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        It is often claimed by many ‘pragmatic’ people that man cannot do without some kind of religion and that he is too weak intrinsically to manage his affairs without taking recourse to some imaginary deities. Life, it is contended, is full of loneliness, burdened with problems, failures and disasters, to let man survive on his own.

       Many are willing to admit that the basic premises of most of the religions are unconvincing. But they are equally convinced that religion exercises a beneficial role in enabling man to lead a happy life.

       Religion is akin to childhood neurosis, so said Freud. But his statement was only partly right.

       What actually happens is that when we are pressed by circumstances, we appeal to a protective ‘father-figure’ in the shape of God to assure ourselves and to get some freedom from fear, from doubt and from the dread of death.

       We mortals are susceptible to physical and mental pain. We are vulnerable organisms and our realisation of our insignificance and fragility can trigger off  deep feelings.

Fear of Mortality

        This is because of the realisation that we can any day die and after that we would not be in a position to see or feel our loved ones again. These considerations are in no way unnatural. Everyone of us is bound to think about these rude facts of life, sometime or the other.

        Thus, when the need for a ‘bigger’ support arises, the stage is all set for the conversion of the neurotic soul to the ‘spiritual’ outlook on life. In God it is easy to find ‘refuge’ from the fears and failures and the pain of actual living. This urge to find ‘refuge’ in God is seen in some devotional songs. Even our innumerable ‘godmen’ and astrologers thrive only on the need of men for support during crisis.

       This conversion following a crisis is often violent, and full of mixed feelings of submissiveness and anxiety. It is very vividly described in the Majjhima Nikaya how Buddha suffered from his own anxieties and conflicts before achieving enlightenment.

       It must be said to his credit that he adopted only a little from the traditional branches of the Indian philosophy, and became in essence an agnostic. Betrand Russell came out an agnostic after a similar experience at the age of twenty-nine.

       Thus this period of neurotic loneliness does not always lead to an abject piousness. Yet in most cases, it does lead to conversion to religion. A typical example is that of William James who emerged a firm believer after he overcame thoughts of suicide. Even Gandhi seems to have been changed by some strong experiences of youth to become a firm believer in God and prayer.

        Thus religion is often the ‘crutch’ of the disturbed soul. In such cases, it is difficult to hold anyone guilty of intellectual folly. In fact, one might go so far as to say that it is probably necessary during such upheavals to ‘invent’ God to help those lonely, frustrated and especially the handicapped  whom none can help.

        It will not thus be entirely right to call religion a childhood neurosis, for it is a genuine human need in the first great human  crisis. And it is comparatively harmless during such a stage unless it is carried on to the frenzy of a psychosis (as in the case of Joan of Arc).

        But a healthy and mature man should have no such drastic need of religious support. Religion may not be akin to a childhood neurosis, but it is essential to outgrow it. This can be done by an appeal to reason and truth.

        The behaviour of religious souls leaves much to be desired. Most of the time religion makes men tame and weak and often hypocritical. This is natural, because a great deal of compromise with truth is required to become a religious person.

        Not only that, religion makes men reactionary and enemies of the forces of reason and science. An example is the continuation of the caste system.

        Any reasonable man will acknowledge that it is not possible to eliminate the cruelties of this custom by mere appeals. Indeed, the whole caste system needs to be discarded, lock, stock and barrel. Yet even generous and enlightened religious persons like Gandhi have refused to disown the caste system in its entirety. If this is not an example of unreasonableness, I am at a loss to know what is.

Claim of Originality

       How can we ignore the fact that each religion is convinced that it is the ‘original’ word of God, and that the other religions are only fit to be exterminated?

       The hostility of each religion to others can be easily illustrated. I do not in any way imply that this is all that these religions have to offer us; I only wish to pint out that if indeed there is one God, He certainly would not have allowed such malevolent words to enter into His divine message.

       In the New Testament, Galatians chapter 1, verse 9, St Paul boldly claims: “If any man preach any other gospel unto you than ye have received, let him be accursed.”

       Jesus himself claims (in St Luke, chapter 19) “But those mine enemies, which would not, that I should reign far over them, bring hither and slay them before me.”

      In the Koran, it is written: “Give tidings, O Mohammed, of painful doom to those who disbelieve.... Slay the idolators wherever ye find them ... And fight them until persecution shall be no more, and religion is all for Allah”

      In the Koran (xxii) it is clearly stated: “They who believe not shall have garments of fire fitted unto them; boiling water shall be poured on their heads, their bodies shall be dissolved thereby, and also their skins, and they shall be beaten with maces of iron.”

      Hinduism takes masochistic delight in oppressing its own segment, the Harijans.

       In the Manusmriti, it is stated that if an untouchable shows any keeness to pursue Vedic studies, molten lead ought to be poured into his ears.

       Perhaps Buddhism has the best record on this score, possibly because it does not claim that its scriptures are the original word of God. Yet even here, one does find some instances of injustice, especially in the later forms of this religion.

Equally false

       In any case, since there is no evidence anywhere that any religion is uniquely inspired by Divinity, so it is reasonable to assume that all are equally false.

      But many feel that drawing the conclusion on the basis ‘superficial’ data of cruelty is not correct. Therefore, it would be worthwhile to probe the claim that there is an underlying unity or uniformity in all religions. This much-vaunted unity in doctrines I have sought in vain.

      Perhaps the only thing common to all religions is the immortality of the soul. But this proves nothing. It is easily explained away as wishful thinking common to the human  situation. However, there are many differences.

     Consider rewards and punishment. The Christian religion declares that the soul shall once and for all go to “Hell” (“Heaven”) where  it shall be amply punished (rewarded) for the crimes (good) done on the earth. But why does the Buddhist and the Hindu soul keep on returning to the earth? If the Christian soul does not return to the earth, then I should think that God is rather disorganised in His affairs.

      Just consider the Harijans who have converted to Christianity. Before they were born, Hinduism assures us, they were regular in their cycle of births and deaths. But now it appears that they shall not ‘return’ again and shall not have the opportunity to ‘become’ Brahmins. Indeed, it is impossible to reconcile these two views. And such vital discrepancies between religions can be easily multiplied.

      Consider the differences among religions on such matters as woman, wine and meat. Some religions demand monogamy, others allow polygamy. Still others recommend that celibacy is best. Some religions allow wine and tobacco, others prohibit it. Some religions (at least in their popular forms) recommend vegetarianism; others create a lot of distinction between the various kinds of meat. The contradictions between religions cannot be reconciled honestly. It is an urge to keep the sanctity of truth that finally leads one to disown all religions.

     But many philosophers through the ages have maintained that the organised religions give us a distorted view of God, and that instead of accepting them, we must find out God by our own efforts. This leads us to the mystic point of view -- the philosophy of Jalal-uddin Rumi, and others. Perhaps, a few words from the mystics will illustrate this approach.

     Says Kabir.

     “O servant, where dost thou seek Me? Lo! I am beside thee; I am neither in temple nor in the mosque; I am neither in Kaba nor Kailash.

       Neither am I in rites and ceremonies, nor in yoga and renunciation.

       If thou art a true seeker, thou shalt at once see Me: thou shalt meet Me in a moment of time.”

      Kabir also says: “O Sadhu! God is the breath of all breath.”

      To the mystic, love is the key. “The astrolabe of the mysteries of God is love”-- (Jalal-uddin Rumi).

Mysticism challenged

     Such is the beauty of this approach that the unwary intellectual is easily liable to fall into the trap of mysticism. Among the eminent writers of the 20th century who have professed some sort of mysticism are Andre  Gide, Alexis Carrel, Aldous Huxley and S. Radhakrishnan.

        But there are strong arguments even against mysticism. In the first place, one has serious qualms whether such an outlook can be called religion at all. Secondly, there is no actual divine connection in mysticism. Neither is the mystic the Son of God, nor God Himself, nor even the chosen messenger of God. In other words, what the mystic says is based entirely and simply upon human experience. It would appear that God is the invention of the mystic’s mind. 

       For example, I can claim that I worship a Mountain of Gold which is “the breath of all breath”. I can say that anyone who is pure in heart can see this Mountain of Gold. If challenged by a rationalist, I can say that this Mountain of Gold is found in your heart, and that the astrolabe of the mysteries of the Mountain of Gold is love.

       But even though this quibbling may confound matters considerably, it does not prove the existence of a Mountain of Gold, as you will readily admit. The evidence of the mystics is of such a kind.

       The net result is that the evidence for any kind of religious belief is disputable. The facts seem to show that religion is an illusion, mere wishful thinking. This being the case, it would be the more honest policy to overcome our religious delusions.

