., 1928).

2 In this re gard, Au gus tine’s use of the terms “na ture” and “grace” is not de ci sive. He
pre serves in tact the in te gral and rad i cal char ac ter of the Scrip tural ground-mo tive.



the reformational the ol ogy of Lu ther and es pe cially that of Cal vin took
great ini tial strides to ward free ing the Scrip tural ground-mo tive from its 
en tan gle ment with scho las tic phi los o phy; nev er the less, there re mained
im por tant scho las tic rem nants in Ref or ma tion the ol ogy. And since, as I
shall dem on strate, the ol ogy as a sci ence can not do with out philo soph i -
cal foun da tions, and since the way to an in ner ref or ma tion of phi los o -
phy cer tainly had not yet been found, the “school phi los o phy” soon re -
gained its in flu ence un der Melanchthon. As a con se quence, there arose
be side that of Rome a Protestant brand of Scho las ti cism, which shared
with its Ro man sis ter the di a lec ti cal syn the sis mo tive of na ture and
grace, even though it gave to this mo tive a new twist, which was more
adapted to the the ol ogy of the Ref or ma tion.

The di a lec ti cal and in ter nally dualistic char ac ter of this new
ground-mo tive is la tent in the at tempt to rec on cile the Greek (in par tic u lar
the Ar is to te lian) con cep tion of the na ture (physis) of things, which was
com pletely de ter mined by the dualistic form-mat ter theme, with the
Scrip tural con cep tion of the na ture of cre ated re al ity, which is based on
the di vine or der of cre ation. In the scho las tic views of man, this mo tive
came to preg nant ex pres sion in the no tion that the re la tion ship of the hu -
man soul and body is that be tween an anima rationalis, as sub stan tial
form, and a ma te rial body. With its af fin i ties to the di a lec ti cal form-mat ter 
mo tive, this con cep tion left no room for in sight into the fun da men tal re li -
gious unity of cre ated hu man ex is tence. Nei ther could it be har mo nized, in 
its con sis tent elab o ra tion, with the rad i cal mean ing of the fall into sin and
of re demp tion.

As long as this ground-mo tive con trolled phi los o phy, it con tin u ally led
to the ap pear ance of typ i cally di a lec ti cal ten sions within Chris tian
thought. At one time, the lat ter would be driven in a dan ger ous pa gan di -
rec tion, which as cribed the pri macy to na ture in its typ i cally scho las tic
sense; at an other time, it would be driven in a no less per il ous mys ti cal di -
rec tion, which to the ne glect of the cre ation mo tive iden ti fied na ture with
sin and sought to flee na ture in a mys ti cal ex pe ri ence of grace. Yet a third
pos si bil ity was an out right du al ism, which as cribed a com plete in de pend -
ence to na ture and wanted to make a rad i cal sep a ra tion be tween na ture and 
grace. In this pro cess, the way was once again opened in Chris tian thought 
for the in flu ence of Gnosticism, as well as for the semi-Pau line the ory of
Marcion with its dualistic dis tinc tion be tween the im per fect Cre ator God
of the Old Tes ta ment and the per fect Re deemer God of the New.

As long as this ground-mo tive it self was main tained, it was only the Ro -
man ec cle si as ti cal au thor i ties who were in a po si tion to keep this re li gious
pseudosynthesis alive, by of fi cially con demn ing “her e sies” in the scho -
las tic phi los o phy. In this ef fort, they found their great est sup port in the so -
lu tion of fered by Thomas Aqui nas, who pos ited na ture as the au ton o mous
but sub or di nate “pre am ble” of grace or supernature. Fur ther, the mu tual
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re la tion ship be tween these was con ceived as that be tween mat ter and
form. Thus Thomas came to his so lu tion with the aid of the same de vice
that had al ready done ser vice in the Greek in tel lec tual com mu nity to bind
to gether two an tag o nis tic re li gious ground-mo tives.

In the sec ond vol ume of this work, this scho las tic syn the sis, as it
worked it self out within the philo soph i cal thought which it gov erned, will
as sume an im por tant place and will be sub jected to a tran scen den tal cri -
tique. In the pres ent con nec tion our aim is only to ob tain a clear in sight
into the na ture of the ground-mo tive it self. To do this, how ever, it will be
nec es sary for us to em bark on a more de tailed in ves ti ga tion of the re la -
tion ship of what is truly re li gious di a lec tic to what is called the o ret i cal di -
a lec tic. This in quiry, in turn, will in ev i ta bly drive us to ex am ine more
closely the re la tion ship of the syn the sis mo tive of na ture and grace to that
of form and mat ter.

d.     The Mod ern Hu man is tic Ground-Motive of Na ture and
       Free dom

Finally, the fourth ma jor ground-mo tive is that of na ture and free dom. It 
arose at the time of the Re nais sance out of the mod ern hu man is tic re li -
gion of per son al ity and of sci ence. This mo tive sought grad u ally to as -
sim i late the three older ground-mo tives into it self, by sub ject ing them to 
a com plete meta mor pho sis.

This mo tive first ap peared in West ern thought in a spe cific form at a
par tic u lar his tor i cal junc ture. The in ter nal di a lec tic of the Romanistic syn -
the sis of na ture and grace had led the thought of Late-Medieval Scho las ti -
cism into an open du al ism be tween the Chris tian re li gion and nat u ral life.
More over, the ec cle si as ti cally uni fied cul ture, which had suc ceeded in
bring ing all of the spheres of tem po ral life un der the aegis of the church,
had be gun to dis in te grate. Then there arose a re li gion of the hu man per -
son al ity, which grad u ally sec u lar ized the Chris tian mo tive of “free dom in
Christ Je sus” into a new ideal of per son al ity. This ideal cul mi nated in the
idea of the ab so lute au ton omy or self-legislation of the hu man per son al ity, 
cen tered in its rea son. It turned with rev o lu tion ary fer vor against any and
all au thor i tar ian re stric tions im posed on hu man thought by the church or
by the Di vine Word-revelation. Within this per son al ity ideal, the cre ation
mo tive was also sec u lar ized. Here it came to sig nify the dom i na tion of re -
al ity in its en tire ex tent by a new, “cre ative” method of thought, which
stood in con trast to the purely in tu itive ap proach of Greek and scho las tic
phi los o phy.

Hand in hand with this new free dom mo tive of the hu man is tic ideal of
per son al ity, there de vel oped a new con cep tion of na ture. This dif fered
both from the Greek con cep tion of physis and from the scho las tic view of
na ture in a most ba sic fash ion. Here na ture was viewed as the macro -
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cosmic re flec tion of the hu man per son al ity, as a cos mos that of fered in fi -
nite pos si bil i ties for the de ploy ment of man’s cre ative pow ers. Na ture was 
eman ci pated both from the grip of the dark mat ter-motive of Greek
thought and from the Chris tian mo tive of the fall into sin. It was re garded
as in de pend ent of all su per nat u ral pow ers and in flu ences.

In Re nais sance phi los o phy, Giordano Bruno de i fied this novel view of
na ture as “na ture naturating” (natura naturans). Re nais sance art also
brought it to clear ex pres sion. When shortly there af ter Ga li leo and Isaac
New ton laid the foun da tions of mod ern math e mat i cal nat u ral sci ence,
thus point ing the way to the con trol of nat u ral phe nom ena by means of
cap tur ing them in math e mat i cal for mu la tions, within an ab so lutely de ter -
mined net work of causes, the hu man is tic per son al ity ideal seized on this
new sci en tific method with true re li gious zeal and el e vated it to the po si -
tion of the clas si cal ideal of sci ence, which aimed to re con struct re al ity in
all its as pects ac cord ing to its own stan dards. At first this sci ence ideal
con structed a new meta phys ics. This vaunted its abil ity to grasp the true
na ture of re al ity with the help of math e mat i cally ori ented nat u ral sci en -
tific thought, plac ing it self thereby in sharp op po si tion to the Ar is to te -
lian-scholastic meta phys ics of sub stan tial forms. Fur ther more, even af ter
this meta phys ics col lapsed un der the weight of the crit i cisms of Da vid
Hume and Kant, the de ter min is tic ideal of sci ence con tin ued to as sert its
right of do main over the whole of na ture.

From the be gin ning, this new sci ence ideal, which was spawned by the
per son al ity ideal it self, came into di a lec ti cal ten sion with the lat ter, a ten -
sion which since Kant has gen er ally been de scribed as that be tween na -
ture and free dom. Ac cord ing to this view, “na ture” is to be seen as re al ity
con ceived, in ac cor dance with the de ter min is tic ideal of sci ence, as a
closed chain of cause and ef fect, which co mes to ex pres sion in “nat u ral
law-conformity” or “nat u ral ne ces sity.” “Free dom,” in con trast, is the per -
son al ity ideal of free, au ton o mous self-determination. The lat ter can not
tol er ate the de ter min ism with re spect to hu man ac tiv ity which is claimed
by the nat u ral sci ences; it re quires that per son al ity gov ern its own con duct 
in ac cor dance with norms or rules of pro pri ety which are es tab lished by
au ton o mous rea son.

Un der the in flu ence of the clas si cal ideal of sci ence, Kant con tin ued to
view this free dom mo tive in a ra tio nal is tic and in di vid u al is tic fash ion. In
Ro man ti cism and within the sphere of what is called “ab so lute ide al ism,”
how ever, it was given an irrationalistic and uni ver sal ist ic (transper -
sonalistic) turn. The crit i cal bound ary line which Kant had drawn be tween 
na ture and free dom was no lon ger re spected. In deed, the free dom mo tive
forced the clas si cal sci ence ideal to re treat even on the ter rain of na ture.
The at tempt was made to dis cover hid den traces of free dom even within
na ture it self and to ar rive at a di a lec ti cal syn the sis of the two op pos ing re -
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li gious mo tives by the route of the o ret i cal di a lec tic.

In its new irrationalistic and uni ver sal ist ic form, the free dom mo tive
also gave birth to a new sci ence ideal, one that turned away from math e -
mat i cal nat u ral sci ence and took its cue from the sci ence of his tory. Here
the con cern was no lon ger to dis cover uni ver sal laws which would make it 
pos si ble for one com pletely to de ter mine and gov ern the course of phe -
nom ena; rather, it was to ob tain an un der stand ing of the in di vid ual, un re -
peat able phe nom e non, in terms of its his tor i cal and super-individual con -
text, ac cord ing to a method ap pro pri ate to the hu man sci ences (a geistes -
wissenschaftliche method).

In at tempt ing to grasp ev ery thing in its his tor i cal de ter mi na tion, this
new sci ence ideal took its point of de par ture in a historicistic view of re al -
ity. Just like the clas si cal sci ence ideal, how ever, it even tu ally came into
con flict with the free dom mo tive which had given it birth. In its
historicism it de stroyed the be lief in the eter nal va lid ity of the ideas of
free dom and hu man ity. The di a lec ti cal pseudo-synthesis which free dom
ide al ism had made be tween na ture and free dom thus dis solved once again
into a po lar an tith e sis, and this ul ti mately led to the un der min ing of the be -
lief in the value of hu man per son al ity it self. Historicism, dis en gaged from
free dom ide al ism, then moved in a positivistic di rec tion, and for a time it
al lied it self with the evo lu tion ary ap proach of Dar win ism and with mod -
ern so ci ol ogy as the lat ter took its cue from the nat u ral sci ences. In the
twen ti eth cen tury, how ever, as historicism ex tended its in flu ence still fur -
ther, it even un der mined the be lief in evo lu tion. As a fi nal con se quence,
both the ideal of sci ence and the ideal of per son al ity be came in volved in a
pro cess of re li gious up root ing.

In this en tire de vel op ment, the di a lec ti cal char ac ter of the hu man is tic
ground-mo tive co mes into sharp re lief. Un til the end of the pre vi ous cen -
tury it had un der girded the thought of the West ern com mu nity at large.
Through its ab so lute su prem acy in mod ern cul ture, it had also im pressed
its con cep tual pat tern in many ways upon Cath o lic and reformational
thought, at least in so far as these in tel lec tual cur rents did not want to have
them selves banned from the sci en tific com mu nity.

Since in the first vol ume of my Phi los o phy of the Law-Idea I have al -
ready pre sented such a lengthy anal y sis of the di a lec tic of this ground-mo -
tive as it has come to ex pres sion in the his tory of mod ern West ern thought, 
I shall con fine my self at the ap pro pri ate place in this work to pre sent ing a
brief sur vey in which this de vel op ment is sum ma rized as in ci sively as
pos si ble. At the same time, this will shed ad di tional light on the causes of
the pres ent cri sis, which has af fected the very foun da tions of mod ern phi -
los o phy.

In the pres ent con text, I need only point out that, af ter it had sec u lar ized
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the ground-mo tive of the Chris tian re li gion, the hu man is tic ground-mo -
tive grad u ally at tempted to as sim i late both the Greek and scho las tic
ground-mo tives as well. For ex am ple, both Leibniz and Kant made use of
the form-matter mo tive in this way. Both of these hu man is tic think ers,
fur ther more, in tro duced the mo tive of na ture and grace into their philo -
soph i cal sys tems. As I shall later dem on strate in de tail, how ever, both of
these mo tives were de prived thereby of their orig i nal re li gious con tent
and were trans formed into mere in tel lec tual sche mata in the ser vice of the
hu man is tic ground-mo tive of na ture and free dom.

2.   The Relationship between Religious and Theoretical
      Dialectic1

a.     The Com mu nal Char ac ter of the Re li gious Ground-Motives
       and the Use of the Crit i cal Method in the In ves ti ga tion of
       the His tory of Phi los o phy

None of the above ground-mo tives is in trin si cally the o ret i cal or sci en -
tific. On the con trary, they are all re li gious in char ac ter. That is to say,
they have an ab so lutely cen tral mean ing for the whole of life. They ex -
ert, there fore, as we have al ready noted, an in flu ence at the heart of the
cul tural de vel op ment and of the en tire spir i tual and in tel lec tual struc ture 
of the West, far be yond the range of philo sophic thought. They are,
more over, gen u inely com mu nal, for they con trol the out look on thought 
and life of the in di vid ual, re gard less of whether that per son is aware of
it or not.

If there is to be a truly crit i cal method for the sci en tific in ves ti ga tion of
the his tory of West ern phi los o phy, it is above all nec es sary to trace these
four ground-mo tives, both in their orig i nal mean ing and in the com pli -
cated for mal interlacements in which they be came in volved in their his -
tor i cal de vel op ment. The philo soph i cal problematics are de ter mined by
these ground-mo tives, and, as I shall dem on strate in de tail in my tran scen -
den tal cri tique of philo sophic thought, any at tempt to ex tri cate them from
the lat ter is un crit i cal and un sci en tific. Any such at tempt could never
make it pos si ble to de scribe the his tory of phi los o phy as a purely sci en tific 
de vel op ment; it would only re sult in one’s im pos ing on an ear lier philo -
soph i cal pe riod the re li gious ground-mo tive con trol ling one’s own think -
ing, whose sig nif i cance one had not yet un der stood. In fact, one would
have ef fec tively closed the door thereby to a cor rect un der stand ing of that
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pe riod.1

b.     The Re li gious Ground-Motives and the Mod ern Historicistic
       Pat tern of Thought

At this point I must has ten to warn against a basic mis un der stand ing. It
is in deed true that mod ern historicistic thought is readily in clined to ad -
mit that each pe riod in the his tory of philo sophic thought must be in ter -
preted in terms of its own ground-mo tive. It will, how ever, con ceive of
these re li gious ground-mo tives them selves as dy namic forces of a
merely his tor i cal-psychological kind, which are ac ces si ble as such to
the o ret i cal-scientific in ves ti ga tion, free from any re li gious bias.”2 It
might even come to the in sight, along with Wil helm Dilthey, one of the
most bril liant and per cep tive trail blaz ers of this school of thought, that
“...the re li gious life is the con stant sub stra tum of in tel lec tual de vel op -
ment, not a pass ing phase in the men tal de vel op ment of hu man kind.”3

There upon it will at tempt to un der stand this re li gious life it self merely
in terms of a “fun da men tal lived ex pe ri ence” (Erlebnis), how ever, in
which hu man ity through its en tire course of his tor i cal de vel op ment had
the ex pe ri ence of its “per sonal free dom over against the con fines of na -
ture,” the ex pe ri ence of “guilt and con science,” and of “the con trast per -
vad ing all ar eas of the in ner life be tween the im per fect and the per fect,
the tran si tory and the eter nal, to gether with the long ing of man for the
lat ter.” This en tire re li gious lived ex pe ri ence was then thought to be
founded on the con scious ness of an “ab so lute de pend ence of the sub -
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tische en critische wijsbegeerte: Naar aanleiding van Philosophie und Sophistik door 
Prof. Dr. B. J. H. Ovink,” Gereformeerde Theologische Tijdschift (42nd year, no. 5), 
pp. 209-227.

2 The positivistic so cio log i cal school of Émile Durkheim, of course, will at tempt to
ex plain these “psy chi cal dy namic forces,” which it sees at work in re li gion, in terms
of the his tor i cal or ga ni za tion of so cial life. It too will readily con cede, how ever, that
these re li gious dy namic forces are fun da men tal his tor i cal-so cial pow ers, which also
de ter mine the di rec tion of thought. Pro fes sor Cornford, whom I have al ready men -
tioned, also un der stands Greek phi los o phy es sen tially in this way, as “the anal y sis of 
re li gious ma te rial.” op. cit., p. 125.

3 “das religiöse Leben der dauernde Untergrund der intellektuellen Entwicklung ist,
nicht eine vorübergehende Phase im Sinnen der Menschheit....” Wil helm Dilthey,
Einleitung in die Geisteswissenschaften. Gesammelte Schriften, I (Leip zig/ Berlin,
1923), 38. (Eng lish ver sion by trans la tor.)



ject.”1 On this sup po si tion, the var i ous ground-mo tives could only be
the his tor i cal man i fes ta tion of this orig i nal re li gious lived ex pe ri ence,
which al leg edly re sides at the foun da tion of the en tire his tor i cal pro cess
of de vel op ment.

By this line of rea son ing, how ever, Dilthey ac tu ally does away with the
re li gious ground-mo tives in their true sense. In spite of his many fine ob -
ser va tions in his ex po si tion of the de vel op ment of West ern thought since
the Greeks, Dilthey does not give ad e quate ac count of these re li gious
ground- mo tives as to their con tent and their sig nif i cance for this de vel op -
ment. The “psy cho log i cal anal y sis” of “fun da men tal lived ex pe ri ence,”
which con sti tutes Dilthey’s point of de par ture, com pletely over looks the
fact that in their con crete mean ing, all of the “ex pe ri ences” which he as -
cribes to the con tent of this feel ing are en tirely de pend ent on the re li gious
ground-mo tives them selves. The lat ter, in turn, be ing in them selves nei -
ther psy cho log i cal nor his tor i cal in na ture, lie at the foun da tion of ev ery
sci en tific psy cho log i cal anal y sis. The con crete re li gious un der stand ing of 
such things as “per sonal free dom” and the “con fines of na ture,” “guilt”
and “con science,” “per fec tion,” “tran si to ri ness,” and “eter nity” is in the
last anal y sis de ter mined by a re li gious ground-mo tive, which con trols
from its very cen ter one’s en tire per spec tive on life and thought. For the
con scious ness of the Greek these were some thing rad i cally other than for
Chris tian con scious ness, which lives out of the ground-mo tive of the di -
vine Word-rev e la tion. Fur ther more, the Ro man, scho las tic un der stand ing
of these also dif fered, in the most ba sic way, from that of mod ern hu man -
ism. In other words, it is pre cisely in the cen tral sphere of re li gion, which
tran scends tem po ral life, that the an tith e sis be tween at ti tudes con cern ing
life and thought be comes ab so lute and ad mits of no syn the sis.

c.     The Fun da men tal Crit i cal Prob lem in the Study of the His tory
       of West ern Phi los o phy. The In tel lec tual Com mu nity of the
       West

This state of af fairs gave rise to an ex tremely dif fi cult and com plex
prob lem, which con fronts any truly crit i cal study of the his tory of phi -
los o phy. The re li gious ground-mo tives which have con trolled the
course of de vel op ment of West ern phi los o phy in tro duce truly rad i cal
cae su ras into it, be cause they them selves are not merely his tor i cal or
psy cho log i cal but are rather tran scen dent and re li gious in na ture. If we
are not to cut the ground out from un der a truly sci en tific in ves ti ga tion
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of the his tory of phi los o phy, how ever, we must hold fast to the idea of a 
com mon and uni ver sally valid struc ture of the o ret i cal thought, as well
as to the ex is tence of a his tor i cal com mu nity of pat terns of thought in
the West, and a his tor i cal con ti nu ity in the de vel op ment of West ern phi -
los o phy. How can we hold on to both these dis con ti nu ities and these
con ti nu i ties with out fall ing into in ter nal con tra dic tion?

In or der to give a sat is fy ing an swer to this ques tion, I should have to
pro ceed im me di ately to an ex po si tion of my tran scen den tal cri tique of
the o ret i cal thought in gen eral and of philo soph i cal thought in par tic u lar,
as it was al ready de vel oped in germ in my three-volume Phi los o phy of the
Law-Idea.1 The de sign of this pres ent work re quires, how ever, that I post -
pone this cri tique to a later point. At that junc ture, I shall be in a po si tion to 
elu ci date the ne ces sity of the cen tral role of the re li gious ground-mo tives,
by way of an anal y sis of the struc ture of the o ret i cal thought it self.

d.     The Scho las tic Ap proach to This Prob lem. The Nat u ral
       Com mu nity of Thought Based on the Au ton omy of Nat u ral
       Rea son

In the pres ent con text, I shall con fine my self to warn ing against a friv o -
lous eva sion of the prob lem I have for mu lated. Thomistic Scho las ti -
cism, which is rooted in the ground-mo tive of na ture and grace, thrusts
this prob lem aside with an ap peal to the au ton omy of nat u ral rea son.
This rea son is judged to be ca pa ble of achiev ing in sight into the uni ver -
sally valid truth of na ture, in de pend ently of re li gion. Thomistic Scho las -
ti cism takes its point of de par ture, there fore, in a “nat u ral com mu nity of
thought,” which is not sus cep ti ble to in flu ence from dif fer ences of re li -
gious stand point. This par tic u lar view of the prob lem, how ever, is com -
pletely de ter mined by the Romanistic ground-mo tive. Scho las ti cism
seeks a foun da tion for this nat u ral com mu nity of thought in a meta phys -
ics. Mod ern hu man ism, which just as def i nitely takes its point of de par -
ture in an “au ton o mous nat u ral in tel lec tual com mu nity of man kind,” re -
jects this Scho las tic meta phys ics as a mat ter of prin ci ple. The up shot of
the mat ter is that the scho las tic con cep tion of the au ton omy of nat u ral
rea son dif fers in a most ba sic way both from that of the Greeks and
from that of mod ern hu man ism. At a later point I shall dem on strate in
de tail how this fun da men tal dif fer ence is once again com pletely de ter -
mined by the re spec tive re li gious ground-mo tives.
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ries, The Edwin Mellen Press, 1997).



e.     Dilthey’s So-Called Hermeneutical Method with Re spect to
       This Prob lem. The “Fun da men tal Re li gious Sense” of
       Hu man ity and “historisch freischwebende Intelligenz”1

In the re cent cri sis of foun da tions of the West ern in tel lec tual com mu -
nity, the historicistic way of think ing, with an air of sci en tific neu tral ity, 
has also claimed to oc cupy a po si tion above the di ver sity of philo soph i -
cal move ments and to be ca pa ble of plac ing it self within ev ery stand -
point in an un bi ased man ner with the aid of an “em pa thetic her me neu -
tic.” To this a truly crit i cal ap proach must of ne ces sity re spond by in -
quir ing as to the foun da tion on which this method it self is based.

Once Dilthey’s con cep tion of “the re li gious lived ex pe ri ence of hu man -
ity” has been un masked as a res i due of the clas si cal hu man is tic idea of a
“nat u ral re li gion of hu man ity,” an idea that was com pletely de ter mined by 
the ground-mo tive of hu man ism, the vi cious cir cle in volved in this ef fort
to over come “in tel lec tual dog ma tism” co mes into sharp re lief. If one con -
cedes with Dilthey that the re li gious life is the con stant sub stra tum of in -
tel lec tual de vel op ment, one can no lon ger share this thinker’s ex pec ta tion
that the his tor i cal man ner of thought “will free sci en tific think ing from the 
last rem nants of its dog matic sub jec tion to re li gious pre judg ments.” For to 
ac com plish this the thought of the sci en tific his to rian would have to be ca -
pa ble of as sum ing a po si tion above the re li gious ground-mo tives, which
as a mat ter of fact de ter mine the en tire point of de par ture and di rec tion of
this thought. In fact, if sci en tific thought can not even dis en gage it self
from its his tor i cal fet ters, and if even the mere search for a “historisch
frei schwebende Intelligenz”2 must be dis missed from the out set as an im -
pos si bil ity, how much less will sci en tific thought be able to el e vate it self
above its re li gious ground-mo tive, which de ter mines its en tire point of de -
par ture and di rec tion!

Dilthey seeks a way out of this dif fi culty by con jur ing up an “im per -
sonal cos mic-historical con scious ness of hu man ity,” which is sup posed to 
be rooted in a re li gious lived ex pe ri ence that be longs to one by na ture. By
en ter ing into this con scious ness and aban don ing his own in di vid ual his -
tor i cal de ter mi na tion, a thinker is sup pos edly able to give an un bi ased in -
ter pre ta tion of the cul tural de vel op ment re flected in it, in terms of its
unique cos mic life-center. This “im per sonal his tor i cal con scious ness of
cul tural de vel op ment,” how ever, which al leg edly merely co mes to
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self-reflection in the crit i cal-historical man ner of thought, is a quint es sen -
tial meta phys i cal con struct. This is in deed the case, even though Dilthey
him self re gards meta phys ics as the great ob sta cle to the de vel op ment of
truly crit i cal think ing. This con struc tion is noth ing else than Hegel’s
meta phys i cal idea of rea son in his tory (Vernunft in der Geschichte), trans -
posed into the frame work of a historicistic life-philosophy (Lebens -
philosophie).1

f.      The Ab so lute ness of the Re li gious An tith e sis

We are still faced with the prob lem de scribed above, the prob lem of
how a West ern com mu nity of thought is pos si ble, in the face of the pro -
found di ver gence of the re li gious ground-mo tives which have gov erned
its de vel op ment. In ad di tion, we can not get away from the fact that
there is an ab so lute an tith e sis be tween the Chris tian ground-mo tive and
two of the oth ers. There is an ab so lute an tith e sis be tween the
ground-mo tive of the Chris tian re li gion and that of the Greek re li gious
con scious ness. This an tith e sis holds just as well be tween the Chris tian
and the hu man is tic ground-mo tives, even though in its pro cess of for -
ma tion the lat ter passed through the for mer. For its part, the Romanistic
ba sic theme pre served at least to a de gree its con nec tion with the di vine
Word- revelation. In the face of this di ver gence and es pe cially in the
face of the ab so lute an tith e sis be tween the Chris tian and the non-
 Christian ground-mo tives, what is it that guar an tees the ex is tence of a
com mu nity of philo sophic thought in West ern civ i li za tion?

g.     Is There in the West a Re li gious In tel lec tual Com mu nity of a
       Di a lec ti cal Kind? Hegel’s Con cep tion

One could ask here, first of all, whether the rad i cal re li gious an tith e sis
does not pre sup pose a cer tain com mu nity in which there is the pos si bil -
ity of mu tual re li gious un der stand ing, apart from which in deed such an
an tith e sis could not even ex ist. This com mu nity, then, would have to be
a di a lec ti cal one, in which the var i ous ground-mo tives set them selves
over against one an other in or der to en ter into mu tual con flict. And once 
one con ceded the ne ces sity of such a di a lec ti cal re li gious com mu nity,
em brac ing the whole of West ern thought, he would be faced at once
with the anal ogy of the di a lec tic within it to the o ret i cal di a lec tic, which
at tempts, of ne ces sity, to bring a the o ret i cal an tith e sis into a higher syn -
the sis. In this anal ogy, the mu tu ally op posed an ti thet i cal mo ments ap -
pear merely as parts which have been sep a rated in a purely the o ret i cal
man ner from a higher to tal ity, which em braces both and thus can be ab -
so lutely iden ti fied with nei ther. In deed, these op posed as pects are each
other’s cor re lates, and they are there fore in ca pa ble of ex clud ing each
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other in any ab so lute sense. This kind of so lu tion to the fun da men tal
prob lem I have posed lies com pletely in the line of the di a lec ti cal think -
ing of Georg W. F. Hegel.

To be sure, this great thinker knows noth ing of re li gious ground-mo -
tives as I have pre sented them. In his sys tem, as is well known, re li gion is
the sec ond stage in the de vel op ment of “ab so lute spirit” (Geist), that is,
the level of rep re sen ta tion (Vorstellung). The first stage of this de vel op -
ment, art, is that of in tu ition (Anschauung), whereas the third form, phi -
los o phy, in which the for mer two are brought into a higher syn the sis, is
that of the con cept (Begriff).

In line with his the o ret i cal di a lec tic, how ever, Hegel now at tempts to
con struct three prin ci pal forms of re li gion, as the three nec es sary stages of 
de vel op ment of rep re sen ta tion, which ab so lute spirit as sumes within hu -
man con scious ness. These are: 1) the re li gion of na ture; 2) the re li gion of
spir i tual in di vid u al ity (geistige Individualität), which among the Jews
 comes to ex pres sion as sub lim ity (Erhabenheit), among the Greeks as
beauty (Schönheit), and among the Romans as util ity or prac ti cal un der -
stand ing (Zweckmässigkeit); 3) the ab so lute, or re vealed, Chris tian re li -
gion, in which God ap pears as that which He is, that is to say, the Ab so lute 
Spirit, which in ac cor dance with the ba sic di a lec ti cal prin ci ple must be a
Trin ity.

In this Trin ity, the re li gions of na ture and of spir i tual in di vid u al ity,
which were the two ear lier forms of de vel op ment, are brought into an ab -
so lute syn the sis. For God the Fa ther is noth ing other than the eter nal idea,
which de vel ops it self in the world, i.e., in na ture, and which as sub stan tial
power “in the re flec tive de ter mi na tion of cau sal ity”1 is the cre ator of
heaven and earth. God the Son is noth ing other than the idea as it has come 
to con scious ness and has en tered com pletely into rep re sen ta tion, and
which, as con crete in di vid u al ity and sub jec tiv ity, is spirit and is one with
the Fa ther. And God the Holy Spirit is noth ing other than the idea which,
as the uni ver sal spirit of the church, rules the lat ter and re al izes it self in its
ex ter nal and in ter nal com mu nion, and which is sub stan tially one with the
Fa ther and the Son.

In his first ma jor work, The Phe nom en ol ogy of Spirit (Phänomenologie
des Geistes), Hegel sum ma rizes this di a lec ti cal de vel op ment of re li gion in 
“nat u ral, ar tis tic, and man i fested (re vealed) re li gion” as fol lows:

The first form of de vel op ment is re li gion
“...as im me di ate and there fore Nat u ral Re li gion. In this, Spirit
knows it self as its ob ject [it should be noted that the the o ret i cal
Gegenstand re la tion, the foun da tion of all the o ret i cal di a lec tic, is
here trans posed to re li gion!] in a nat u ral or im me di ate shape. The
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sec ond re al ity, how ever, is nec es sar ily that in which Spirit knows
it self in the shape of a su per seded nat u ral ex is tence, or of the self. 
This, there fore, is the Re li gion of Art; for the shape raises it self to 
the form of the self through the cre ative ac tiv ity of con scious ness
whereby this be holds in its ob ject its act or the self. Fi nally, the
third re al ity over comes the one-sid ed ness of the first two; the self
is just as much an im me di acy, as the im me di acy is the self. If, in
the first re al ity, Spirit in gen eral is in the form of con scious ness,
and in the sec ond, in that of self-con scious ness, in the third it is in 
the form of the unity of both. It has the shape of be ing-in-and-
 for-it self; and when it is thus con ceived as it is in and for it self,
this is the Re vealed Re li gion.”

There then fol lows the pas sage which Chris tian He geli ans would be de -
lighted to gloss over, since they do not wish to ac knowl edge that Hegel
claimed to find the high est syn the sis of the di a lec ti cal oppositions, not
in re li gion, but in phi los o phy:

“But al though in this, Spirit has in deed at tained its true shape, yet 
the shape it self and the pic ture-thought1 are still the unvanquished 
as pect from which Spirit must pass over into the No tion, in or der
wholly to re solve therein the form of ob jec tiv ity, in the No tion
which equally em braces within it self its own op po site. It is then
that Spirit has grasped the No tion of it self, just as we now have
first grasped it; and its shape or the el e ment of its ex is tence, be ing 
the No tion, is Spirit it self.”2

Hegel’s con cep tion of re li gion, just as well as his di a lec ti cal con struc -
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1 Trans la tor’s note: The Ger man term here, “Vorstellung,” is usu ally trans lated “rep -
re sen ta tion.”

2 G.W.F. Hegel, Phe nom en ol ogy of Spirit (tr. A. V. Miller, with Anal y sis of the Text
and Fore word by J. N. Findlay; Ox ford, 1977), p. 416. The Ger man text reads as fol -
lows: “... [Re li gion] als unmittelbare und also natürliche Re li gion; in ihr weisz der
Geist sich als seinen Gegenstand in natürlicher oder unmittelbarer Ges talt. Die
zweite aber ist nothwendig diese, sich in der Ges talt der aufgehobenen Natürlichkeit
oder des Selbst zu wissen. Sie ist also die künstliche Re li gion; denn zur Form des
Selbst erhebt sich die Ges talt durch das Hervorbringen des Bewusztseyns, wodurch
dieses in seinem Gegenstande sein Thun oder das Selbst anschaut. Die dritte endlich
hebt die Einseitigkeit der beiden ersten auf; das Selbst is ebensowohl ein
unmittelbares als die Unmittelbarkeit Selbst ist. Wenn in der ersteren der Geist
überhaupt in der Form des Bewusztseyns, in der zweiten – des Selbstbewusztseyns
ist, so ist er in der dritten in der Form der Einheit beider; er hat die Ges talt des An-
und Fürsichseyns; und indem er also vorgestellt ist, wie er an und für sich ist, so ist
dies die offenbare Re li gion. Obwohl er aber in ihr zu seiner wahren Ges talt gelangt,
so ist eben die Ges talt selbst und die Vorstellung noch die unüberwundene Seite,
von der er in den Begriff übergehen musz, um die Form der Gegenständlichkeit in
ihm ganz aufzulösen, in ihm der ebenso dies sein Gegentheil in sich schlieszt.
Alsdann hat der Geist den Begriff seiner Selbst erfaszt, wie wir nun erst ihn erfaszt
haben, und seine Ges talt oder das El e ment seines Daseyns, indem die der Begriff ist, 
ist er selbst.” Phänomenologie des Geistes (ed. D. Johann Schulze; 2nd ed., 1841),



tion of its three forms of de vel op ment, is com pletely de ter mined by the
re li gious ground mo tive of hu man ism, namely, that of na ture and free -
dom, al though in ac cor dance with the new con cep tion of the free dom
mo tive in Ro man ti cism he calls it “na ture” and “spirit.” This mo tive
stands be hind the un crit i cal cir cu lar ity of his di a lec tic. The ab so lute
idea, which in the di a lec ti cal pro cess of the sis, an tith e sis, and syn the sis
ex ists in and for it self (an und für sich) in the log i cal ac tiv ity of thought, 
and which sub se quently “steps out side of it self” as na ture in or der once
again to re turn from its oth er ness as na ture back to it self in the spirit (as
sub jec tive, ob jec tive, and ab so lute spirit, re spec tively), is in es sence
noth ing other than the re li gious di a lec tic in the ground mo tive of na ture
and free dom it self, which gov erns the en tire the o ret i cal di a lec tic and
gives it di rec tion. Hegel’s fail ure to rec og nize this is sim ply a con se -
quence of his well-known un crit i cal trans for ma tion of the o ret i cal into
meta phys i cal di a lec tic, in the course of which the pro cess of the o ret i cal
thought is iden ti fied with “re al ity as it truly is.” The dog matic char ac ter
of meta phys ics al ways hangs on the fact that it does not ar rive at a tran -
scen den tal cri tique of philo soph i cal thought. That is closed to it, be -
cause it is con vinced be fore hand that the o ret i cal thought and the to tal ity 
of be ing are one and the same.

Re li gious an tith e sis per mits of no gen u ine syn the sis, for the fact that it
is re li gious in na ture en tails that it is also ab so lute. The idol a trous
ground-mo tives are not one-sided di a lec ti cal mo ments in the de vel op ment 
of re li gion; they are re li gious dy namic forces of the spirit of apos tasy,
which do not al low for any com pro mise with the spirit of truth.

Now, care must be taken not to ap ply to the cen tral sphere of re li gion
the di a lec ti cal syn the ses char ac ter is tic of the o ret i cal thought. That must
be avoided, if only for this rea son, that the o ret i cal di a lec tic as such can
never ex tend be yond the o ret i cal think ing. If it then turns out that the o ret i -
cal thought it self is nec es sar ily de ter mined by the re li gious ground-mo -
tives, it fol lows that any at tempt to re solve or me di ate the re li gious
oppositions by way of philo soph i cal di a lec tic must fall by the way side.
The laws of the o ret i cal di a lec tic do not ap ply to the rad i cal an tith e sis
which is at work in re li gion. I shall dem on strate in my tran scen den tal cri -
tique that the o ret i cal syn the sis can be car ried out in a gen u ine and ap pro -
pri ate fash ion only when thought takes its point of de par ture from the true
fun da men tal re li gious unity of the mo ments which have been dis tin -
guished and set apart from each other in the the o ret i cal re la tion.

With this too the ques tion is de cided in prin ci ple con cern ing the pos si -
bil ity of re li gious un der stand ing with re spect to the ground-mo tives. It
must be es tab lished from the out set that the Chris tian and the non-Chris -
tian start ing points do not at all stand in the same po si tion with re spect to
un der stand ing each other re li giously. Cer tainly from the per spec tive of
the Chris tian start ing point, based on the Scrip tures, it is en tirely pos si ble
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to pen e trate to the re li gious mean ing of the start ing points and
ground-mo tives that stand in op po si tion to it. For it is only in the light of
the Chris tian start ing point that the lat ter can be re vealed in their most pro -
found mean ing. The Chris tian shares, fur ther more, in the sol i dar ity of the
hu man race in its fall into sin. Thus the ground-mo tives in ques tion can not 
be alien to him in a re li gious sense.

It is in the light of the ground-mo tive of the di vine Word-rev e la tion that
the true po si tion of the non-Chris tian ground-mo tives is es tab lished. They 
are un equiv o cally a re sult of the fall. In the re demp tion ac com plished by
Christ Je sus the fallen world has been rec on ciled, not in a spec u la tive and
di a lec ti cal fash ion, but in re al ity. This means that the non-Chris tian
ground-mo tives are not dia lec ti cally me di ated in the ground-mo tive of
Scrip ture. On the con trary, the di vine Word-rev e la tion ex poses them as
fun da men tally false and an ni hi lates them as re li gious start ing points, even 
as it il lu mines by the light of the di vine truth what ever rel a tive mo ments
of truth they may con tain. Of them selves the non-Chris tian ground-mo -
tives have noth ing to of fer the Chris tian ground-mo tive by way of
comple mentation. They have no in her ent, pos i tive truth ful ness to set over
against it. The Chris tian ground-mo tive, more over, may not be con ceived
of as the higher syn the sis of all the non-Chris tian ones; for a syn the sis is
un able to stand in ab so lute an tith e sis to the mu tu ally an ti thet i cal el e ments
which it it self has brought to a higher unity.

In its con tin u ing op er a tion, how ever, the ground-mo tive of the Chris -
tian re li gion is the only one in a po si tion to guar an tee the in teg rity of the
his tor i cally de ter mined philo soph i cal com mu nity of thought in the West.
That is the case, be cause as a point of de par ture for phi los o phy it bars the
way to any sci en tific exclusivism, in which any par tic u lar line of thought
would seek to el e vate its own point of de par ture, mak ing it the cri te rion
for what does and what does not qual ify as sci ence.

If the Chris tian ground-mo tive truly has an ef fect on philo sophic
thought, it of ne ces sity leads the lat ter to a rad i cal, tran scen den tal cri tique, 
which elu ci dates the fun da men tal dif fer ence be tween sci en tific judg -
ments proper and the su pra-sci en tific pre-judg ments which lie at the foun -
da tion of their pos si bil ity. For this rea son the Chris tian ground-mo tive re -
fuses to al low any par tic u lar philo soph i cal move ment to be ex cluded from 
the philo soph i cal com mu nity be cause of its point of de par ture. It re lent -
lessly ex poses ev ery sci en tific dog ma tism, which ex alts its own re li gious
point of de par ture to be the cri te rion for what may qual ify as sci ence, and
which passes off the so-called au ton omy of sci ence as a sci en tific ax iom
even though a truly crit i cal in quiry into the struc ture of sci en tific thought
has never been un der taken. The Chris tian ground-mo tive also cuts off at
the root the hu bris of schools of thought which en ter tain the il lu sion that
they them selves have the mo nop oly on sci ence and which there fore never
en gage in truly sci en tific dis cus sion with those who oc cupy other stand -
points. And, fi nally, it is in pos ses sion of the only real key to un der stand -
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ing those re li gious ground-mo tives over against which it has set it self in
rad i cal re li gious an tith e sis. There fore, it will al low these [non-Chris tian]
ground-mo tives to re ceive their full due in re spect of their own sig nif i -
cance for the in ter nal philo soph i cal stance of the trend of thought con -
trolled by them.

At the same time, how ever, the Chris tian ground-mo tive, with its re -
sources for un der stand ing, reaches out be yond the bound aries of the West
and lays the only pos si ble foun da tion for a gen u ine in tel lec tual com mu -
nity of man kind, be cause it pen e trates be yond all of the tem po ral dis tinc -
tions of race and his tor i cal cul ture to the fun da men tal re li gious com mu -
nity of the hu man race. It is this ba sic com mu nity, ly ing at the re li gious
cen ter of hu man ex is tence, that at bot tom es tab lishes the pos si bil ity of the
com mu nity of philo sophic thought. And since the rad i cal an tith e sis, re -
sult ing from the fall and the re demp tion in Christ Je sus, was made man i -
fest within this ba sic com mu nity it self, as it came into ex is tence through
God’s cre ation, the in flu ence of this an tith e sis must also be felt in the tem -
po ral com mu nity of thought, as soon as the Chris tian ground-mo tive
 comes into play within it as a spir i tual dunamis. Nev er the less, just as this
ab so lute an tith e sis at the spir i tual root of hu man ity does not re sult in the
de struc tion but rather in the rad i cal pres er va tion of com mu nity, it can
never lead to the dis in te gra tion and dis so lu tion of the his tor i cally con di -
tioned philo sophic com mu nity of thought, as long as the re li gious dy -
namic of the Chris tian ground-mo tive con tin ues to make it self felt within
it. For the Chris tian re li gion does not re lease its grip on fallen man, nor
does it leave him out of ac count; it con tin u ally goes in pur suit of him. The
rad i cal an tith e sis it poses is the ab so lute con di tion for the pres er va tion of
the philo sophic com mu nity of thought within our sin ful so ci ety.

Be fore the out break of the Sec ond World War, I pre sented an ar gu ment
for all of these points in my es say “The Tran scen den tal Cri tique of The o -
retic Thought: A Con tri bu tion to ward the Elim i na tion of Exclu sivism in
Sci ence.”1

h.     The Ab sence of Rec i proc ity in the Pos si bil ity of Re li gious
       Un der stand ing be tween the Chris tian Starting Point and the
       Points of De par ture against Which the Chris tian Re li gion
       Sets It self in Rad i cal An tith e sis
From a non-Christian stand point there ex ists no true, i.e., re li gious or
spi r i tual, pos si bil ity of un der stand ing with re spect to the Chris tian
ground-mo tive. This pos si bil ity can not ex ist apart from the life-giving
Spirit, who en light ens the spir i tual eye and fo cuses it upon the true cen -
ter of life, Je sus Christ.
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Just for this rea son the idol a trous ground-mo tives will con tin u ally seek
to ban the dunamis of the Scrip tural ground-mo tive from the in tel lec tual
com mu nity of the West. They con sti tute, there fore, a con stant threat to it
in its in te gral char ac ter. They are con tin u ally im pelled to re strict the in tel -
lec tual com mu nity to the cir cle of their own ac tual or pre sumed ad her ents. 
Ac cord ingly, they must pres ent those who en gage in phi los o phy from a
Chris tian stand point with the choice of ei ther ac com mo dat ing their philo -
sophic thought to the apos tate ground-mo tive which is tem po rarily dom i -
nant in West ern cul ture, or of see ing them selves ex cluded from the cir cle
of those who have in tel lec tual stand ing. Since they never ar rive at a ver i ta -
ble tran scen den tal cri tique of the o ret i cal thought, the ad her ents of these
ground-mo tives are con stantly guilty of dog mat i cally iden ti fy ing their
own su pra-the o ret i cal pre-judg ments with sci en tific ax i oms. As a con se -
quence, mis led by the dogma of the au ton omy of sci ence, they con stantly
run the dan ger of in ter pret ing West ern phi los o phy from its be gin nings
within the frame work of their own mod ern ground-mo tives.

In all of these ten den cies, they will in vari ably come to stand in rad i cal
an tith e sis to philo sophic thought which is im pelled and di rected by the
Chris tian ground-mo tive. For this rea son, it has only the ap pear ance of
par a dox when I as sert that the rad i cal an tith e sis which is posed by the
Chris tian re li gion is the sole guar an tor of the in teg rity of the in tel lec tual
com mu nity of the West.

i.      The Or i gin of the Re li gious Di a lec tic. Why the Re li gious
       An tith e sis Per mits No True Syn the sis. The Po lar Ten dency
       in the Di a lec ti cal Ground-Motives
There is no higher re li gious syn the sis, there fore, which might serve to
bridge the rad i cal an tith e sis of the ground-mo tives un der gird ing the his -
tory of West ern thought, anal o gous to the way in which the o ret i cal syn -
the sis em braces a the o ret i cal an tith e sis in a cor re la tion of par tial mo -
ments. There is, on the con trary, a re li gious di a lec tic, which holds sway 
of ne ces sity within all of the ground-mo tives in re la tion to which the
Chris tian re li gion sets it self in ab so lute an tith e sis.

The in trin sic ne ces sity of this re li gious di a lec tic re sides in the fact that
these stand points are based on an absolutizing of what is rel a tive. Ev ery -
thing that is rel a tive calls forth its correlata. Absolutizing some thing that
is rel a tive, there fore, means that these cor re lates, which now have been
cut off from their true fun da men tal re li gious unity, will set them selves
over against what has first been absolutized with the same pre sumed ab so -
lute ness. For, as I shall dem on strate at a later point, ev ery absolutization is 
at bot tom re li gious and thus can never be ex plained merely from the o ret i -
cal, sci en tific points of view.

Such absolutization gives rise to a gen u ine po lar ity in the re li gious
ground-mo tive. In it the di a met ri cally op posed el e ments mu tu ally can cel
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each other out in their sup posed ab so lute ness. At the same time, be cause
of their nec es sary correlativity, they mu tu ally de ter mine each other in
their re li gious mean ing. This state of af fairs as sumes, of course, that the
two an tag o nis tic mo tives which have set them selves in op po si tion to each
other in the re li gious ground-mo tive have also come to aware ness in the
re li gious con scious ness or sub con scious ness of those whose thought is
im pelled by them. In view of this, it is un der stand able that the true mean -
ing of the Greek mat ter mo tive first came to light in its op po si tion to the
re li gious form mo tive, and vice versa. The same ap plies to the re la tion ship 
of na ture and free dom in the hu man is tic ground-mo tive and to that of na -
ture and grace in the scho las tic mo tive.

Be cause of its re li gious na ture a ground-mo tive can not be sat is fied with
a mere cor re la tion of the op posed el e ments within it. (Such a cor re la tion,
in fact, can only ex ist on the foun da tion of the ab so lute fun da men tal unity
of the correlata, which is not to be found in a di a lec ti cal ground-mo tive.)
Thus philo sophic thought is in ex o ra bly driven back and forth from the
one pole to the other, en tan gled in a re li gious di a lec tic that trans forms the
cor re la tion into an ab so lute op po si tion. By the stan dards of the o ret i cal di -
a lec tic, such a re li gious di a lec tic is ut terly in ex pli ca ble.

In this con text a “bal ance des contraires,” in the sense of the French
thinker Pi erre-Joseph Proudhon,1 is just as im pos si ble as a res o lu tion of
the an tith e sis in a higher syn the sis, in the sense in tended by Hegel.

j.      The De vice of As cribing the Pri macy to One of the Two
       Po lar Mo tives Which Ap pear in the Di a lec ti cal Ground-
       Mo tive

Lack ing a foun da tion for a true re li gious syn the sis, re li gious di a lec tic
will in vari ably seek a way out by as crib ing the pri macy or re li gious pri -
or ity to one of the an ti thet i cal prin ci ples which are man i fested in the re -
li gious ground-mo tive. Let no one think that he can fol low the He geli an 
school, there fore, in at tempt ing to em ploy the method of the o ret i cal di a -
lec tic in or der to “cor rect” this re li gious di a lec tic, to the ex tent that it
makes it self felt in philo sophic thought. This would be a com pletely un -
crit i cal method of phi los o phiz ing, for be hind this overextension of the o -
ret i cal di a lec tic it self there re sides a re li gious di a lec tic, which re mains
hid den to the thinker.
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1 Ac cord ing to Proudhon, the antinomies in philo soph i cal thought, which have their
or i gin, as we have noted, in re li gious di a lec tic’s con trol over the o ret i cal di a lec tic,
are not re solved or me di ated in a higher syn the sis, as Hegel thought, but merely hold 
one an other in equi lib rium. For re al ity it self is sup posed to con sist of a bal ance of
contra dic to ries.



k.     The Bound aries of The o ret i cal Di a lec tic and the In tru sion of
       Re li gious Di a lec tic into The o ret i cal Thought

The o ret i cal di a lec tic, in the only form in which it is gen u ine and jus ti -
fied, re mains lim ited to the o ret i cal syn the sis in the Gegenstand re la tion, 
which will be in ves ti gated later.1 Through the the o ret i cal idea this syn -
the sis re ceives its tran scen den tal direct ed ness, point ing to the supratheo -
retical fun da men tal unity and Or i gin of all the as pects of re al ity which
have been dis tin guished and set in op po si tion to one an other in the an ti -
thetic Gegenstand re la tion.2 True the o ret i cal syn the sis pre sup poses that
the o ret i cal thought is in deed fo cused on the true, fun da men tal unity and
Or i gin of the the o ret i cally sep a rated mo ments of tem po ral re al ity. If the
re li gious ground-mo tive is di a lec ti cal in na ture, how ever, the the o ret i cal 
syn the sis it self be comes po lar. That is to say, it will look for the higher
unity of the terms that have been the o ret i cally op posed to each other in
the Gegenstand re la tion in one of the poles of the di a lec ti cal ground-
 mo tive.

Thus the Greek phi los o pher Heraclitus, guided by the di a lec ti cal
ground-mo tive of Greek phi los o phy, sought the deeper unity of the forms
which stood out in op po si tion to one an other in the pro cess of be com ing in 
the flu id ity of the prin ci ple of mat ter, the eter nal move ment of life which
coursed through the con trarily op posed in di vid ual forms. Sim i larly, from
an ide al is tic hu man is tic stand point, Hegel sought the deeper unity of na -
ture and free dom (spirit) in the log i cal self-unfolding of the idea of free -
dom in the spirit, which in cor po rates3 nat u ral ne ces sity, as its log i cal oth -
er ness, within it self as one mo ment in a higher syn the sis. Such a pre sumed 
syn the sis al ways en tails an un jus ti fied log i cal relativization of the prin ci -
ple of con tra dic tion (principium contradictionis), one that is un jus ti fied
be cause the the o ret i cal an tith e sis does not per mit of a log i cal res o lu tion or
me di a tion. In deed, it never co mes to res o lu tion in this way. What ac tu ally
takes place when one goes this route is that the the o ret i cal an tith e sis is re -
placed by a po lar absolutization.
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1 Trans la tor’s note: Gegenstand, lit er ally, “that which stands op posed,” is the stan -
dard Ger man word for “ob ject.” Dooyeweerd uses this Ger man term in or der to
bring out the re la tion ship of op po si tion be tween thought and its ob ject that is in her -
ent in the the o ret i cal at ti tude of thought, and also be cause, for him, the ob jects of
the o ret i cal thought are fun da men tally dif fer ent from the ob jects of na ive ex pe ri ence. 
In Dooyeweerd, there fore, “Gegenstand” al ways means “ob ject of the o ret i cal
thought.” The ab stract Gegenstand re la tion be tween the o ret i cal thought and its ob -
ject (its Gegenstand) al ways must be dis tin guished from the con crete sub ject-ob ject
re la tion that be longs to na ive ex pe ri ence.

2 This state ment will be come clear to the reader only af ter he has stud ied my tran scen -
den tal cri tique of philo soph i cal thought.

3 Dutch: opheffen; Ger man: aufheben.



To state the same thing in a dif fer ent man ner, re li gious di a lec tic has in -
truded into the o ret i cal di a lec tic. By im pos ing its own terms, it at tempts
not merely to unite the the o ret i cal an tith e sis in a syn the sis but to can cel it.
The the o ret i cal an tith e sis may not be can cel led on the the o ret i cal level,
how ever, since it is grounded in the Gegenstand re la tion it self.

l.      The Re li gious Di a lec tic of the Scho las tic Syn the sis Mo tive of
       Na ture and Grace. Two Pos si ble Points of Con tact for This
       Pre sumed Syn the sis

A re li gious di a lec tic arises with equal ne ces sity in the ground-mo tive of
philo sophic thought when an at tempt is made to es tab lish a syn the sis
be tween the Chris tian and the non-Christian points of de par ture. This si -
mul ta neously gives rise to what has the ap pear ance of a com mu nity of
thought with the non-Christian move ments in phi los o phy, built on a di a -
lec ti cal re li gious ba sis. Within this par tic u lar syn the sis stand point, how -
ever, this com mu nity of thought is never grounded in re li gion, but
rather ex clu sively in the au ton omy of nat u ral rea son.

The syn the sis mo tive in West ern thought that an swers to this de scrip -
tion is that of na ture and grace. It has been em ployed to ef fect di a lec ti cal
syn the ses be tween the Chris tian ground-mo tive and both the Greek and
the hu man is tic ground-mo tives. As such this mo tive ap pears to orig i nate
in the scho las tic think ing that is char ac ter is tic of Ro man Ca thol i cism,
even when, in con flict with the Scrip tural stand point of the Ref or ma tion,
it is ac cepted in Protestant thought.

In this con nec tion, there is no pos si bil ity of a gen u ine re li gious syn the -
sis which would pre serve the Chris tian ground-mo tive in its ab so lute
char ac ter. As we have noted, this is pre vented by the ab so lute ness of the
re li gious an tith e sis, which it self can never be of the na ture of mere the o -
ret i cal di a lec tic. What ac tu ally oc curs here is that the ground-mo tives are
ac com mo dated to each other. In this pro cess, both of them are par tially di -
vested of their orig i nal mean ing and are thereby ren dered ca pa ble, in this
de na tured form, of serv ing as poles of a re li gious di a lec tic.

There are two main di rec tions in which the point of con tact for such a
di a lec ti cal-religious syn the sis can be sought. First, it can be sought in the
idea of cre ation. Sec ond, it can be sought in the idea of the fall into sin.

m.    The First Way: The Thomistic Syn the sis and the Ro man
       Cath o lic Stand point

The first op tion ap pears in the Thomistic syn the sis, which is brought to
ex pres sion in the of fi cial doc trine of the Ro man Cath o lic church with
re spect to the re la tion ship be tween na ture and su per nat u ral grace. In the
cre ation idea, na ture and supernature are placed over against each other, 
and in the con cep tion of the na ture of cre ated re al ity, an at tempt is made 
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to adapt the Ar is to te lian Greek form-matter scheme1 to the Scrip tural
cre ation mo tive. Clearly, the Greek ground-mo tive is thereby forced to
un dergo a meta mor pho sis as to its mean ing, for it is now “brack eted” by 
the new syn the sis theme of na ture and grace. Grace or supernature is
granted re li gious pri macy over na ture, in that it is con ceived as the su -
per nat u ral per fect ing of the lat ter as to its form. As it is sub or di nated to
grace within this hi er ar chi cal scheme, how ever, na ture is not di vested of 
its in trin sic au ton omy; rather, this au ton omy is merely relativized. On
this stand point, na ture re mains cen tered in the ra tio nal form prin ci ple,
just as God is re garded as the “pure Form” who must be con ceived en -
tirely apart from the mat ter prin ci ple.

This line of thought in tro duces a true re li gious di a lec tic into the idea of
cre ation. “Pure form” has its re li gious an ti pode in “pure mat ter,” which is
thought of as com pletely form less. In the Greek ground-mo tive, the prin -
ci ple of mat ter can not have its or i gin in the prin ci ple of form.

Within the na ture-grace scheme, how ever, there was need to cor rect the
form-mat ter mo tive of the Greeks, be cause the Scrip tural cre ation mo tive
will not tol er ate any such po lar ity. In or der to avoid du al ism, mat ter was
un der stood to have its or i gin in the di vine cre ation – but then only the con -
crete mat ter of cre ated be ings, which is first brought into ac tual ex is tence
as a con sti tu tive prin ci ple in com pos ite be ings by means of a spe cific
form. This mat ter was then con ceived as a mere pos si bil ity, a po ten ti al ity,
a re cep tiv ity for form, and si mul ta neously as the prin ci ple of im per fec -
tion, which ex ists over against the form prin ci ple as the prin ci ple of per -
fec tion. This lat ter con cep tion is for mally con nected with the Ar is to te lian
un der stand ing of hule as “po ten tial be ing” (dunamei on). It can not do
away, how ever, with the au ton omy and orig i nal ity of the Greek mat ter
prin ci ple, which also co mes to ex pres sion in Ar is totle in the po lar op po si -
tion be tween Ananke (blind, un pre dict able chance) and the ra tio nal cau -
sal ity of the form prin ci ple, which op er ates ac cord ing to a pre dict able,
pur pos ive plan. The at tempt to wed the Greek form-mat ter mo tive to the
Scrip tural idea of cre ation in tro duces into the lat ter an au ton o mous prin ci -
ple of meta phys i cal im per fec tion, which is com pletely for eign to it.

Can the di vine Cre ator be the or i gin of im per fec tion? In deed, he must
be just that if he is the cre ative au thor of na ture in the Greek sense, some -
thing that was never taught by the Greeks them selves. Es cape was then
sought from this antinomy by re gard ing “ab so lute” or “pure” mat ter as a
so-called steresis or pri va tion of be ing, which as such is not cre ated.

Cen ter ing na ture in an au ton o mous prin ci ple of ra tio nal form re quires,
thus, in its turn, a re in ter pre ta tion of the Chris tian doc trine of cre ation, and 
the ef fects of this must also spill over into the un der stand ing of the fall and 
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form-mat ter mo tive ap pears in Ar is totle’s ex po si tion of this con cept in his Meta -
phys ics, D, 4. 1015 a.



of re demp tion. In Thomistic the ol ogy, the cre ative work of God loses its
ac tive char ac ter, since ac cord ing to Ar is to te lian-Thomistic phi los o phy
ac tiv ity is re garded merely as a nat u ral striv ing of mat ter (po ten ti al ity, im -
per fec tion) to ward form (ac tu al ity, per fec tion), a striv ing that is in com -
pat i ble with God’s es sence as “pure Form.” In Thomas, there fore, the cre -
ation is re duced to a purely one-sided re la tion “ex parte creaturae.”1 The
prin ci ples of form and mat ter are both with drawn from God’s sov er eignty
as Cre ator, for the lat ter only ex tends to con crete, cre ated things.

The fun da men tal re li gious unity of na ture is thus left out of ac count.
The Scrip tural, Au gus tin ian doc trine that na ture has rad i cally fallen into
sin must there fore also be aban doned, be cause the fall now af fects only
the con nec tion be tween na ture and supernature. It is the loss of the “su per -
nat u ral gift of grace.” As a fi nal con se quence, re demp tion in Christ Je sus
also loses its rad i cal mean ing, ac cord ing to which it trans forms the re li -
gious root of fallen na ture. The doc trine of the “nat u ral prep a ra tion for
grace” forms the di a lec ti cal cap stone in the elab o ra tion of this syn the sis
mo tive.

n.     The Law of Re li gious Di a lec tic: The Op er a tion of the Po lar
       Ten dency in the Di a lec ti cal Ground Mo tive. The Du al ism
       be tween Na ture and Grace in Ockham and in Averroistic
       Nomi nal ism

As we have al ready noted, it was pos si ble to in su late this typ i cally
Romanistic syn the sis against the po lar iz ing ef fects of this di a lec tic only
by the ex er cise of ec cle si as ti cal au thor ity. As soon as these ten den cies
were set free to obey the law of re li gious di a lec tic, the ar ti fi cial hi er ar -
chi cal syn the sis dis solved into a po lar an tith e sis. This hap pened with
Wil liam of Ockham, the lead ing fig ure of late-scholastic (four teenth
cen tury A.D.) nomi nal ism. Ockham pro mul gated the idea that there was 
a yawn ing gulf be tween na ture and grace. In the school of nomi nal ism
which was in flu enced by Arabic Aver ro ism (e.g., Siger of Brabant, John 
of Jandun, a con tem po rary of Ockham), this gulf had been fur ther wid -
ened, even be com ing the doc trine of two-fold truth.

Ockham’s nominalistic op po si tion to the re al ity of the so-called univer -
salia (i.e., the uni ver sal ontic forms of ma te rial things) went hand in hand
with his un suc cess ful at tempt to purge scho las tic the ol ogy of the de na tur -
ing in flu ence of the Greek prin ci ple of ra tio nal form by means of his con -
cep tion of the cre ative sov er eignty of God as a potentia absoluta. This at -
tempt was doomed to fail ure, be cause the ab so lute om nip o tence of God
was not un der stood in its Scrip tural sense, but rather – within the frame -
work of the di a lec ti cal ground mo tive of Scho las ti cism – as a law less, un -
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pre dict able ar bi trary power, a sort of Ananke in the sense of the Greek
mat ter mo tive, which here was di vested of its orig i nal re li gious mean ing
by be ing bound to the Chris tian cre ation mo tive. In deed, the re li gious de -
pre ci a tion of nat u ral rea son and of the va lid ity of all law and form in nat u -
ral life had its or i gin in the de i fi ca tion of the prin ci ple of mat ter as it was
un der stood in an cient Greek re li gion.

o.     The Sec ond Way: Lutheranism and the Di a lec tic of Law and
       Gos pel. Di a lec ti cal The ol ogy

The nominalistic du al ism be tween na ture and grace had its ef fects
within the Ref or ma tion move ment it self in Lu ther’s di a lec ti cal op po si -
tion of law and gos pel. Here the point of con tact for a syn the sis be tween 
the Greek and the Chris tian ground-mo tives was sought pri mar ily in the
doc trine of the fall. This was the sec ond di rec tion in which there was an
at tempt at syn the sis.

Ockham’s view of law was un doubt edly at work in the re li gious de pre -
ci a tion of the law as the form prin ci ple of sin ful na ture. In the back ground
there also lay Marcion’s di a lec ti cal an tith e sis be tween the God of cre ation 
and the God of re demp tion, an idea which in this thinker from the sec ond
cen tury A. D. was ac com pa nied by an op po si tion to the mor al is tic-legal
view of the gos pel and by a pseudo-Pauline em pha sis on jus ti fi ca tion
alone at the ex pense of the law.

Na ture, which in line with scho las tic the ol ogy is still con ceived in terms 
of the ra tio nal form prin ci ple of Greek thought, is the “king dom of sin un -
der the law.” It is re garded dia lec ti cally in po lar op po si tion to grace, the
king dom of the evan gel i cal free dom of the Chris tian, who breaks through
and over comes the law. “The whore, rea son” is tol er ated only in the wil -
der ness of sin ful na ture; cov ered with shame, it is cast out from “Abra -
ham’s tent,” the com mu nity of faith.

The ground-mo tive of na ture and grace, how ever, also lends it self very
well to a pseudosynthesis be tween the Scrip tural and the hu man is tic
ground-mo tives, one in which na ture is viewed in terms of the po lar op po -
si tion be tween na ture and free dom. In so far as this at tempt at syn the sis is -
sues from the Lu theran con cep tion of na ture and grace, it is once again the
rev e la tion of the fall that is used to down grade au ton o mous na ture and to
as sign it a po si tion di a met ri cally op posed to grace.

In this fash ion the hu man is tic view of tem po ral re al ity can also be ac -
cepted, even though this view must, of course, be ex ter nally ac com mo -
dated to the Lu theran ar ti cles of faith. Along with this, the hu man is tic
ground-mo tive of na ture and free dom, which is still al lowed a place of in -
flu ence in philo sophic thought, is in vari ably dis qual i fied as a typ i cal ex -
pres sion of sin ful na ture be cause of its prideful re li gious root. At the same
time, how ever, ev ery at tempt to al low the dy namic power of the Scrip tural 
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ground-mo tive to ef fect an in ner ref or ma tion of phi los o phy as well as sci -
en tific thought in gen eral, is sharply re jected from this point of view as a
fa tal con fu sion be tween the Chris tian life of grace and sin ful nat u ral life.

The re li gious di a lec tic of the ground-mo tive of na ture and grace as they
are here con ceived ul ti mately led, by way of Lu ther’s du al ism of law and
grace, Kantian crit i cism, and the more re cent irrationalistic phi los o phy of
ex is tence, to what is called “di a lec ti cal the ol ogy.” Here again it ex presses
it self within the ol ogy in po lar fash ion. In the thought of Karl Barth, there
is no point of con tact be tween na ture and grace. The in flu ence of Marcion
is also un mis tak ably pres ent in Barth’s di a lec ti cal the ol ogy, al though it
does not lead here, any more than it did in Lu ther, to an ab so lute sep a ra -
tion be tween the Old and New Tes ta ments.

p.     The Di a lec tic of the Ground-Motive of Na ture and Grace
       in Re formed Scho las ti cism

To the ex tent that the ground-mo tive of na ture and grace is able to es -
tab lish a beach head in Cal vin is tic thought, it will never ex press it self in
a theo log i cal way in terms of the po lar ity char ac ter is tic of Lutheranism.
The Lu theran du al ism of law and gos pel is for eign to the Re formed con -
fes sion. Re formed Scho las ti cism, which to the pres ent has had re sults
only in the ol ogy and which, for rea sons I shall ex plore later, has never
been able to elab o rate an in de pend ent phi los o phy like that of Thom ism,
will pre fer to go the first way of syn the sis. Seizing upon the cre ation
mo tive, it will seek, just as Thom ism does, to ac com mo date the Greek
view of na ture to it. In so do ing, how ever, it will re ject both the Lu -
theran du al ism be tween na ture and grace and the Thomistic sub struc -
ture-superstructure theme.

In Re formed Scho las ti cism, na ture can never be con ceived of as the an -
ti pode of grace or as its rel a tively au ton o mous sub struc ture. For, in con -
for mity to Au gus tine, Re formed Scho las ti cism al ways binds the nat u ral
light of rea son to the light of Scrip ture. In so do ing, more over, it falls into
the same mis con cep tion re gard ing the re la tion ship of the ol ogy and phi los -
o phy that I pointed out ear lier in con nec tion with the great church fa ther.
The ol ogy is sup posed to take the non-Reformed phi los o phy of the schools 
un der its wing, in or der to ac com mo date it to or tho dox Re formed doc trine
and to keep its la tent dan ger ous ten den cies un der con trol. It will be very
sus pi cious of a Re formed phi los o phy that does not bind it self to the ol ogy,
for it is the ol ogy, as the “queen of the sci ences” (re gina scientiarum), that
is sup posed to come up with the “Scrip tural prin ci ples” to which the other
sci ences must con form.

In the ab sence of pa pal ec cle si as ti cal au thor ity, how ever, all of the theo -
log i cal re sources that Re formed Scho las ti cism can bring to bear will be
in ca pa ble, even in its own cir cles, of hold ing back the in flu ence of the po -
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lar ten den cies within the ground-mo tive of na ture and grace. Here again,
the theo log i cally con trived pseudosynthesis be tween the Chris tian and the 
Greek ground-mo tives will al ways be threat ened with dis so lu tion. The
point of con tact for the dualistic sep a ra tion be tween na ture and grace will
be sought, in par tic u lar, in the doc trine of com mon grace, which in its re la -
tion ship to “spe cial grace” can eas ily de gen er ate into a doc trine of two
sep a rate realms. The Re formed prac ti tio ners of the non-theological sci -
ences, find ing in scho las tic the ol ogy no us able guide lines for their own
branches of in ves ti ga tion, will ap peal to com mon grace, in or der to jus tify
their al li ance with the pre vail ing, sup pos edly neu tral modes of thought.
And in so far as they take care not to tres pass on the per il ous ter rain of the -
ol ogy, scho las tic the ol ogy for the most part will not interfere with them.

In deed, in this view, the ol ogy sup plies an ex ter nal link be tween nat u ral
thought and the Scrip tures. How ever, since this con nec tion is com pletely
dom i nated by the un scrip tural ground-mo tive of na ture and grace and can -
not lead, there fore, to an in ner ref or ma tion of sci en tific thought, the lat ter
will place more and more dis tance be tween it self and the Scrip tural
ground-mo tive of the Chris tian re li gion. In time it will dis cover that it has
even dis tanced it self com pletely from the scho las tic way of do ing the ol -
ogy.

Within the realm of sci ence, the po lar ity of this ground-mo tive will in -
creas ingly show up in a sep a ra tion and even in in ter nal dis cord be tween
dog matic the ol ogy and the “pro fane sci ences.” Within the ol ogy it self the
ac com mo dated Greek con cep tion of na ture will re main in ba sic ten sion
with the in te gral and rad i cal ground-mo tive of the Chris tian re li gion.

The di a lec tic of the syn the sis mo tive of na ture and grace is thus al ways
a re li gious di a lec tic “of the sec ond power.” It con tains within it self ei ther
the di a lec tic in her ent to the Greek form-matter mo tive or that of the hu -
man is tic ground-mo tive of na ture and free dom. As to both of their poles,
these are welded to the Scrip tural ground-mo tive, which in this abor tive
at tempt at syn the sis has been robbed of its mean ing. In this way, a sec ond -
ary di a lec tic is brought into be ing within the Scrip tural ground-mo tive.

For this rea son, a com plete un der stand ing of the sig nif i cance of the
scho las tic syn the sis mo tive for phi los o phy, to which a sub stan tial por tion
of my in ves ti ga tion in the sec ond vol ume of this work will be de voted,
can not be achieved with out hav ing a clear view of the di a lec tic in her ing in 
the Greek form-matter theme. I shall now pro ceed, there fore, to pres ent an 
in-depth study of the di a lec ti cal un fold ing of the lat ter mo tive in Greek
phi los o phy, up to and in clud ing Plato. In this pre sen ta tion, the phi los o phy 
of Plato will oc cupy the cen ter of at ten tion. For it is Plato who in cor po -
rated in his thought the en tire pre ced ing his tory of Greek phi los o phy. It is
also he who brought the di a lec tic of the Greek ground-mo tive to its high -
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est and at the same time its most sharply for mu lated ex pres sion.

In pre sent ing this sketch, I do not in tend, of course, to write an ex haus -
tive his tory of Greek thought. Nei ther shall I em pha size the his tor i cal
method of ap proach. In stead, my sole aim here is to in ves ti gate the di a lec -
ti cal de vel op ment of the re li gious ground-mo tive in philo sophic thought,
and this will re quire the ap pli ca tion of a unique tran scen den tal method,
which is ca pa ble of pen e trat ing to the main springs of Greek think ing.
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