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I. Religious Genius 

 Appreciating Inspiring Individuals Across Traditions 

 Alon Goshen-Gottstein 

1. Introduction  

During the previous meeting of the Elijah Board of World Religious Leaders, we shared with 

scholars the concept of “Religious Genius”. By mean of this concept, we seek to develop a new area 

for interfaith study and engagement. Much of present-day interfaith engagement issues of 

legitimating diversity, reducing violence or dealing with significant global challenges, especially those 

related to our “common home”, the earth. These are all vital concerns, but they ultimately seek to 

engage religious communities, sometimes religious teachings as well, in the service of a solution to a 

problem, often a problem created by religious beliefs. As they are problem-oriented, in some way 

they direct the conversation beyond or away from the core concerns, experiences and testimonies of 

faith communities.  

The “Religious Genius” project is an attempt to develop interfaith engagement based on the 

proper concerns of the religious life. It assumes that studying the finest exemplars of our traditions 

will allow us a different access point to other religious communities and to the spiritual life as such. 

It assumes that by studying the finest exemplars of our traditions, we can offset the negative view of 

religion, made manifest in public life and amplified by the media. If common interfaith work seeks 

to resolve a problem in inter-communal relations, the “Religious Genius” project seeks to inspire 

across religious boundaries.  

The enthusiasm with which the project was met by religious leaders gathered in St. Ottilien, 

suggests that indeed this subject goes to the heart of the religious life and that Elijah leaders see the 

value of the project and its potential for outreach within and between their communities, and 

beyond. The Salt Lake City meeting will explore how Elijah’s leaders can help share the experiences 

and wisdom gained through nearly fifteen years of collaboration with their communities, and more 

broadly, with “the community” at large. In this context, we would like to recommend to their 

attention the work on “Religious Genius” as an excellent tool for advancing community-based 

interfaith engagement. Accordingly, we will be dividing our time between reflecting on “Religious 

Genius” and considering how the work of the Elijah Board of World Religious Leaders can gain 
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greater voice and be extended beyond the small but significant circle within which it has taken place 

to date.  

What follows is a shortened version of an essay that is the result of a group research project, 

undertaken by Elijah scholars. The project, carried out over a period of 3 years, involved dozens of 

scholars and was carried out with the support of the John Templeton Foundation. Its results are 

presented here, without the footnotes and extensive bibliographical studies, as a means of providing 

a framework for our discussions. Those who wish to delve still further into the work undertaken to 

date may ask to consult the longer version, as well as numerous case-studies produced for the 

project. Three of these case-studies - Christian, Muslim and Hindu - will be part of our Salt Lake 

City proceedings, as well as a collection of wisdom sayings from several religious geniuses, that will 

allow us to consider how to engage not only the biographies and figures of individuals but also how 

to bring different religious geniuses in conversation with one another on chosen topics.  

The group process of working on “Religious Genius” brought to light some insights regarding 

the self-understanding of the project. I think it is important to share these especially with the 

religious leaders who would surely approach the study of “Religious Genius” from a perspective that 

seeks to explore its spiritual and existential significance and not only from a narrower academic 

perspective.  

This project is undertaken from a perspective that suggests commitment or appreciation or 

positive valuation of the material. The project is not value-neutral or free of theological undertones. 

It is thus a project of advocacy of values and of aspects of the life of the spirit, recognized across 

religious traditions. While we seek to ground this project in academic method and rigor, it is 

nevertheless a project of advocacy for certain values that we consider are worthy of being taught and 

received, within and between religious traditions.  

The project allows scholars who are so disposed to engage in first order questions that concern 

the spiritual life, as witnessed across multiple traditions. The core approach of the project allows a 

view of religion and theology that does not bracket a view of ultimate reality in view of conventions 

that prevail in many parts of the Academy. The points below offer further elaboration on this 

statement: 

• The primary goal of our project is to inspire. However, we attain this goal while paying 

close attention to the methodological concerns of applying the category and making 

these individuals speak beyond their traditions.  
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• What is particular to our project, in relation to most existing saint-studies, is the attempt 

to approach our subject on a first order basis: what is it to be a saint or a “Religious 

Genius”? First order questions concerning the nature of “Religious Genius”, its 

experience and reality, as distinct from its sociological or historical expressions, also 

suggest theological interest. Allowing us to engage core theological and religious issues, 

as refracted through this specific lens, could contribute to improving the image of 

religion among the wider public.  

• Our use of “Religious Genius” is twofold. On the one hand it is a way of 

recommending, advocating and highlighting what seem to us religious ideals across 

traditions. On the other, it is a means of engaging, discerning, opening up conversations 

and revisiting views and attitudes to figures already studied and categories already 

applied. In the latter sense, our use of “Religious Genius” is heuristic. 

2. Religious Genius - An Overview  

2.1 Introducing the Area of Study 

All religions recognize there are outstanding individuals, whose spiritual insight, presence and 

power by far surpass those of others. These individuals help create, define, drive, reform and inspire 

their traditions. To a large extent they are the models that provide the basis for emulation for others 

and they are the ideal of the tradition in its concrete manifestation, in the lives of humans.  

Historically, most religions have tended to appreciate only those exceptional individuals who 

have contributed to their own traditions’ formation. While on the popular level there has often been 

some mix of cults, in seeking blessings from individuals who belong to other traditions, the fuller 

appreciation of special religious individuals has been limited to members of one’s own tradition.  

The present essay seeks to consider these special individuals from a perspective that is broader 

than just the individual faith perspective. In part, this is informed by the recognition that in an 

interreligious age, we must be open to study and to be inspired by the finest models that other 

traditions can provide. Without such openness, we are missing out on true appreciation of what 

other religious traditions are and what they have to offer. From a different perspective, the study of 

such individuals is important because it allows us to approach them as part of the study of the 

meaning of the fullness of being human and of human potential. From this perspective we are 

invited to consider what such unique individuals are, how they function, and what they contribute to 
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society, in a way that cuts across the different religious traditions, and draws on them all. Thus, both 

for purposes of our knowledge and understanding of what it means to be human and for purposes 

of advancing relations between religions in today’s world, the study of exceptional individuals in the 

field of religion holds great promise. 

2.2 Revisiting “Saints”, Introducing “Religious Genius” 

Throughout history and throughout the literature, the individuals under discussion have been 

known by many names and titles, reflecting their various offices. The categories overlap and their 

use is usually neither exclusive nor rigorous. The names by which these individuals have been known 

or referred to include: prophets, founders, mystics, saints, heroes, religious virtuosos and more. 

Categories vary, either in accordance with a tradition’s internal structures or theological 

conceptualization, or in accordance with the scientific theory that provides the framework for 

viewing these individuals. Categories are to a large degree a matter of convention, and their 

significance is ultimately a function of the measure to which they are helpful in enhancing 

understanding and advancing discussion. The present work seeks to put forth a novel category by 

means of which to appreciate these individuals - “Religious Genius”. The test for its usefulness will 

lie in the degree to which it allows us to revisit existing issues, to offer new perspectives and to 

provide new approaches to problems that have not been dealt with in the past, adequately or at all.  

The category of “Religious Genius” cuts across many of the categories that presently serve in 

the literature. Nevertheless, by far, most of the potential “inhabitants” of this category presently 

“occupy” the category of “saints.”  

2.3 What Is a Religious Genius 

We may consider the following a working definition of “Religious Genius”:  

Someone who by application of intuition, intellect and a totally engaged or integrated personality brings about new 

understanding of reality, grounded in awareness of a broader existential dimension, that leads to deep transformation 

within a religious tradition.  

The new understanding offered by the Religious Genius provides creative and constructive 

solutions for solving religious and spiritual problems, usually within the framework of a particular 

community or tradition. A Religious Genius will accordingly have high positive output, effectively 

addressing challenges and issues that are fundamental to a tradition, or more universally: to being 

religious. A Religious Genius is thus able to accomplish something, by means of his or her special 
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capacities. Accordingly, the Religious Genius may be described as having deep comprehension of a 

field (reality, God, the spiritual life) that results in a transforming discovery or realization that can be 

shared with others and that has some enduring impact. 

According to this definition, a Religious Genius may be considered as someone who is 

innovative in the field of religion, providing solutions to religious problems, or making the teaching 

of religion more broadly available to others, through how he or she configures or restates the 

tradition and its teaching, whether in terms of theory or of practice.  

The wisdom of a Religious Genius grows out of a totality of being, a total commitment, and a 

total view of life. A Religious Genius is grounded in a situation of mind and being within broader 

reality. The wisdom that comes of it should therefore be considered primarily as the outcome of 

such existential positioning. This means that the Religious Genius’ special contribution is not 

primarily the gaining of knowledge, the refinement of discipline or methodology or the 

accumulation of facts. Rather, it is founded upon the ground upon which all these activities might 

take place, and when religious geniuses do help grow knowledge, it is colored in a completely 

different way than it might be without the particular existential grounding of the Religious Genius. If 

wisdom is founded upon gaining experience, the experience of the Religious Genius grows from the 

total existential grounding that characterizes him. An important expression of this positioning is the 

understanding of connections, the view of the whole in relation to details, and the regard of wisdom 

that ensues from such a view.  

The wisdom of the Religious Genius draws heavily on intuition and inspiration. While it may, 

and frequently does, appeal to reason as it communicates itself and as it checks the validity of its 

insights and their application, its primary drive often has more to do with other means of knowledge 

than with reason. It is founded upon attunement to another order of being and the attempt to 

convey such attunement is the root of wisdom. The intellect provides checks and controls but these 

often come before or after the core recognition of wisdom. Before - in the training that the 

Religious Genius undergoes as part of his formation, and that becomes an inseparable part of him. 

After - as a second stage, after the primary revelation, inspiration or intuition have done their work.  

“Religious Genius” has cognitive associations, related to knowledge, teaching, understanding 

and discovery, as these apply to questions that are fundamental to the religious quest and to the 

historical traditions within which religious geniuses are found and to their canons. Thus, a Religious 

Genius is a sage-saint. In some way, directly or by example, he or she teaches. One looks to the 



   

9  

Religious Genius for understanding, illumination, wisdom of a high order. What distinguishes the 

Religious Genius from the philosopher is the grounding of wisdom and insight in a higher order of 

reality, a higher state of consciousness. This contrasts with more common expectations of the saint 

(who is not a sage), where one looks to the saint for intercession. At times the same personality 

might provide both functions, but it is often the case that there will be a difference between the in-

group of students, who seek the wisdom, and the out-group, that seeks the blessings and 

intercession. 

Gaining wisdom is to be distinguished from gaining intellectual information. Wisdom is an 

apprehension of spiritual reality and provides deeper insight into Being itself. Therefore, the 

constitutive elements of Religious Genius, to be presented in Section 4, are not simply character 

traits or virtues. They are ways of being, and each of them serves an epistemological function. Love 

is a way of knowing; love-wisdom produces a type of knowledge. Knowledge grounded in humility, 

in the transcendence of the self, offers perspectives unlike ego-bound knowledge. Various ways of 

conceptualizing self-transcendence have epistemological correlates. The connection of heaven and 

earth, the connection of individual and cosmos, the relationship of the individual to society - all 

these are profound realizations that produce a wisdom, or rather - that are themselves the core 

wisdom of Religious Genius. The genius of religious genius is how to translate these core 

recognitions in novel ways, how to communicate them, and how to make them acceptable and 

practicable, the basis for social relations and a program for daily living. The core spiritual recognition 

undergoes a process of translation, and herein lies the unique genius of each and every Religious 

Genius. This translation draws on his or her mental faculties, intelligence, erudition, social situation, 

religious training, stock of metaphors, life experience, humor and more. The core reality is similar, if 

not the same. The means of applying and translating it to different situations - religious, social, 

intellectual, is where religious geniuses differ from one another, each seeking to articulate his or her 

vision in conformity with the tools at their disposal and the need they seek to address.  

Wisdom is ultimately a statement of how to be in the world, and more particularly, how to be in 

the world today. Wisdom is therefore active or generative. It is not only the seemingly passive 

contemplation of eternal truths, but the active application of whatever may be eternal and universal 

into the concrete and practicable terms of the here and now. Therefore, new social strategies, forms 

of social organization, action and service in the “real” world, are all manifestations of wisdom. 

Wisdom recognizes the need and responds to it by providing an appropriate statement, often novel 
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in its application. Therefore in studying religious geniuses we study both the subjective aspects of 

spiritual excellence and interior achievements and the outward expressions of transformation and 

creativity within traditions.  

The wealth of the spiritual life is such that its various aspects come together in seemingly 

endless permutations. These are multiplied as a given religion, society and the world at large, 

undergo sociological and ideological changes, from one generation to the other. At every turn, the 

need arises to state the truths, the vision, the broader meaning, once again, in fresh terms that are 

suitable either for the audience or the circumstances. It may be a traditional society that works out 

the meaning of its philosophical challenges and debates or a post-modern society that has lost its 

faith in God and His saints. Whatever it may be, the Religious Genius is the person who can offer a 

new statement of meaning, from the platform of existence to which he has reached. The 

contribution of the Religious Genius may be a creative presentation of the tradition in ways not 

previously known, rather than the discovery of a new truth. Much of what “Religious Genius” is 

about is vivid realization of aspects of reality or of tradition not previously appreciated. The 

creativity of the Religious Genius often comes as a response to something problematic. The old 

ways lose their savor, they no longer work. Conditions change. The creativity of the Religious 

Genius comes in response to that problematic situation. The problem could be focused 

intellectually, emotionally or in relation to ritual. Unlike the common saint who ordinarily interprets, 

according to existing canons, the Religious Genius offers new ways of understanding. When old 

ways of interpretation no longer work, the Religious Genius may find new means of engaging 

tradition or the existential issues it addresses.  

“Genius” is when there is a creative drive, founded upon the spiritual cognitions of the 

Religious Genius (specified in Section 4, with the help of our model), that produces a restatement of 

the meaning of existence, and how it should be lived in the here and now. Whether it is action, 

service, teaching or relations in the community, the Religious Genius offers a new vision to address 

some important contemporary challenge. And his contribution is empowered by more than the 

goodwill of the ordinary person. It is empowered by the fullness of life and power to which his 

spiritual life has brought him.  

A Religious Genius provides an answer to a question, rather than bringing aid to a situation. 

The question that is answered may be a collective religious problem, specific to the tradition, or a 

broader question, relating to the meaning of existence. Because a Religious Genius in some way 
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addresses the meaning of reality, the Religious Genius can have appeal across traditions. In fact, 

recognition of the Religious Genius’ ability to speak across traditions may be considered 

fundamental to constructing a definition for “Religious Genius”.  

Because a Religious Genius addresses a problem that is viewed through a contemporary lens, 

there will always be some interaction between the being and contribution of the Religious Genius 

and the historical and sociological context within which he or she is being appreciated. Appreciating 

a Religious Genius involves us in both an appreciation of the person and being of the Religious 

Genius and an appreciation of the contribution, innovation and transformation the Religious Genius 

effects within her community or tradition. This dynamic will be discussed in detail in Section 5.  

3. “Religious Genius” - Choosing a Category  

3.1 Why “Religious Genius”? The Category’s Potential and How to Apply it 

The category of “Religious Genius” may be considered a species of the larger genus of 

extraordinary religious personalities. In putting forth “Religious Genius” as a category by means of 

which the lives of extraordinary religious men and women can be studied, appreciated and even 

advocated for, one is making a choice. One is choosing this category over others. This choice is 

supported by an understanding of how “Religious Genius” differs from other categories. There is 

also choice involved in the application of “Religious Genius”. One uses the category having defined 

it and agreed upon its use. Recognizing there is no perfect category, one must decide on a working 

category, and offer a definition for it and how we intend to work with it.  

While both “religious” and “genius” may be deconstructed in ways that highlight their 

problematics, they do help us address our subject matter better than saint, mystic or other 

categories. “Religious Genius” allows us to offer an analysis that cuts across multiple categories used 

previously (founder, reformer etc.), thereby bringing new insight. The individuals under discussion 

are known by a variety of specific categories in different traditions. Rather than identify “Religious 

Genius” with any existing category, it can function as a meta-category, an umbrella category, 

incorporating under it multiple categories.  

It is recognized that speaking naturally there is no such thing as “Religious Genius”. There is no 

definition that emerges unequivocally from data across religions, by means of which we could 

establish what “Religious Genius” is. Not only is “Religious Genius” not a natural category, it is also 

not one that the subjects would readily identify with. The subjects of our study might not recognize 
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themselves in these terms. Nor does the category grow out of common uses of religious 

communities. This does not, however, detract from the usefulness of the category for our purposes. 

Theoretical language does not always reflect natural language. In fact, using a category that is not 

indigenous to any particular religion could be considered an advantage. This is the case with other 

categories in the study of religion, such as “charisma”.  

The fact that “Religious Genius” does not operate as a natural category, already used by 

religions, makes it more applicable to a new approach, in which we define what we mean by a term. 

In this way, one need not compete with existing definitions of the term. Whereas “saints’ already 

resorts to existing definitions, and whereas “genius” itself may also draw on existing psychological 

understandings, “Religious Genius” is not currently in meaningful use, and therefore may be 

constructed, while taking into account the potential “baggage” and associations that its components 

and related terms carry.  

It is recognized that all categories come with some “baggage”. However, in considering the 

“baggage” of “Religious Genius”, one recognizes its positive potential. To appreciate the balance 

between constructing a novel category and appealing to existing associations and “baggage” of a 

category, we do well to consider previous uses of genius and “Religious Genius”. The roots of the 

term genius are Roman, where the genius was the guiding spirit or tutelary deity of the person. 

Achievements of exceptional individuals were taken as indications of the presence of a powerful 

genius, who provided the inspiration. To speak of “Religious Genius” is therefore in some way to 

return to the originary meaning of the term, recognizing its religious basis. “Genius”, as a category, 

comes with at least some pseudo-religious valuation, highlighting inspiration. Using it as part of 

“Religious Genius” therefore recalls its original religious roots, while maintaining awareness of its 

later development and its scientific and social echoes.  

It is precisely by means of this “baggage’ that “Religious Genius” allows us to tackle some 

fundamental challenges. One of the most challenging issues in addressing “Religious Genius” is the 

relationship between human effort and divine gift. Among participants and observers who have 

contributed to the evolution of the present essay was noted the concern, raised especially by 

Christians, that the concept emphasized human effort, rather than the gift of God. Similar concerns 

may be raised by traditions that see the spiritual figure as an action of God, or divine incarnation, 

making the use of “Religious Genius” not immediate. Contrary to these concerns, one can argue that 

precisely the need to capture the two poles of divine initiative and human effort, training and 
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discipline, makes “Religious Genius” an excellent category that can capture a broad range of 

phenomena. “Genius” harks back to the Roman origins of the term, suggesting inspiration and the 

receptivity of the genius. At the same time, the training and discipline needed are also expressed by 

the term’s common references to individuals who master skills and apply them. It is this dual aspect 

that makes the category promising not only as a means of referring to saints and mystics, but even 

with reference to founders of religion and individuals who received revelation. The “genius” 

component can operate here as an indicator of the received and revealed dimension, operating 

through the genius, rather than the personal talent of the individual. At the same time, the 

conformity of the individual to spiritual standards, making him a model for emulation by disciples 

and later generations, is equally captured by the term.  

Furthermore, the category may be applied even to individuals who are deemed by their religious 

communities to be not simply saints but divine incarnations. While some might consider that the 

term “Religious Genius” is inadequate to capture the fullness of meaning attributed by faithful to 

individuals they consider divine, in fact the term has built into it the kind of complexity that could 

actually accommodate such understandings. One can readily speak of “the religious genius of Jesus”. 

But one might even speak of Jesus, or Hindu avataras, as being religious geniuses, in the sense of 

manifesting the divine and its inspiration, in the framework of a lived human life, with its challenges 

and the demands it makes on the “Religious Genius” to realize or manifest the divine within the 

framework of a human life.  

Similarly, a passive or instrumental view of a founder of a religion, as transmitting a divine 

message, rather than exerting his own effort or presenting his own teaching, is not incompatible 

with the use of “Religious Genius”, given our working definition and the inherent richness and 

complexity of the category. 

3.2 The Benefits of “Religious Genius” 

If we put to use a new category, it must allow us to do more than what earlier categories made 

possible. The following list suggests some of the possible benefits of introducing this category and 

of using it as a means for discussing outstanding religious personalities.  

3.2.1 Benefits for the interreligious context 

The recognition that the same characteristics that one appreciates in figures from one’s own 

tradition can be recognized in figures of other traditions fosters greater respect. Moreover, it creates 
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an attitude that invites learning from other traditions and their exemplars. Appreciation of these 

individuals through the lens of “Religious Genius” would make the testimony of these individuals 

stand out beyond their specific faith context and thereby allow members of other religions to hear 

them and be inspired by them. The study of a Religious Genius of another tradition provides access 

to another community, thereby extending respect and appreciation for its religious life. 

“Religious Genius” can provide us with a way of sidestepping issue of religious truth. We can 

appreciate the spiritual greatness of individuals irrespective of the content of their beliefs. It allows 

us to appreciate not only ideas, but the total, transformative vision and state of being of great 

individuals, valuable in itself, regardless of its truth status. 

3.2.2. Benefits for the Public View of Religion 

“Religious Genius” can help us translate in more than one sense. It provides a means for 

translation between different religious communities, who can through this translation better listen to 

each other, due to the appeal to a category that is not colored with the history and preferences of 

one particular religious tradition. It is also a means of translating between religion and others. The 

category of genius could be particularly helpful in communicating the spiritual life of these 

individuals to those who neither share their world-view nor appreciate the special gifts and spiritual 

realities of these individuals. ‘Genius’ suggests unique capacities that are not equally distributed, 

thereby opening the possibility for recognition that others may be endowed in ways that the 

observer may not.  

Using the term ‘genius’ has the potential to serve as a corrective to the public image of religion. 

Genius is implicitly admirable, though not in a religious way, which is precisely why using it can be 

beneficial to a discourse on religious figures. Genius has an aesthetic component, recognizing 

brilliance and making it intuitively admirable. Allowing us to engage core theological and religious 

issues, as refracted through the specific lens of “Religious Genius”, could contribute to improving 

the image of religion among the wider public. In fact, it could suggest a way of being religious that is 

an alternative to much of how religion is commonly perceived. This allows us to present exemplary 

religion, as opposed to religion as commonly portrayed, especially in the media. It allows a deeper 

and more sophisticated approach to being religious. It also permits the study of religion to deepen in 

terms of first order concerns, similar to those that can be found in fields such as history and 

philosophy. From another perspective, the emphasis on transformation, presented below, allows us 

to demonstrate ways in which religion has been transformative for society. 
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The individuals to whom we refer tell us something about the fullness of living a human life. 

This is why saints excite us, and why their personalities draw us. They speak to our common 

humanity, even if in order to hear their voices we must enter the specificity of their traditions. What 

they have to tell us is important in an intra-religious and interreligious context. Thus, whatever else 

we may learn about them, they do teach us something fundamental about what it means to be 

human. And in so doing, they teach us something fundamental about what it means to be religious. 

Accordingly, approaching these individuals through the lens of “Religious Genius” would take some 

of the deepest and most important expressions of the religious life beyond the realm of pure faith 

and make them the subject of broader study, expanding the range of meaning that these individuals 

carry. 

3.2.3. Benefits for the Study of Religion 

The personal approach to the study of religion provides a particular gateway to understanding 

religion. It allows us to study religion through its finest exemplars. It appeals to the notion of great-

ness and features it as a prism for the study of religion. The concept has great heuristic benefits. It 

allows us to engage various individuals, through the lens of religious genius, by asking in what ways 

is a person who is admired as a paragon for a given religious community worthy of such recognition. 

Beyond academic importance, it is also important for disseminating a more nuanced and potentially 

self-critical understanding within religious communities 

3.3 The Advantages of “Religious Genius” over “Saints” 

In choosing a category, we must consider existing alternatives. Given the prominence of Chris-

tian culture in the formation of the academic study of religion, the exceptional individuals we seek to 

study have been studied mainly under the rubric of “saints”. Academic discussion of saints, even 

when it refers to religious figures of other traditions, is conceptually indebted to the Christian dis-

cussion of saints. Other than the standards and criteria used by the Church in proclaiming its saints, 

there is not in existence any typology, profile, or attempt to identify the traits and characteristics of 

such individuals. Such a typology should grow out of a study of the religious individuals of all tradi-

tions. Both in terms of terminology and in terms of substance, it is useful to approach the topic 

from a fresh perspective, that owes meaningfully to all religions, and that offsets the heavily Chris-

tian parameters of existing discourse on saints and holy people. 
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The present study seeks to build up the category of “Religious Genius” as a category that can 

advance conversation on issues related to extraordinary religious personalities, beyond where previ-

ous discussion of “saints” has gone. While there remain many good reasons for continuing to refer 

to the subjects under discussion as ‘saints’, there seem to be even more, and more far reaching, rea-

sons for adopting a new category. The following list suggests some of the possible benefits of intro-

ducing this category and using it, rather than or in addition to, “saints”, as a means for discussing 

outstanding religious personalities.  

3.3.1 Advantages for study across religions 

In focusing on “Religious Genius”, rather than saints, we focus on aspects that are often not at 

the forefront of attention where many saints are concerned. Saints are sought as sources of blessing, 

healing, miracles and power. Recognizing that our religious geniuses may also possess these qualities, 

we turn to them for understanding, teaching, inspiration and an appreciation of the novel ways of 

restating a religion tradition and transforming it from within, based on the internal cognition and 

spiritual awareness of the Religious Genius. Because many saints are appreciated in terms of the 

above benefits, the overwhelming majority of saint-studies addresses the social and historical rela-

tions between the saint and society, through the transfer of these powers. Approaching these indi-

viduals through the lens of “Religious Genius” is an attempt to appreciate the interiority and subjec-

tivity of certain individuals, or at least to consider them a significant factor in their evaluation. This 

shift in emphasis justifies the attempt to construct a new category. The focused attempt to reach the 

individual, as distinct from his or her social impact, could realign the study of ‘saints’, leading us to 

focus on some of the big questions, first-order theological questions, that are often cast aside, in fa-

vor of social and other concerns. 

Because “Religious Genius” is not a category that currently serves religions, nor does it carry 

resonances of one particular tradition, it can be informed by the perspectives of multiple traditions, 

as we construct and develop it. It would allow us to approach these individuals in novel ways, that 

are not predetermined by the notion of sanctity, implied by the term saints. The concept could be 

constructed with the help of perspectives coming from multiple traditions. The process of “making 

it work” for each of the traditions would be different than adapting a category that is charged with 

the historical and theological weight associated with one of them.  

Appeal to “Religious Genius” would allow us to get past the impasse, according to which some 

traditions claim they do not have ‘saints’, or that the role of saints in their tradition is secondary. The 
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phenomenon of “Religious Genius”, as it shall be defined, may be identified in all religious cultures, 

and focusing on it, independently of its sociological and theological context, should be beyond dis-

pute.  

The category of “Religious Genius” also allows us to relate more easily to non-theistic tradi-

tions, as part of a discussion of exceptional religious individuals. ‘Saints’ is inextricably bound up 

with God, His gifts, friends and special graces. Adopting a different category would make it easier to 

include in our purview religions for whom God is not an operational concept.  

“Religious Genius” might further allow us to approach some wisdom traditions in their fullness, 

from a purely phenomenological basis, without forcing foreign notions of sainthood on them. For 

example, the attempts to make the Confucian tradition fit a model of ‘sainthood’ show how forced 

such an attempt is, and how much juggling, or goodwill, it requires. A new conceptual platform 

might eliminate these difficulties. 

The problem with existing categories is that they are both descriptive and generative. The cate-

gory is part of the theological stock of a tradition and informs its world-view. Once a category exists 

within a religion, there is a drive to identify individuals as belonging to that category. The internal 

religious and sociological dynamics push the faithful not only to use categories but to inhabit them, 

and to identify the categories with individuals known in the past and in the present. This places great 

pressure on any category - saint, avatar, zaddik, qutb and more. Adopting a new category allows us to 

approach the study of exceptional religious individuals from a purely descriptive and non-generative 

platform. “Religious Genius” would function as a descriptive category that is not theologically 

charged. 

Religions have a routinizing effect on the subjects of their discussion. Thus, “saints” may be 

routinized, often causing a watering down of “sainthood” in favor of social identification and the 

maintenance of social structures. “Religious Genius” offers us an opportunity to revisit the study of 

these individuals not only from a novel perspective, but also one that can potentially resist routiniza-

tion , inasmuch as in our application of “Religious Genius” we also look to the regenerative, novel 

and even subversive or revolutionary aspects of these individuals’ contribution to the transformation 

of their religion and community.    

3.3.2. Saints, geniuses, holiness and perfection 

It is worth contrasting the emphasis on sainthood with the emphasis on “Religious Genius”. 

Sainthood measures holiness, and thus a spiritual state, attained in direct relationship to God (and by 
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extension applied in non- theistic traditions as well). “Religious Genius” measures creativity, trans-

formation, impact and ways in which the spiritual person of great standing is able to impact her 

community, tradition and environment.  

The category of “Religious Genius” is not identical to the category of saints, broadly construed. 

Not all saints are religious geniuses, and we must ask whether all religious geniuses are saints. With 

reference to saints, we come across the recognition that sainthood and perfection are not identical. 

Below will be presented a model of “Religious Genius” that may be viewed as a model of perfection. 

If so, in constructing the category of “Religious Genius” one may be aiming for a greater degree of 

perceived perfection than we might expect of most saints. The flip side of the question, as suggested 

above, leading to a different construction of the category, is that actually “Religious Genius” might 

tolerate more imperfection than “saints”, if the uniqueness of “Religious Genius” lies in the creative 

and transformative dimension. Can there be an imperfect Religious Genius? Can there be partial Re-

ligious Genius? Could it be that a Religious Genius might trace a path, that others walk with greater 

perfection than the genius? While these questions may not justify the construction of a new cate-

gory, these are issues that must be considered in the processing of constructing the new category.  

The tension between the cognitive, on the one hand, and the moral and relational dimensions, 

on the other, in the person of the Religious Genius, plays itself out in relation to what might be 

called the “flawed Religious Genius”. Flaws, ostensibly, would not relate to his or her genius, as far 

as the more cognitive dimensions are concerned, but rather to the relation between these dimen-

sions and aspects of the person typically associated with sainthood. Whether moral or relational im-

perfections, one would need to consider whether the “flawed Religious Genius” could sustain a 

greater degree of imperfection than the “flawed saint”. While one could construct a category that 

assumes a great degree of perfection on both fronts, a broader construction of the category would 

leave room for the “flawed Religious Genius”.  

3.4 How is a Religious Genius Unique or Sui Generis? 

Our working definition suggests that “Religious Genius” is not like political or musical genius, 

which connotes someone who is a genius operating in the field of politics or music. Religion is not a 

field in which a genius works. Rather, “religious” is the way of being, modified by “genius”, suggest-

ing the person is religious in a “genius” way. The difference in how we understand “Religious Ge-

nius” allows us to ask more of the Religious Genius than brilliant contribution of sorts in the do-

main of religion. With this recognition we posit significant spiritual attainment, an advanced state of 
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interiority/being, great measure of personal integration, moral excellence and more. In fact, a “Reli-

gious Genius” is a person whose entire being revolves around the highest spiritual perfection, that 

she either seeks to realize or has realized and is manifesting to others. Behind this definition is the 

recognition that the field of religion and the spiritual life are qualitatively different than other arenas 

in which excellence manifests, raising the possibility of the “Religious Genius” being a kind of sui 

generis genius. Thus, we realize that there is something total about a Religious Genius that we do 

not find with reference to other forms of genius. A Religious Genius would have habits of heart, 

mind and will that conform to the broader vision of reality that he/she perceives and that conse-

quently define the manner of being and the contribution of the Religious Genius in an ongoing 

manner.  

Because “Religious Genius” is not understood as someone who is a genius in the field of reli-

gion, but rather a genius level of practicing religion, the “Religious Genius’” achievements must be 

grounded in a great degree of seeing internally, according to a given system’s structures and world-

view, or attaining a great degree of intimacy, in relation to God or other aspects towards which inti-

macy might be cultivated. To simply be a genius theologian does not make one a “Religious Ge-

nius”.  

Reference to the practice of religion still leaves open different approaches to what makes one a 

“Religious Genius”. One may consider two complementary definitions of the domain of religion, in 

which one excels in genial ways. One is the quest for ultimacy, wherein the Religious Genius is a ge-

nius in various sub-aspects of the quest for ultimacy. However, philosophers also engage issues of 

ultimacy, hence the need for a complementary understanding: What makes a Religious Genius more 

than a genius in the domain of philosophy is the way of life of the Religious Genius. Hence, one 

would seek to minimize disjunction between the person and his/her way of life. In this sense, 

wholeness of personality is a determining factor of “Religious Genius”.  

Considering the idea of integration of the different domains of the person - teaching, action and 

more - as a significant dimension of the Religious Genius does not ignore either shortcomings or the 

presence of unintegrated aspects in the person of our subject. However, at a minimum these aspects 

are integrated in the greater quest for full conformity of the life of the individual to the divine reality 

or to ultimist concerns. One must also bear in mind whether the given religious tradition considers 
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integration (between deeds and being, between thought and action, between heart and mind, be-

tween different aspects of the person) a virtue. Excellence in the practice of religion must take into 

account the standards set forth by the individual religion.  

Reference to lifestyle and discipline reminds us that genius is not simply a gift. It grows in rela-

tion to and out of disciplined life, study or practice. The particularity of “Religious Genius” is the 

type of practice, lifestyle and processes associated with the cultivation and manifestation of genius in 

the religious field. In studying religious geniuses, we must therefore pay attention to the relationship 

between the overall discipline of their religious lives and the specific manifestation of genius. 

It may be argued that in phenomenological terms “Religious Genius” is really genius par excel-

lence. Considering the dynamics of discipline, effort, intuition, gift and other dynamics associated 

with genius, these may find their fullest expression in the field of religion, inasmuch as only in reli-

gion is there a conscious and intentional effort to approach the field of the beyond and to integrate 

it consciously, as something that could produce genius. Thus, rather than concentrating on the vari-

ous activities or fields of life, wherein genius is manifested, in religion we find concentration on the 

core processes and orientations that can be said to be operative in other fields. 

While the religious dimension of religious genius leads to including in the profile of “Religious 

Genius”, as spelled out in our discussion below, dimensions that are not part of the common defini-

tion of ordinary genius (love, altruism, humility etc.), these aspects can also be considered in some 

way as fundamental to genius itself, and therefore support the argument that Religious Genius is in 

some ways genius par excellence. The Religious Genius shows an extraordinary capacity for loving 

and living for others. It would seem this is a particularity of Religious Genius, where a more total de-

mand or achievement is envisioned, compared with other expressions of genius. These special di-

mensions grow out of a recognition that consciousness and insight are grounded in the fullness of 

vision of reality and in the overall advancement of the person, in moral and religious terms. Yet, 

such advancement is closely related to processes found in other instances of genius, inasmuch as it 

assumes an expansion of awareness and a receptivity to a domain beyond. If genius involves open-

ing up beyond yourself, the various characteristics of “Religious Genius” elaborated in the next sec-

tion, are similarly based on shifting of self, and of applying the self as vehicle for action beyond the 

self. If so, these qualities are not simply “add-ons” of religious genius to a core notion of genius, but 

rather core expressions of genius in the fullest sense, that can only be realized within the practice 

and discipline of the religious or spiritual life.  
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3.5 Who do we Think of as a Religious Genius, and who is Not? 

In constructing the category we intend by it a very specific class of individuals, who are nor-

mally considered under the rubrics of “saints’ or “founders” or “mystics”. These are individuals 

whose internal spiritual character is recognized to be of outstanding quality and who at the same 

time have been innovators, or have transformed their traditions or communities in significant ways. 

The dual perspectives of individual subjectivity/interiority/ excellence in spiritual achievements and 

the exterior transformation they bring to their traditions are the principal lenses by means of which 

we view these individuals as religious geniuses.  

The most obvious candidates for study under the lens of “Religious Genius” are the founders 

of religions. In terms of innovation they are clearly the ones who have had the most innovative im-

pact on the life of the religious community they founded. Most founders would also be examples of 

individuals whose interior lives correspond to the model, presented in the following section. There is 

perhaps no greater contribution to the appreciation of another religion and to the improvement of 

interreligious relations than the positive appreciation of the founder of a religion. All too often in 

history, religious polemics have focused on downgrading the image of the founder of another reli-

gion. Cultivating appreciation by means of a novel and neutral category for the life and accomplish-

ments of a founder of another religion tackles issues of respect and appreciation at their core.  

While these considerations are valid on the theoretical plane, one runs up against certain diffi-

culties in the application of this potential. One difficulty is that most founders are beyond the reach 

of historical memory. The memory that serves their community is, very often, the memory of their 

constructed persona, and no longer a memory of the historical person. While it will be suggested be-

low that both are significant for the study of “Religious Genius”, it would seem prudent to advance 

the study of “Religious Genius” in relation to individuals whose lives are in realm of verifiable his-

torical memory. 

In the course of thinking through the category, we noted there is a preponderance of mystics 

among the candidates for “Religious Genius”. The next section will present the model by means of 

which “Religious Genius” may be viewed and in light of this model the turn to mystics makes sense. 

While mystics will certainly constitute a large part of the group of religious geniuses, one should not 

pitch the category too narrowly. Instead, one may speak of individuals with intimate relations with 

the divine (or with the absolute, teachers, etc., for non-theists). This intimacy may fall short of what 
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some might consider to be “mysticism”, but may still correspond to some features of the model and 

may account for their accomplishments and contributions to the transformation of religion.  

Reference to individuals whose existential awareness and inner being correspond to our model, 

and especially the recognition that many of these are often studied as mystics, does not mean that all 

mystics are religious geniuses. Rather, one would also look for how mystics can bring about transfor-

mation and innovation in their traditions. Accordingly, issues of inspiration for justice and the 

grounding of the ultimate vision of life in life and society remain relevant to the identification of reli-

gious geniuses. It is assumed, however, that the Religious Genius will ground such contributions in 

the dimensions of interiority and experience that are foundational to the proposed use of the cate-

gory. Differently put, “Religious Genius” allows us to not only focus on the access and approach to 

the “ground of being” but also to what is being grounded, on the basis of the Religious Genius’ inte-

rior recognition and orientation.  

This question is related to the question of how broadly or narrowly one may wish to construct 

the category, and how one might wish to apply it. On the one hand, one could consider a focus on 

the top “one in a billion”, the unquestionable “top 100” of human religious history. Alternatively, 

one may consider a more flexible approach, profiling a larger range of individuals who have had 

transformative effects on their society, operating from a basis of a relationship with God, and the 

moral, social and spiritual imperatives it carries forth. If the category is to be useful to religious com-

munities as they engage with each other, perhaps one ought not to limit its use only to the greatest 

or only to mystics. Nevertheless, these do provide a frame of reference for the application of the 

category, thereby providing an index for the inclusion of others and the need to account for broad-

ening the use of the category. A parallel from art history may be useful: those individuals who have 

brought about transformation within schools and regional methods of art may be studied alongside 

those who broke new paths in the practice of art.  

One might further distinguish between someone who is considered “genius” and someone who 

would be best described as “ingenious”, such as a creative writer or someone who advances thinking 

and practice in a particular domain. Certain writers, for instance the famed Thomas Merton, might 

best be viewed in this light. 

As stated, a Religious Genius is not simply a great philosopher or theologian. His or her teach-

ing is grounded in their being and in the spiritual recognition that comes from gaining access to a 

higher form of reality, understood variously by different traditions. Consequently, we seek a greater 
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degree of perfection, integration and a variety of personality traits from the Religious Genius, more 

akin to the saint than to the philosopher. Even if not all religious geniuses are of a kind, we have cer-

tain expectations or assumptions in terms of the relational qualities of the Religious Genius. We tend 

to find the Religious Genius with a transformative personality, showing outstanding capacity for hu-

man relationships, in terms such as love, compassion, empathy. Thus, the Religious Genius excels in 

the “stuff” of religion, or alternatively stated: is a paragon of religious values. Complementing that, 

he or she has what to teach us. Differently put: the working assumption of the present essay is that 

the cognition of the Religious Genius is often grounded in a transformed state of awareness. As a 

function of this broader awareness, the Religious Genius exhibits extraordinary capacity for identify-

ing with others and of loving or otherwise living for others. Thus, all religious functionaries whose 

religious work is not grounded in such a state would not be considered under the present construc-

tion of “Religious Genius”. As already suggested, the pressure to identify those in office with the 

highest in a given tradition would be relieved by adopting the new category.  

For a category to be meaningful, it must include, as well as exclude. Whom might we have 

thought ought to be a saint that is not a Religious Genius? Whom might we have tended to regard 

with great esteem, who would nevertheless not meet our criteria for Religious Genius?  

For one, the imaginary sadhu who is absorbed in meditation, radiating peace and harmony to 

the world from the intensity of his absorption in the divine. If such a person does exist, he may be a 

great holy being, but not a Religious Genius. The same holds true for the adept, like the Greek Or-

thodox practitioner who practices theosis. Advancing along a prescribed path of spiritual transfor-

mation does not require genius, inasmuch as it does not require, and likely does not value, innova-

tion and creativity. Fulfillment of the spiritual goals of the tradition should be kept distinct from 

“Religious Genius”, with its dynamic and creative character. Our imaginary sadhu might validate tra-

dition for others, but unless he or she is able to restate, update or otherwise make the traditional 

speak in new ways, should not be considered a Religious Genius. The test of literary legacy comes in 

handy at this point. If the imaginary sadhu really has something new, or even meaningful, to say, be-

yond modelling traditional ideals, we would probably know about it, through the channels of dis-

semination available in the tradition.  

Another figure who would be excluded is the priest. The priest has an important role in main-

taining the tradition, performing its rituals and providing a bridge between the community and the 

absolute. But priests are not geniuses. Priests model religious excellence, when they perform their 
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duties properly. So do scholars. But neither is in and of himself a candidate for “Religious Genius”. 

Of course, ”Religious Genius” can manifest through either priest or scholar. Consider Padre Pio. 

Consider Jean Marie Vianney, the Curé of Ars. These individuals advance their tradition by helping 

redefine the vocation of priests. They do not simply model good priesthood, they redefine it pre-

cisely because they bring to bear the fullness of the spiritual life. From that platform they restate 

what it means to be a priest, and what it means to be a Christian. Similarly, the Religious Genius may 

communicate his genius through scholarship. In fact, scholarship may be one of the most common 

expressions of “Religious Genius”. But while religious geniuses may express themselves through 

scholarship, most scholars, important and valuable as they are, are not religious geniuses.  

Defining “Religious Genius” in terms of wisdom and cognition implies that under the rubric of 

“Religious Genius” one would not relate to the long list of messianic leaders who lead revolts 

against existing orders, even though some aspects of their work and person may be congruent with 

how we construct the category of “Religious Genius”. If they are suitable at all for inclusion in our 

discussions, it is on account of other aspects of their person, not on account of their messianic pre-

tenses. 

Finally, there is some similarity between possession and “Religious Genius”, inasmuch as both 

are open to something beyond, and both bring forth some cognition or understanding that may 

transcend processes of discursive thinking. However, meaningful distinction may be drawn between 

them. Someone who is possessed is not a “Religious Genius”, at least not by virtue of or in the very 

act of possession. What makes a “Religious Genius” more than a case of possession is the broader 

framework within which transcending faculties of the person occurs. These include lifestyle, capacity 

for maintaining or integrating discursive reasoning, the efforts required in the application of the 

quest for wisdom and above all the long term transformative consequences for the religious tradi-

tion. Consequently, the medium is not a creative transmitter, as is the Religious Genius.  

One additional point must be made regarding “Religious Genius” and its relationship to the 

structures of religion. As a working assumption, it is postulated that religious geniuses do not exist 

outside religious traditions. Several reasons may be brought for this: 

1. Being a paragon in the field of religion requires association with religion.  

2. Only religion provides the consistent discipline that would lead to “Religious Genius”. 

3. Religious Genius does not stand in a vacuum, but in relation to canon and community, 

and therefore belongs properly within religious traditions.  
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That being said, one must beware of excluding individuals who do not belong to mainstream 

traditions. The reformer may also be a form of “Religious Genius”, as may be someone who 

launches a new religion or new religious movement. In fact, new religious movements are a fruitful 

field for the study of “Religious Genius”. However, discipline seems fundamental to the life of a Re-

ligious Genius, and sets him or her apart from other forms of religious or spiritual personalities.  

Because a Religious Genius is found within tradition, one must be careful about how to present 

the relationship between tradition and innovation, especially considering the negative valuation of 

innovation in some religious contexts. In one way, what makes a Religious Genius a genius is the in-

novative approach or understanding to matters of ultimate importance in the field of religion. The 

Religious Genius offers a fresh perspective on important aspects of reality. On the other hand, this 

innovation takes place within tradition and may therefore also be a novel form of communication 

and articulation of the tradition, rather than a new tradition.  

4. The Model: Developing A Methodology for Studying Religious Genius  

The model that follows is an attempt to depict an ideal “Religious Genius”. While it might 

never fully correspond to reality, it does allow us to develop a better appreciation for what there is in 

reality. It allows us to identify aspects for which we might look. It is a theoretical construct that 

shapes discourse and orients a vision. 

4.1 Fundamental Components of a Model for “Religious Genius” 

In what follows are presented key features, by means of which we can construct or identify 

“Religious Genius”. The list began with my attempt to discern and synthesize the background read-

ing that informs the present essay. The model was expanded upon by project members. As pre-

sented here, various additions to the model, suggested by project members, as well as possible addi-

tional traits of “Religious Genius”, also mentioned below, are in some way indebted to the core 

traits suggested at the outset of the project. This raises the possibility of constructing a “grammar” 

of “Religious Genius”, where originary qualities combine to produce further expressions of “Reli-

gious Genius”. Perhaps we might be able to even go as far as speaking of “Religious Genius” in es-

sence and manifestation, where “manifestation” are not only the social expressions of the Religious 

Genius’ being but the secondary or more visible expressions of these core traits. In what follows, I 

therefore present the model of “Religious Genius” by distinguishing between an originary group of 



   

26  

characteristics that approximate “essence” and a further or broader set of characteristics that may be 

spoken of as “manifestations”.  

With regard to the six “essential” attributes of the model of “Religious Genius”, no claim of hi-

erarchy between the attributes is made. Moreover, the different dimensions also overlap to various 

degrees. The model thus points to a range, a domain, wherein its different components are interre-

lated and dependent upon one another.  

4.1.1 Love 

Some of the early attempts to develop the image of “Religious Genius” (for a history, see sec-

tion 7) have already made us aware of the centrality of love to the ideal of the saint and of the Reli-

gious Genius. While the resources and theological framework from which this recognition was of-

fered were Christian, it is appropriate to recognize love as a central defining element in any portrait 

of “Religious Genius” and as a common denominator that emerges from all religious traditions. 

Love should be understood broadly. Therefore, if a tradition such as Buddhism couches its primary 

spiritual recognition in terms of compassion, rather than in terms of love, for our purposes it falls 

within the broader range of spiritual attitudes and perceptions signalled by the term love. Conse-

quently, love is manifest as altruism, the supreme expression of love offered selflessly in service of 

the other. It is significant that so much of philosophical appeal to saints focuses on their altruism. It 

suggests how central love is to the extraordinary religious personality and confirms the recognition 

that love should be considered one of the primary identifying features of true “Religious Genius”. It 

may be superfluous to add that love is a reality, a state of being, and that therefore the question of its 

recipient is almost secondary. A loving heart and presence extends to God, to the fellow person, to 

the entire world. The more expansive the love, the higher the state of being that is manifested, the 

greater the expression of “Religious Genius”.  

4.1.2 Purity 

Purity is the core of the struggle that is common to all who are on the spiritual path. It is born 

of the recognition of a tension, produced by an awareness of multiple realities in which the aspirant 

dwells. On the one hand is her daily life, earthly reality, bodily existence. On the other is another di-

mension of reality, a higher order, a divine realm, a vision of truth understood as absolute reality. 

These are never mere cognitions. They are ways of being, states of awareness, realms of sensitivity, 

sensibility and greater energetic subtlety. The aspirant is thus torn between multiple realities, multiple 

states of being and consciousness. What is perceived as the higher order, the ultimate, beckons and 
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invites the individual toward greater conformity with its perspective, with its way of being. To attain 

that, purity is required. Without exception, all religious traditions, all saints in all religions, have and 

must undergo a process of purification in order to be able to enter the domain of their destiny, how-

ever it is understood in their tradition. Purity is indispensible for the spiritual life and must therefore 

occupy a prominent position in any description of “Religious Genius”. “Religious Genius” thrives 

on, aspires to and is ultimately realized through the increase and assimilation of purity into the life of 

the Religious Genius. 

Purity is not to be understood in light of restrictions, such as those associated with ritual purity. 

“Purity”, in the Hindu tradition, is connected intimately with freedom from greed and there can be 

no description of religious genius without giving central importance to this quality. It is important to 

emphasize that purity is here intended in the sense described above, as an internal disposition of 

gaining greater perfection and conformity with the higher order, rather than in terms of rules and 

regulations that govern aspects of daily or social life.  

There does remain, nevertheless, a possible objection to the inclusion of purity in the portrait of 

“Religious Genius”. Some devotees regard their great religious figures as perfect from birth, as di-

vine incarnations that do not require purification. If we do not want to superimpose the world-view 

and understanding of one religious system on another, we must deal with this challenge from the re-

sources of those traditions that might raise such objections. Here, it is helpful to realize that those 

same traditions also consider spiritual evolution and perfection to extend beyond one lifetime. If so, 

the place of purification in the process of attaining perfection, of becoming a Religious Genius, is 

the same. It is only conceived of through a different approach to time and process.( The possibility, 

always present in Hinduism, of the Divine simply taking form and incarnating without having to un-

dertake any human or earthly related process of purification or growth still remains outside our 

model.)  

Asceticism is a method of attaining what aspirants realize is the vital precondition for achieving 

their goal - purity. Asceticism is almost universal and with that comes the recognition of the univer-

sality of the quest for purity as a defining feature of the spiritual life, and an indispensible feature of 

“Religious Genius”. Thus, anyone who lacks purity, in a meaningful and recognizable fashion, 

should not be considered a Religious Genius, according to the high benchmark here proposed. He 

or she may be a leader, teacher, theologian, activist or any other kind of functionary who makes a 

difference in people’s lives. But he or she would be no different in their spiritual quality than their 
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counterpart who engages in these same activities from a non-religious platform. The uniquely reli-

gious dimension of “Religious Genius”, regardless of the form of service or office through which it 

is expressed, is purity.  

4.1.3 Humility 

While purity is constituted by a variety of virtues that may each be singled out, humility is one 

that deserves special mention and is accordingly presented as a key feature of “Religious Genius.” 

Humility may be understood as proper recognition of one’s position in the great scheme of things. 

Such recognition is quite distinct from the ways in which the ego seeks to assert itself in order to 

boost one’s sense of personal worth. Humility is thus closely related to de-centering of the self, and 

its reorientation in a larger view. It is also the basis for continuing self-inspection, leading one to 

identify faults and to become aware of one’s own imperfection. These in turn drive the quest for pu-

rity.  

Humility is not to be confused with low self-esteem. It is no accident that the Bible presents 

Moses as the greatest prophet that ever lived and as the most humble person on the face of the earth 

(Numbers 12,3 and Deut. 34,10). Many of the figures under discussion had a very developed sense 

of their worth, value, accomplishment and mission. Humility is a way of contextualizing such self-

worth within a broader view of reality, leading to the recognition that it is not the ego, the limited 

self or its particular accomplishments that are the source of individual pride but rather the fullness 

of divine (or differently understood metaphysical absolute) reality that makes the person what he is.  

Many traditions emphasize the importance of annihilation of the ego for the saint. This is an-

other way of stating what is intended by reference to humility. Thus, to take a current example, if the 

Dalai Lama is an incarnation of Avalokataishwara, this exalted claim of the tradition need not be un-

derstood as contrary to humility. On the contrary, it is the grounds for humility, recognizing that 

one cannot take credit or recognition for oneself. Of course, the potential for abuse or misapplica-

tion is always there. But this is precisely where true “Religious Genius” is measured, in the capacity 

to self-identify or relate to higher reality in ways that transcend the ego and manifest genuine humil-

ity.  

4.1.4 Self-Surrender 

If humility situates the self in its proper place, self-surrender defines a particular attitude and re-

lationship of the self to the higher reality that it seeks to identify with. This dimension more than any 
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other was appreciated by William James, in his portrayal of saintliness. He described this self- sur-

render as resulting from awareness of the friendly continuity between the ideal power and our own 

life. Self-surrender leads to reorientation of the self. The personal ego decreases in significance, as 

one increasingly is identified with the greater reality or goal towards which one is making one’s way. 

Self-surrender may thus be considered a systematic means of self-transcendence. It is also closely re-

lated to the capacity to serve others, as one’s view of oneself is transformed, and as one increases in 

loving capacity.  

But more is involved in self-surrender than simply transcendence of self. Self-surrender as-

sumes growing in awareness of a larger presence, or a larger reality, of which one is but a part. As 

awareness shifts, the question of the true author of our actions increasingly comes to the forefront. 

Is it the self or the greater Self, the divine, the absolute, that is the true actor. And what exactly is the 

nature of the collaboration, the synergy, between the ordinary self and the greater Self. Self- surren-

der thus points to a fundamental shift in consciousness, wherein the self, its identity and authorship 

are all realigned, in view of expanded awareness. “Religious Genius” requires just such a broad 

awareness. Without it, the virtues practiced are moral exercises, stages on the way to perfection. But 

the perfection of the Religious Genius only comes with the shift of consciousness, wherein one’s 

self is redefined in relation to the absolute. Systems may vary with regard to the possibility of ab-

sorption in and union with the greater reality. But the capacity to transcend the self and to live from 

the place to which one is able to surrender would seem to be a universal feature of “Religious Ge-

nius”.  

Some traditions resort at this point to a notion of grace. It is through grace, an explicit expres-

sion of divine activity, that the actions of the person who has attained self-surrender are carried out. 

While not all traditions share a concept of grace, it is worth asking whether all can share in identify-

ing a stage in which the sense of authorship of action, the definition of who is the actor, is trans-

formed. Time and again, as we studied the lives or writings of various individuals under the rubric of 

“Religious Genius”, we have come across self- awareness of being a vessel. This self- awareness of 

passivity and instrumentality may be considered a coming together of humility, self- surrender and a 

broader view of reality, that leads to the awareness of the Religious Genius being an instrument. Or 

perhaps we should uphold a typology of traditions, or sub-traditions, according to their ability to ac-

commodate a notion of a radically transformed self, such that no longer operates on its own, but by 

agency of the higher reality to which it aspires.  
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4.1.5 Expanded Awareness of Reality  

Reference to self-surrender already implies awareness of the broader reality to which we belong. 

But more needs to be said of this, and this seems to be a key element in “Religious Genius” and one 

of the main features that distinguishes it from ordinary piety and even from many expressions of 

saintliness. A Religious Genius lives in more than one plane of existence. He or she is simultane-

ously present to the physical order of life and to the alternative order, to which he or she is increas-

ingly drawn. The latter redefines one’s way of being in the physical plane. It establishes priorities, 

provides meaning and reorients all of one’s actions. The genius of “Religious Genius” comes from 

the fact that all actions, engagements, teachings and all expressions of the religious life are experi-

enced from an awareness that transcends the physical plane, even as the individual seeks to trans-

cend his or her sense of limited personal self.  

What makes “Religious Genius” unique is that it consciously and intentionally seeks to under-

stand and experience this reality in relationship to everyday reality. Whereas other forms of wisdom 

might postulate what other dimensions of reality might be, “Religious Genius” is founded upon 

some kind of contact, exposure, and awareness of this other reality. Such awareness may find vary-

ing expressions: some intellectual, some visionary, some mystical, some intuitive. What is common 

to all of them is the conscious recognition of the relationship that exists between these two dimen-

sions of reality. Perhaps a Religious Genius could be presented as someone who aids in constructing 

a conscious bridge between these two dimensions of reality. Reference to expanded awareness of 

reality and bridging realities includes faith as a means of reaching out to such reality, even if faith 

may be less direct a cognition than direct experience, cognition or testimony. 

Significantly, all religious traditions express their awareness of reality in terms that are dualistic - 

this reality, the other. Is this merely a function of how different theological or philosophical systems 

shape religious thought, or do we have here a fundamental expression of or experience that informs 

the awareness of the Religious Genius? Does the Religious Genius grasp something beyond, to 

which he or she seeks to make its way, subjecting all of life as experienced and understood to that 

quest? Is a sense of an alternate reality thus fundamental to all expressions of “Religious Genius?” 

The most common way of describing this alternate dimension of reality is to describe it as the 

heavenly, supernal, world. The broader view of reality is usually expressed also in cosmological 

terms, situating the genius and her world within a broader scheme of existence. Such cosmological 
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situatedness is then the foundation for deeper understanding of reality. It consequently provides ei-

ther new information concerning the heavenly or celestial realm, and the heroes, usually great reli-

gious figures, associated with it, or guidance, teaching and information for how to better live on the 

physical plane.  

But broader awareness of reality need not be limited to the celestial sphere. If we consider 

broadening awareness horizontally, then we can consider the expansion of awareness to others, to 

the world’s suffering, to the entire world of social relations that cries out for healing. Perhaps herein 

lies an important key to the altruism of saints. Their altruism is neither a mandate, nor simply an ex-

pression of love. Rather, it expresses a broader sense of their identity and their own sense of ex-

panded awareness that includes the other, the world at large, as part of their own awareness. Per-

haps, in today’s world the broadening of awareness will find further expansion in the ecological do-

main, extending the sense of self from society to all of life. The increasing engagement of religious 

leadership in this direction and the way it harnesses traditional theological resources suggests that 

this too may be featured as a present or future expression of “Religious Genius”.  

4.1.6 The Logic of Imitation 

Awareness of higher or broader reality does not simply provide meaning and reorientation to 

physical existence. It leads to an inevitable dynamic wherein one seeks to conform the one reality to 

the standards, vision or perfection of the other. A constitutive tension ensues, wherein one not only 

lives in two planes of existence, in two parallel realities, but seeks to imitate the higher reality within 

the confines of ordinary existence. I would like to propose that this is a constitutive dimension of 

“Religious Genius”. As suggested, a Religious Genius is the bridge between two realities, and the 

primary means of constructing this bridge is imitation.  

In some traditions imitation plays a crucial role; in others it may be less dominant. However, it 

is worth considering whether the logic of imitation is not itself a fundamental feature of the higher 

religious life. The Religious Genius is not only in touch with a higher vision of life; he seeks to incor-

porate and implement it in life, or, from the other end, make life on this plane attuned to, commen-

surate with, harmonious with, that higher reality. Only those who are aware of the tension implied in 

living in multiple worlds and the suffering, struggle and continuing effort to harmonize and attune 

our world to another order of reality truly deserve to be called religious geniuses. Here we have a 

pinnacle of genius - intuiting another order of reality, seeking to ground it, transforming oneself and 

the entire world in a movement of totality and harmony toward that higher perceived reality. We go 
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here way beyond faith, understood conventionally, or the practice of virtues. We enter here into a 

domain that is truly the reserve of the few, even if it be the hope of the many. In light of such preci-

sion of definition, religious geniuses will emerge as those individuals who are able to maintain this 

broader awareness and its resultant mandate to imitate, harmonize and conform different orders of 

reality. Such efforts both require and are made possible through the purity attained, the love offered 

and the transcendence of self that make up the character of the Religious Genius. However, those 

virtues alone do not suffice. They produce excellent spiritually oriented characters, perhaps even 

saints. But “Religious Genius” requires that additional vision and orienting framework that redefines 

existence and its meaning, seeking to continually elevate and transform it in light of the higher reali-

zation.  

4.1.6.1 The Logic of Emulation 

If the “Logic of Imitation” was a way of grasping the interior life of the Religious Genius, lived 

in relation to a higher ideal recognized within, “The Logic of Emulation” is the outward social mani-

festation of society’s relationship to the saint or Religious Genius, wherein his or her actions provide 

a basis for others’ behavior. This is certainly an important aspect in the dynamics of saints and their 

social environment. Accordingly, I propose the distinction between “The Logic of Imitation”, that 

relates to the Religious Genius’ interiority and “The Logic of Emulation” that relates to the ways in 

which others seek to imitate the excellence of the Religious Genius.  

4.1.6.2 Saints and Religious Geniuses as Inspiration for Character Formation 

Saints have figured long in discussions that are relevant to the concerns of character formation. 

As exemplars of virtue, they have provided an example that invites emulation. As we have seen, this 

dimension of the saints’ lives has led to reflection on the tension between imitability and inimitability 

in relation to saints. Most discussions have highlighted the fact that saints do things that others 

would not and should not wish to do. They are extravagant, out of order and not appropriate sub-

jects for emulation. Take St. Francis’ public stripping in the market place in Assisi and you have a 

perfect example of the inimitability of the saint.  

As I have read and reflected on various sources featuring the saints and how they function in 

different traditions, a suspicion has grown in me as to the centrality of example and imitation in the 

first place, as a means of capturing the import and function of the saint in traditions other than 

Christianity. As one who is actually quite close to the strands of Judaism that venerate holy people, I 

realize that I have never considered the import of zaddikim in terms of emulation or moral example. 
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My impression is that the same is true for Hinduism and Islam. Highlighting example along with fel-

lowship and intercession may be a particularly Christian balance. Fellowship and intercession I cer-

tainly do recognize from my encounters with other religions. Emulation may play an important role 

as well, but it does not necessarily follow from the notion of model or example. And here we come 

to the challenge of articulating the implication of “Religious Genius” for character formation. Given 

the suspicion that in traditions other than Christianity example is not the main thrust of the saint’s 

contribution to character formation, I would like to propose another way of understanding the ge-

nius’ contribution to character formation. 

Let us also say a word here regarding the notion of moral perfection. As already noted, we find 

in the literature some discussion as to whether saints should be considered morally perfect. Our own 

discussion of the flawed Religious Genius tackled this issue from another perspective. If they are not 

perfect morally, they have attained some other kind of perfection, by means of which they are recog-

nized as saints. This is usually related to their relationship to God, rather than to morality. Broaden-

ing this discussion to “Religious Genius”, one might ask whether we assume that a Religious Genius 

is morally perfect. We have already raised the notion of the “flawed Religious Genius” in our discus-

sion and made room for him, at least in the second row of religious geniuses. But whether or not 

moral perfection is even possible, it seems to me that what is of utmost importance is the being of 

the Religious Genius, not his or her moral achievements.  

If so, what is the testimony that the Religious Genius provides for others? If she is not primarily 

about providing an example, is there any relevance to the Religious Genius, in terms of character 

formation? I believe the answer should be positive. The Religious Genius offers us a testimony of 

what it means to be human. She points to a fullness of humanity, of human potential, that is 

achieved in relation to a higher order of being. The Religious Genius thus provides a model of being. 

What is to be emulated are not virtues, actions or qualities, but the very orientation of being in rela-

tion to absolute, the larger whole, both horizontal and vertical. But this would seem even more im-

possible and inimitable than the imitation of actions and virtues. What has been gained by shifting 

the focus of attention from the genius’ manifestation to the core of his existential orientation? 

It is here that the logic of imitation, fundamental to “Religious Genius”, finds its significance. 

As suggested, imitation happens in successive stages, wherein one level imitates the other, each look-

ing to the next level ahead, and the entire chain looking beyond. A Religious Genius, much like the 

zaddik or guru, is a model of being, a reminder of a different way of orientating oneself in the world. 
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His overall being is a call to emulate, on a lower level, the composite nature of being that he repre-

sents. Clearly, the tension of imitability and inimitability could lead to failure to take the genius as a 

reminder of a higher way of being, turning to him for other purposes instead. As suggested, the ten-

sion may be grounded in the existential paradox of imitating a higher order of being. But from an-

other perspective, imitation is possible. The structures and fundamental orientations can be pre-

served, as one degree of life opens to another, making some kind of imitation or emulation possible. 

Thus, built into the reality of the Religious Genius is the possibility of evoking the memory or the 

aspiration for a higher way of being. Much as the Religious Genius turns towards the ideal reality 

and seeks to capture it in this world, the follower has the possibility of turning to the Religious Ge-

nius and deriving inspiration for how to be. The Religious Genius’ contribution to character for-

mation thus touches the very foundational challenge of how to be in the world.  

What the Religious Genius can provide for character formation is the orientating framework for 

being, in light of which questions of priority, meaning and values of life are determined. These pro-

vide a framework for the very viewing of one’s life and its purpose. Purpose thus emerges as a key 

term designating what the Religious Genius can provide in the life of others - a reorientation of be-

ing, in light of his own example, that enables the follower to redefine, reorient and awaken the sense 

of purpose of his or her being. A narrower approach to saints centers on virtues. The broader ap-

proach to religious geniuses and saints provides one with the deep sense of purpose, in light of 

which to orient life.  

4.2 Manifestations of “Religious Genius’” Core Traits 

The spiritual life is complex and multifaceted, its different facets radiating upon one another. 

The imposition of structure, where one value or dimension of the spiritual life is considered primary 

and the others its consequences, is of necessity somewhat arbitrary. Granted the tenuousness and 

arbitrariness of some of the ways in which we impose order on the spiritual life, I would like to look 

at some aspects of the spiritual life that seem to me important in the framework of understanding or 

identifying “Religious Genius”. These aspects bring together, draw upon or otherwise relate to the 

principal dimensions described above. Further aspects have come up in the course of the project 

and will emerge with future work.  

4.2.1 Altruism 

Altruism draws together several key dimensions of “Religious Genius”. It is founded upon love. 

It manifests awareness of a broader sense of being, wherein the identity of the one offering love or 



   

35  

sacrifice is expanded to include the other. It implicates one in transcending the self, and is founded 

on a higher sense of self-surrender to a goal, a vision, a higher spiritual reality. And more often than 

not it also exemplifies a logic of imitation. Whether it is the imitation of Christ’s supreme sacrifice or 

the imitation of the Boddhisatva ideal, altruism grounds in a moment of sacrifice a higher spiritual 

vision.  

4.2.2 Intention  

Looking at the core features of our proposed model of “Religious Genius”, they are closely re-

lated to concern for intention. The life of a Religious Genius is not a casual life. It is a life lived with 

full intentionality, seeking to integrate all of life’s manifold details into a focused drive for coherence 

and integration. The very shift of emphasis beyond the self is an act of intention. Moving from car-

ing for the self to caring for others requires, for the most part, some intentional shift of orientation. 

Reorienting all of life towards a higher vision requires a transformation of the will, and an inten-

tional orientation toward the alternative, absolute reality. Purification is not possible without proper 

intention. Attention to motivation, to the quiet and hidden desires of the heart, in an attempt to pu-

rify them, requires great intentionality. Intention also defines altruism. Were it not for the orienta-

tion of intention, we would have no way of knowing whether an act is altruistic or selfish. The epit-

ome of such orienting intention is perhaps the image of the Bodhisattva, whose entire being de-

pends on his intention to live for the sake of others.  

4.2.3 Excellence in the Form of the Discipline Practiced 

As further extension of this discussion of intentionality we note the following trait, relating to 

the spiritual path and to the practices that govern the life of the Religious Genius and his relation-

ship to others. We recognize that spiritual cultivation and discipline play an important role in many 

traditions in leading to an expanded sense of reality. Discipline is fundamental to all forms of genius 

and is a helpful dimension in thinking of “Religious Genius” as a constructed category. In some 

cases such discipline is integrated into trackable spiritual evolution, such as in various itineraries and 

ladders of spiritual progression. But achieving some kind of excellence, either in the process or as a 

consequence of having reached the goal (sainthood; Religious Genius), is very common. Forms of 

discipline may vary according to the type of religion practiced. In some it might be more like empty-

ing oneself of intentions and agencies and being open to spontaneous filling (some eastern tradi-

tions). Spontaneity itself may function both as a critique of a certain kind of discipline and as a kind 
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of discipline in and of itself. In any event, these various forms may be considered expressions of in-

tentionality, manifesting in a focused process and in some expression of discipline. Even if the no-

tion of grace or gift is recognized as a factor in saint-making, the application of the insight and the 

practice in the saint’s life that follow require some aspect of discipline. 

There is, however, one class of individuals in relation to whom some might object when it 

comes to the criterion of discipline. I refer to figures taken as divine (incarnations, avataras, etc.) 

within their traditions. While “Religious Genius” allows us to engage these figures from a broader, 

non-faith-committed perspective, for their believers and followers, these individuals are beyond the 

typical human categories and processes associated with genius. In the context of the present trait, 

these figures present us with a challenge, as in many instances their lives are not portrayed as the 

consequence of the application of discipline. Consequently, they are less imitable, inasmuch as imita-

bility relies heavily on the disciplinary dimension of the lives of saints. They represent what we can’t 

even aspire to become through our disciplined efforts. Nevertheless, even if their lives are not un-

derstood by the faithful to be the outcome of the practice of discipline, they typically exhibit a disci-

plined way f life in their actual lives, thereby making the present question less weighty.  

4.2.4 The Totality of Demand, the Quest for Integration 

L. Swetenham has reminded us that there are no part time saints. “Religious Genius” as well 

cannot be thought of as a part time vocation. Religious geniuses are individuals for whom the alter-

native reality, which they share alongside common reality, places a total claim, a claim for conform-

ing their entire life, and reality itself, to what has become known to them. With it often comes a de-

mand for full self-control, in the service of the larger goal. The broader consciousness of which they 

partake redefines life and radiates to all its expressions. Hence the radicality of the life of the Reli-

gious Genius. Nothing is simply permissible, optional. Things and situations either do or do not 

serve the claims made by the ultimate for a totally dedicated, focused, intentional and sanctified life. 

This total claim is a powerful unifying force. What this means is that “Religious Genius” is not 

simply a capacity; it is a way of being. 

The consequence of totality is that everything is included. The life of the Religious Genius is 

therefore a life of integration, or at least it strives to be. Swetenham spoke of the integrative power 

of love. I would like to suggest that one of the marks of “Religious Genius” is its integrative power. 

Not only their lives are integrated, bringing together their various aspects under the sign of a unify-

ing spiritual vision; they offer a vision of integration to society. Consider the examples brought by 
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Sir John Templeton, in a later part of the present study. The figures of whom he speaks are models 

of integration, integrating distinct social groups and segments of society within a total spiritual view 

of society and of reality. Consider further the work of the saints of India, who integrate various di-

mensions of life, in the pursuit of advancing a spiritual vision in society - integrating languages, caste 

differences and cultural differences. Consider the power of such religious geniuses as Rabbi Kook, 

whose entire being of love leads to one dimension of integration after another, integrating law and 

spirit, philosophy and mysticism, secular and religious, and more.  

 Jerome Gellman, in his response to the present essay, highlights the sense of integrated per-

sonality in his construction of “Religious Genius”. Such integration can include integration of 

thoughts, actions, feelings and intentions. It does not assume that the person is always perfect, only 

that the deeper motivation and orientation of the Religious Genius’ entire life is in accordance with 

the higher goals.  

If “Religious Genius” is a way of being, rather than a set of capacities or achievements, this 

would also lead to a specific approach to him or her. Being radiates, and the recognition that some-

one’s being represents another order and offers a harmonious integrative vision for life, will do more 

than inspire people to accept the vision. It will draw people to that individual’s being, seeking his 

company, presence and radiation.  

4.2.5 The Power of Intuition 

Our working definition of “Religious Genius” refers to the application of the power of intui-

tion. As noted, the creative drive that galvanizes the vision of the Religious Genius into a new state-

ment of how to be in the here and now draws upon intuition and inspiration, which may take the 

form of revelations and prophecies, leading to the founding of a new religion or the revelation of a 

new scripture, or to the expression of a spiritual vision that redefines the meaning of past tradition 

and present day living. Here I would like to suggest how the power of intuition relates to the core 

characteristics offered in the model. Intuition and imagination are significant bridges between the 

Religious Genius’ interiority and the novel outward transformative vision or contribution made by 

the genius.  

Implementing the logic of imitation is an act of intuition. The higher reality cannot be imple-

mented in a facile way in the physical reality. Even something seemingly straightforward like the cen-

trality of love must undergo some translation as it is extended from the region of divine love and its 

tenderness to the complexities and mandates of human relationships. Such translation processes may 
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have to be reasoned, but before they are reasoned, they are intuited. Religious geniuses are masters 

of higher intuition.  

Closely related to intuition is the power of imagination. It is interesting to consider Huston 

Smith’s description of religious geniuses and their capacity to shape the imagination. Let us also re-

call how central a role the imagination has played in the lives of mystics and prophets. Purification 

of the imagination is part of the overall purification of the person, but its fruits in the Religious Ge-

nius are such that they serve as a means of revealing the higher order in everyday consciousness, that 

of the genius or of his community. The capacity to contemplate a higher world, as well as the ability 

to bring its fruits and testament to the ordinary plane of existence, involve the imagination and the 

intuition, as these produce creative bridges, through which religious geniuses bridge heaven and 

earth.  

4.2.6 Freedom from Greed 

 Freedom is suggested as a significant aspect of the Religious Genius’ internal orientation and 

freedom from greed as a primary expression of such freedom. Considering greed a fundamental ex-

pression of desire, that in turn leads to manifold expressions of activity and that interacts with vari-

ous aspects of the person, freedom from greed emerges as an important attribute of the Religious 

Genisus. Greed includes greed for fame and power. Flawed genius is related to failure to check 

greed, hence corruption. Expanded awareness is also centerdness in satisfaction, hence overcoming 

the various forms of greed. Thus, freedom from greed is a hallmark of the Religious Genius, bring-

ing together the traits of purity and expanded awareness.  

4.2.7 The Quality of Heart 

Different traditions have a way of expressing a particular quality of the saint’s heart. A saint’s 

heart is like butter (Tulasidasa), liquid (Cure of Ars), open to others, responsive to their suffering, 

capable of transforming others through the quality of a heart that has transformed a natural hard-

ness, associated with ego boundaries. The deeply cultivated heart is a nurturing presence for others. 

Here, an interior aspect of the saint or the Religious Genius’ life is viewed as it interacts with others, 

giving external expression to the unique individual’s interiority. Needless to say, the quality of heart 

of the saint is a direct expression of the saint’s love, as well as of the impact of the broader existen-

tial situatedness captured by the model.  
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4.3 How Should the Model be Used? 

The model is an instrument in aiding understanding and further study. We must therefore be 

clear about how it has been constructed and how we envision using it in future study. 

Having started with six attributes, project participants have moved to setting up the model as an 

open-ended list. Future students of “Religious Genius” would therefore not only evaluate figures in 

their tradition in light of the model but also grow the list of attributes. There are many reasons for 

growing such a list, beyond the obvious possibility that it is incomplete ab initio. A fuller list provides 

multiple vantage points and perspectives. These allow us glimpses by means of which we can better 

appreciate the life of the Religious Genius and his contribution. Since “Religious Genius” seeks to 

transcend the history of the study of “saints’ and its strong Christian associations, it must remain 

open to the different languages, used by various religious communities, by means of which new 

statements, new vantage points and new insights into what “Religious Genius” may emerge.  

The above presentation sought to establish a balance between featuring a potentially ever-grow-

ing list of attributes by means of which “Religious Genius” can be described and core traits of the 

model. It was noted that most, perhaps all, additional qualities are actually articulations, variations, 

combinations, permutations and expressions of the core traits. Future consideration of “Religious 

Genius” should keep in mind the question of what new core traits might describe the reality of the 

Religious Genius and what traits are actually indebted or related to primary qualities. Moreover, the 

core traits may themselves be further distilled, suggesting what might be essential requirements of a 

Religious Genius.  

While there is philosophical value in distinguishing core characteristics (essence) from their rich 

expressions in the life of the individual and their outward expressions and manifestations, in terms 

of understanding how religious communities view their saints or religious geniuses and how we 

might be able to present them across traditions, the breakdown between primary and secondary 

qualities, or between essence and manifestations, presented above, is of lesser value. Which leads us 

to consider how the model could be used. 

A. By means of the model we seek to attain a greater degree of understanding and 

precision. Application of the model allows us to identify “Religious Genius” across 

traditions and to introduce figures of other traditions in such terms. In applying the 

model, there is room for our intuition, based on our learning. We may say that we have 

a “learned hunch” that such and such an individual fits the model. Study of a figure in 
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light of our model can legitimately draw on prior knowledge and the intuition that then 

seeks justification in further study. The model also allows us to exclude from our 

discussion personalities that lack essential and common attributes, and who are 

nevertheless held up as models, leaders or sources of influence within individual 

traditions. 

B. In working further with the model and its components, we should include the internal 

arguments and reasoning of traditions for why the traits of the model are virtues, that 

would lead us to recognize individuals as saints or religious geniuses. The traits and 

characteristics that make up the model allow us to consider perfection in a theoretical 

way that transcends legendary and hagiographical aspects, associated with figures of old.  

C. In thinking of the different components of the model, we should seek to understand not 

only the various components of the model, but also their interconnections. Therefore a 

longer list of characteristics will allow more potential connections and relationships 

between the various components to emerge.  

D. Studies of individual lives will allow us to determine whether there are some minimal 

characteristics that are essential to “Religious Genius”, while others may be found in 

relation to some figures, but not others. The presentation above already puts forth one 

hypothesis, in positing certain core qualities as fundamental to “Religious Genius”. 

Beyond these essential aspects, differences between saints, who may be quite dissimilar 

in character, would be accounted for by means of family resemblance. The traits 

associated with religious geniuses would accordingly be broken down to fundamental 

traits that would be expected of any Religious Genius and traits that are related to 

various saints, using the wittgensteinian notion of family resemblance. To speak of a 

family resemblance is to suggest saint-making characteristics. These are neither 

necessary nor sufficient conditions. What puts someone into the category of a saint or a 

Religious Genius is that all these people together are distinguishable from those outside. 

E. The model allows us to construct what might be thought of as “the varieties of 

“Religious Genius“, assuming that not all saints or religious geniuses will have all 

qualities, certainly not in equal force. It allows us to appreciate the greatness of those 

individuals who combine the different dimensions of the model. 

F. As will be suggested in the following section, the model’s description of the Religious 

Genius is balanced by an evaluation of the transformative impact of the Religious 
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Genius on her or his community. Accordingly, we are not looking only at how 

individuals live up to the model fully or counting the number of qualities that a 

Religious Genius has in relation to the model. Rather, we can identify a cluster of 

qualities and then relate it to the geniuses’ transformative impact. If possible, we should 

seek to correlate the model’s features to the transformative effects, asking what 

dimensions of the model bring about transformation. Including in the model qualities 

that relate to the Religious Genius “in manifestation” could be helpful for 

understanding such processes of transformation. Looking at qualities associated with 

modes of reaching out and communicating could be particularly helpful. In this context, 

we need to also consider theories of multiple intelligences and how the Religious Genius 

manifests the deeper qualities captured in the model by means of these intelligences.  

G. This model can be useful not only for academic study, but also for involving 

religious communities in naming and accounting for their religious geniuses. The model 

allows us to notice the varieties of “Religious Genius” across traditions and to reflect on 

what aspects of the model generate transformation within communities. This is useful 

for communicating to religious communities the most fundamental message of the 

present essay, namely that figures in other traditions share essential and common 

characteristics with religious geniuses they themselves admire.  

5. Religious Genius in the Real Life of Community 

The model discussed in the previous section presents “Religious Genius” in the ideal. It seeks 

to articulate the interior qualities of the Religious Genius as well as his way of orienting and even 

manifesting his powers in the world. Yet, religious geniuses are not known to us from the perspec-

tive of ideal reality. We know them from the “real” world, in concrete social and historical settings. 

As already suggested, a Religious Genius’ creativity and genius are actually made known through his 

contribution to the community, religion and society to which he belongs. Before proceeding to offer 

further methodological suggestions for how to study “Religious Genius” in the framework of com-

munity, I would like to explore various dimensions that relate to the encounter or juxtaposition of 

the ideal of “Religious Genius” with the concrete reality of a given community in a given point in 

time.  
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Community serves multiple functions with reference to the Religious Genius. It is the arena 

wherein the Religious Genius’ contribution is recognized and where we track the transformation 

brought about by the Religious Genius. It is also what carries, preserves and transforms his memory. 

The genius’ relationship with community is not simply one of dissemination and expansion. It is of-

ten accompanied by tension, in view of novelty and transformation introduced by the Religious Ge-

nius. Accordingly, we can expect points of tension and friction, in association with the work of the 

Religious Genius. This, in fact, provides a methodology for tracing the evolution and impact of the 

Religious Genius, by noting points of friction and tension, as they yield transformation in the tradi-

tion, community and society.  

But perhaps the most noteworthy aspect of a Religious Genius’ relationship to community is 

the fact that the genius creates a religious community. One of the constructive tensions of future 

study of “Religious Genius” is how to highlight ideas, on the one hand, and community, on the 

other, as the products and creation of the Religious Genius. In one way, it may be argued that a Reli-

gious Genius, unlike a philosopher, creates community. In another, it may be posited that the power 

of ideas generated by the Religious Genius can speak across time and reach members of the same 

religious community or of other religious communities, independently of the encounter with the 

person and independently of his community-building efforts. Differently put, we come across differ-

ent forms of transformation of community. One form highlights the immediate community of the 

Religious Genius and its creation or transformation. The other highlights the ideas and their ability 

to speak across time, place and religion, thereby transforming individuals and small communities, 

without necessarily creating or structuring entire communities. Rather than define the Religious Ge-

nius as one or the other, we must remain open to this tension, as we identify religious geniuses and 

explore further the potential of the category. 

5.1 Introducing the “Religious Genius Event” 

The quest for accessing interiority is like an amplitude, that seeks to arrive at a goal it may never 

fully attain. It is accordingly balanced by the more objective perspective of the community. We 

would like to suggest that rather than think of the genius’ interiority or outward achievements as op-

posites, to which we must apply an either/or attitude, we think of them in an integrated way, where 

both dimensions jointly contribute to what we call “the Religious Genius Event”. 

The model presented in the previous section suggests a composite view of the subjective or in-

terior aspects of the Religious Genius. And yet, various objections can be posed to such an attempt, 
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ranging from Phenomenology’s claims regarding the impossibility of truly accessing the interior real-

ity of the other to other critical theories, that highlight that all we have is texts, often in translation. 

While these texts may point to significant aspects of the interior life of the subject, they cannot be 

taken as accurate and complete reports or expressions of such interiority. Almost all of the religious 

geniuses we encounter, we meet through texts. Texts cannot mediate pure interiority, inasmuch as 

they are themselves means of mediation, through language, writing, editing and often the perception 

of the author, if it is not the Religious Genius herself.  

Complementing the attempt to get at the subjectivity of the Religious Genius is, therefore, 

awareness of the impact and transformative power of the Religious Genius and the attempt to corre-

late them. Transformation and impact lead us to a domain that can be more readily measured. To be 

clear, it is not suggested that the quest for the spiritual reality of the Religious Genius be replaced by 

a sociological study of the impact of the Religious Genius or how his image is constructed or devel-

oped over the ages. Rather, a more delicate balance is suggested, by means of which the subjectivity 

and the impact are correlated. We do not seek to study all those who may have contributed to or 

transformed religion (legalists, politicians, philosophers, historians and more). Rather, we seek to 

study those individuals who brought a depth dimension, grounded in their being, and transformed 

their communities or tradition in accordance and in resonance with the particularity of their being, in 

the direction and perspective of ultimate reality. 

As a way of referring to the balance that is sought between the subjectivity and the measuring 

of transformative impact, we refer to the “Religious Genius Event”. The event is constituted both 

by the person and by the reception and impact within the community. The situation parallels that of 

art history, where essentialist and contextualist perspectives compete, in an attempt to identify 

wherein lies the greatness of works of art. Measuring change and transformation link in intimate 

ways the originality and contribution of the person and the canons, standards and expectations of 

the community. The greatness of the artist is accordingly appreciated in dialogue with perception, 

reception and transformation produced by the artist. This is similar to the balance we seek between 

the subjective (interior) greatness of the person and his impact upon tradition. The “Religious Ge-

nius Event” thus allows us to strike a balance between our interest in subjectivity and the recogni-

tion that we must not depend exclusively on it for the appreciation of “Religious Genius”.  

We may not be able to fully capture the interiority of the person, but rather get glimpses of it. 

These glimpses are attained through the various aspects of the “Religious Genius Event”. Moreover, 
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even if we recognize we cannot capture the interiority of the Religious Genius, we can speak mean-

ingfully of his image as an expression of the person’s impression on the community. This too pro-

vides an angle on the person’s interiority.  

There is a dialectic involved in identifying the locus of the Religious Genius - is it located in the 

person or in those who recognize the person. The subject’s self-understanding is informed by the 

perception of the community, and the perception of the community is fed by the awareness, procla-

mation, being and actions of the subject. This dialectic points to a methodology that takes both di-

mensions into account. 

The balance of interior and exterior dimensions is fundamental to “Religious Genius”, inas-

much as the ability to transform is conditioned on recognition of the Religious Genius by a commu-

nity. Thus community is essential to the definition of “Religious Genius”. If the Religious Genius is 

not recognized in the here and now of their community, they may be recognized later and across 

place or tradition. But some dimension of recognition is fundamental to the Religious Genius’ ability 

to transform.  

If the Religious Genius were appreciated exclusively in terms of interiority, her interiority might 

not be relevant for others, subject for admiration, not for emulation. The approach to the Religious 

Genius by means of impact and transformation on community opens up the interior reality of the 

Religious Genius to those in the community, creating a web of connections and relations that allows 

the Religious Genius to touch, transform and bring to light aspects of common existence with those 

who participate in the “Religious Genius Event”. 

As an illustration of the coming together of factors of interiority and exteriority let us consider 

whether the Buddha could have come through in Europe, or Jesus in India. While the profound 

contextual conditioning of their contribution must be acknowledged, it is grounded in the depths of 

their person, thereby pointing to the balance of interior/exterior suggested here.  

Transformation often grows out of a set of historical, sociological and religious circumstances 

and needs that the Religious Genius addresses. In other instances, the Religious Genius identifies 

and creates a need, by means of his person or teaching. The totality of the “event” includes the cir-

cumstances of appearance and operation of the Religious Genius. Thus, we will encounter different 

balances between the singular impact of the individual and the needs and circumstances of the hour, 

and how they come together in the “Religious Genius Event”.  
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5.2 The “Religious Genius Event” - A Source of Transformation 

The yardsticks by means of which the impact of the Religious Genius is measured are innova-

tion, creativity, problem solving, but above all transformation. The great religious geniuses bring 

about transformation in their tradition, in light of the internal vision they bring to it, grounded in the 

state of consciousness and being that makes them the excellent models of religion they are. There-

fore, in thinking of transformation we need to consider the various ways in which religious geniuses 

bring about transformation. Such transformation is, first and foremost, aligning the tradition with 

the higher vision that they carry. While it might be transformation of social structures, laws etc., it 

need not be radical external transformation and may be transformation of vision, understanding and 

orientation. Such transformation may apply to individuals or sub-communities, and not to the tradi-

tion in its entirety. Such transformation would typically relate to teaching and understanding, in view 

of the predominance of the sage-mystic as the “Religious Genius”. But it may also be a transfor-

mation of heart and a new way of being that does not launch radically new teaching (though some 

related teaching, with a particular emphasis will always emerge). 

The following points provide further elaboration for considering the transformative impact of 

the Religious Genius.  

• Distinguishing between reception and transformation. All religious leaders have 

reception within the community. In relating to “Religious Genius”, we relate to the 

ability to transform the community, in light of the particular interior spiritual life of the 

Religious Genius (as opposed to means of transformation that do not draw on such 

interiority).  

• In thinking of transformation, we wish to be open to multiple dimensions of 

transformation- personal/internal, societal, ritual, emotional, teaching and more.  

• In terms of teaching, a helpful framework has been proposed by Robert Neville. Neville 

suggests five dimensions of genius, related to different “ultimist concerns.” These are 

five kinds of engagement, namely: engaging existence, obligation, wholeness, others, and 

meaning. These dimensions can be considered loci for transformation, wherein new 

teaching on fundamental aspects of the spiritual life are offered. The transformation of 

the Religious Genius is not simply a contribution to social organization, legal 

formulation or theological correctness. Rather, it is bringing about transformation in the 
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direction of ultimacy, in these five areas, in light of the spiritual vision he holds, 

grounded in his person.  

• Recognizing the domains of teaching and innovation of the Religious Genius, we 

acknowledge that the transformative impact of the Religious Genius need not lead to 

new metaphysical ideas or theological knowledge. It can be transformative in terms of 

giving voice to existing ideas. It can also be transformative in terms of religious 

experience, making it broadly available. Grounding existing knowledge in the depth of 

personal experience can be the source of bringing about transformation within the 

tradition, in dimensions such as development of the heart, recognizing new moral 

situations, or expanding love to a group previously excluded from one’s love.  

• While recognizing that transformation addresses both the individual and the community 

or tradition at large, the means of achieving such transformation are different. For the 

individual, transformation occurs through contact, as long as the Religious Genius is 

alive. Broader transformation for the community takes place through teachings or 

though structures, including structures of succession, put in place by the Religious 

Genius.  

• The transformative power of the Religious Genius can be conceptual - pertaining to 

ideas, or mimetic - relating to the behavior of the Religious Genius herself. The more 

immediate transformation, resulting from encounter with the person of the Religious 

Genius, has a stronger mimetic dimension. This is also relevant to creating community, 

which focuses on creating a way of life for it, while stating its unique vision and world-

view.  

5.3 The “Religious Genius Event” - Going Beyond the Life of the Individual  

Relating to the “Religious Genius Event” in terms of the transformation it generates allows us 

to expand the scope of the event. Some great religious geniuses may have a significant message to 

offer, but are not directly creators of communities. In other cases, the full fledged transformation 

takes place not only through the person, acts and teachings of the Religious Genius but through a 

rich network or web of personalities associated with the Religious Genius, as partners or disciples. 

The Religious Genius “event” may therefore be seen as the coming together of more than one type 

of person, and the resultant collaboration and complementarity. Consider Jesus and St. Paul, Ba-

haulla and the Bab, Rabbi Nachman and Rabbi Nathan of Breslav and, as we shall presently discuss, 
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Ramakrishna and Vivekananda. Religious geniuses often require an intermediary, a disciple, to trans-

late their vision to a broader audience, and in the process form a community. Considering both per-

sonalities as part of the “event” allows us to tie the Religious Genius to community, even if he or 

she are not engaged directly in creating community.  

Let me illustrate how “Religious Genius” is made manifest in a process that extends beyond the 

genius himself by appeal to specific cases. Let us begin by contrasting Ramakrishna and Viveka-

nanda. In terms of spiritual height, saintliness, grounding of presence in an alternative order of be-

ing, in short, in terms of all the qualities suggested as defining “Religious Genius”, Ramakrishna 

would emerge as a prime candidate. Ramakrhishna surely has something novel to teach us, especially 

as we consider the spiritual life in an interreligious context. But let us also consider the possibility 

that Vivekananda too manifests “Religious Genius”. His genius is grounded in the same vision of 

reality as that of his master, and in the sincere attempts of his own person to live to the fullest the 

qualities and characteristics that we have suggested are proper to a “Religious Genius”. But in terms 

of genius, Vivekananda may have different or complementary aspects of genius. He has the ability to 

restate the meaning of his tradition for his day. He has the ability to be creative in teaching and in 

delivering a message. His creativity finds expression in the realization that structures need to be cre-

ated, in order to ensure the continuity of the message, and in his ability to successfully create such 

structures. He is thus a founder of sorts, even if in terms of the rarefied vision and personal spiritual 

standing, he himself would acknowledge how much more advanced his own master is. That one is 

viewed as an avatar while the other is viewed as a founding Swami sums the point up adequately. 

Once we consider “Religious Genius” as an event, integrating the person and the societal context in 

which he functions, we may be able to include both Ramakrishna and Vivekananda within one per-

spective, provided by “the Religious Genius Event”. Indeed, while resorting to different language, 

and while extending the “event” to include Ramakrishna’s wife, Sarada Devi, this is in effect the 

movement’s theology.  

This dynamic may be recognized in other religious movements. Let us take Breslav hassidism as 

a case in point. Rabbi Nachman of Breslav is a foremost Religious Genius. He meets all the criteria 

described above. He brings forth new teachings. He speaks from the exalted heights of his mystical 

attainment, while addressing a community in the here and now. He is succeeded in leadership by 

Rabbi Nathan of Breslav/Nemirov. The latter is his Boswell. He engages in the most brilliant literary 

activity, drawing forth the implications for daily life of the mystical insights of Rabbi Nachman. He 
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provides structure to the movement, laying foundations for its long-term survival. He so deeply 

identifies with the message and teaching of Rabbi Nachman that he is able to assimilate it, digest it, 

and bring it forth in a new manner, creative in all respects. Yet, Rabbi Nathan does not seem to en-

joy the same kind of direct experience of the other world that Rabbi Nachman did. It remains an 

orienting framework for him, but his own emulation is largely that of Rabbi Nachman, and by as-

similating his teachings he is constantly oriented in light of our model. How much of the model he 

has actually attained in his own personal consciousness, we cannot tell; likely much less than the 

master himself. He is surely a religious leader; he may be the de factor founder of the movement, he 

may even be considered saintly, perhaps even a saint. What of “Religious Genius”? The present line 

of argumentation would not only see in Rabbi Nathan another modality of “Religious Genius”, but 

would suggest going beyond this question by integrating both figures into the “Religious Genius 

Event”. 

This leads to a very charged question: Is “Religious Genius” transferable? Can it be the subject 

of dynastic continuity? The question provides us with an interesting case of “routinization of cha-

risma.” We intuitively think of the Religious Genius as a lone individual, much as we think of the 

saint in similar terms. The history of religious institutions shows us, however, that with regard to 

saints, or outstanding religious leaders, some of them are contextually identified within dynasties, 

that transfer status, and along with it power, knowledge and possibly piety and perhaps even genius, 

from one generation to another. Religions that do not have monastic traditions develop hereditary 

lineages, where father transfers to son (or chosen disciple) the mantle of a spiritual life and a form of 

leadership that could be a contender not only for sainthood but also for “Religious Genius”. Con-

sider the Sikh gurus. Consider the Sufi lineages that are hereditary and produce Sufi masters in suc-

cessive generations. Consider some of the Hassidic dynasties, that have produced towering spiritual 

figures, generation after generation. Is their greatness only in the eyes of the beholder, their own 

flock, or is there some greatness or genius that is sown from generation to generation? How, then, 

are we to think of such phenomena?  

There are two possibilities that must be considered. The first relates to the present focus on the 

“Religious Genius Event”. Perhaps we should think of schools and dynasties in such terms, recog-

nizing the core or root of the “Religious Genius”, as well as its later expansions, articulations and 

even variations as part of a related event. Another possibility that should be considered is the ques-
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tion of “Religious Genius” and its cultivation. If we are able to recognize “Religious Genius” mean-

ingfully within dynasties, this suggests it can be cultivated and grown. This has huge consequences 

for the social and educational implications of reference to “Religious Genius”.  

This leads to a final consideration of the scope and manifestation of what we call the “Religious 

Genius Event”. Might we consider “Religious Genius” to be a group phenomenon, and not simply 

an individual achievement? The analogy to art history is once again helpful when we recall trans-

formative moments of genius carried out by a group of genius artists, rather than by a lone artistic 

genius. Accordingly, we might ask what are the conditions under which a group of geniuses might 

emerge and what external circumstances, environmental pressures and psychological and educational 

processes could lead to the emergence of such a group. 

5.4 Religious Genius and Religio - Cultural Contexts: the Limits of 

Transformation 

Community is not only the arena to which the Religious Genius contributes. It is also what pro-

vides the language, context and boundaries for the operations of the Religious Genius and these 

could, potentially hamper or limit the scope of the genius’ vision or its depth. While outstanding reli-

gious geniuses surely have the capacity to take their community beyond its present boundaries, in 

view of the ideal reality they live, it may be that certain individuals might be described as religious 

geniuses, while remaining bound by certain conventions that are less than the full realization of the 

potentialities of our model. The ideal of “Religious Genius” may not manifest itself equally, or 

freely, under all circumstances, and the tensions between specific religious or historical realities and 

the ideal model could prove to be a challenge in our ability to recognize “Religious Genius”. I have 

suggested that love is constitutive of “Religious Genius”. Not surprisingly, love as the domain of the 

saints was highlighted by Christian authors, but certainly the ideal of love, and of sacrificial love, can 

be identified in all religions. When considering love, we would not wish to limit it to love of the in-

group, but rather view love as more extensive. What happens when the broad mandate to love is 

constrained by cultural or historical circumstances? This question arises, for instance, in the case of 

Judaism. Judaism has produced some great masters of love. One of those is Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of 

Berdichev, a Hasidic master of the 18/19th century. He was famous for his loving capacities. A look 

at his teachings, however, reveals something disturbing. When it comes to non-Jews, the love-talk is 

often replaced by its opposite. Rabbi Levi Yitzchak is not alone in this. The greater part of Jewish 
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mystics, and the greater part of manifestations of literary and spiritual genius of the mystical move-

ments, are quite selective in their world-view. This fact is quite disturbing to contemporary students 

of Jewish mysticism, who seek at the same time to maintain an open perspective towards the 

“other”. But in the present context it constitutes a challenge to the notion that “Religious Genius” is 

characterized by universal love. There are clearly cultural, ideological and historical constraints, that 

do not allow this quality, and hence the model, to be expressed in its fullness. Does this mean that 

these individuals are not religious geniuses, or that “Religious Genius” ought to be appreciated while 

taking into account various contemporary factors and constraints? Perhaps we might distinguish be-

tween “Religious Genius” that manifests within cultural pressures and norms and such that mani-

fests beyond them. A qualitative distinction between them would allow us to consider differing de-

grees of “Religious Genius”, corresponding to how close the specific case is to the ideal. If so, the 

contrast between Rav Kook’s universal love and Rabbi Levi Yitzchak’s love of Israel could be con-

strued as a contrast between pure “Religious Genius” and “Religious Genius” that is expressed 

through the limitations and confines of a particular religious culture.  

Another illustration of the problem, again taken from Judaism. “Religious Genius”, it has been 

suggested, has a dimension of novelty, rearticulation and restatement of ultimate truths in new ways, 

suitable to the times. It is noteworthy that many of those who, from a spiritual perspective i.e. in 

terms of conformity to our model, would have been considered religious geniuses, have done little 

by way of advancing a reform or a restatement of Judaism in contemporary terms. The reasons are 

historical. Reform was undertaken by figures who would not at all qualify, based on our model, as 

religious geniuses, thereby pushing those whom we would identify as either saints or religious geni-

uses into a reactionary historical stance. Their contribution to contemporary posturing has been one 

of preserving the old, rather than offering fresh articulations of Judaism’s core spiritual vision. Does 

that mean that Judaism has, to a large extent, lost the capacity to produce religious geniuses, due to 

the historical and cultural factors shaping its history for the past century and more? Perhaps. Alter-

natively, we would have to take these circumstances into account and seek to identify more limited 

expressions of “Religious Genius” within these constraints. 

6. Religious Genius and Interreligious Reality 

The present study grows out of an interest in exploring how saints might provide a site for in-

terreligious conversation and how “Religious Genius” might allow us to advance our understanding 
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of saints and exceptional religious personalities, in other traditions as well as in our own. From the 

outset, the category of “Religious Genius” was approached with the hope of identifying a category 

that is not colored by one particular religion, that could therefore speak across traditions. Thus, if 

the thesis of the present essay is accepted, we have in “Religious Genius” a category that allows us to 

speak uniformly and a little more objectively about outstanding religious personalities, as we encoun-

ter them across religious traditions. If addressing outstanding religious individuals through the cate-

gory of “Religious Genius” can advance our ability to draw inspiration from such individuals across 

religious traditions, then it will have justified the development of this category. In what follows, I 

shall offer further reflections concerning the potential “Religious Genius” has for advancing interre-

ligious understanding.  

6.1 Religious Genius as an Inspiration for Other Traditions 

I begin this section with a brief quote from Sir John Templeton on religious geniuses:  

 In addition to the geniuses given more-than-human minds, God also creates saints and 

prophets gifted with more-than-human souls. A prophet is a pioneer in the vast uncharted 

regions of the spirit. For spiritual progress to flourish, do we need to cultivate interest and 

humility to listen carefully and learn from such people, recognizing their important gifts? 

The challenge to listen and learn from geniuses of the spirit involves more than simply opening 

“our” minds. For people who come from religious traditions, it involves going beyond the bounds 

of their tradition, in order to listen deeply to a message that was articulated within the framework of 

another tradition. This, as history teaches us, is not always easy. It is something that must be culti-

vated and justified. It is a domain where, for the most part, our religions provide us with very little 

precedent and at times they even make such listening impossible, either by directly forbidding it, or 

by creating conditions that are unfavorable to such listening. The present challenge is therefore how 

to develop an attitude, a theory, a culture of listening to the wisdom of saints, of religious geniuses 

from other traditions. If we can achieve this, then we have opened the door to significant advances 

in relations between religions and created wonderful opportunities for spiritual growth for their fol-

lowers. This then is our task: to try to apply “Religious Genius” not only as a means of understand-

ing or respecting the other, but as a path that might lead to greater sharing, inspiration and shared 

growth between religions and their practitioners. 

It is worth noting that saints have always provided some kind of common ground between tradi-

tions. This is particularly true on the level of popular saint worship, though it may be argued that 
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very often the elites too were quite open to receiving influence from others. On the level of popular 

piety we encounter time and again the phenomenon of common saint worship. Muslims and Hindus 

share saint shrines in India; Jews and Muslims do so in Morocco and elsewhere; Christians share 

saint shrines in the various localities in which Christianity has taken hold, in short everywhere. When 

one seeks blessing and requires intercession, why stop with saints of your own tradition? But when it 

comes to drawing inspiration or teaching, the situation becomes more complex.  

Let us then consider in what way religious geniuses could allow us to receive from another tradi-

tion. Lawrence Cunningham has spoken of the saint as a parable, by means of which we are called to 

the spiritual life. This notion is particularly helpful in an interreligious context. The Religious Genius 

of one tradition can serve as a parable for the faithful of another. The parable need not be followed 

in and of itself, but it recalls something for us, that which hides behind the parable. What it recalls is 

the higher realm of reality of which the Religious Genius partakes. And this realm is common to all. 

Consequently, the faithful of one tradition can be reminded by means of the parable offered by the 

genius of the other tradition of that which is common to all, the ultimate quest to position oneself in 

relation to the highest aspects of reality. The Religious Genius takes one beyond the tradition-spe-

cific teaching, through the invitation to imitate and conform to a higher reality, making its trans-

formative power available.  

If one considers not the specifically moral teaching, but the overall message of the Religious Ge-

nius or saint, one would have to draw a distinction between witnessing and sharing faith. With mem-

bers of his own faith community, the genius shares his faith. To members of other communities, he 

offers a testimony of what it means to be religious, what it is like to be planted in two worlds simul-

taneously, how the perfection of the qualities associated with “Religious Genius” can lead to another 

way of being. He thereby inspires seekers of other traditions to identify how, within their own tradi-

tions, they might attain similar heights. 

6.2 Reaching Across Traditions as a Yardstick for Religious Genius 

Let us take the argument one step further. Having suggested that religious geniuses can inspire 

across traditions, we can advance the argument by suggesting that the capacity to inspire across tra-

ditions be considered a feature of “Religious Genius”. As it is acknowledged that reference to “Reli-

gious Genius” in the present study assumes an agreed upon meaning that is constructed by consen-

sus, this consensus may be expanded to include within the framework of “Religious Genius” also 
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the capacity to inspire across traditions. Recognizing the transformative power of “Religious Ge-

nius” and given the stated interest in applying the category in a cross-religious context, we recom-

mend for consideration the following framework (not definition) for appreciating the Religious Ge-

nius: A person whose religious persona and religious transformative contributions to a tradition are of such magnitude 

to have the potential to reach beyond the home tradition to make him or her enduringly inspiring across religious tradi-

tions. 

Various nuances and implications emerge from closer scrutiny of this formulation and its subject 

matter: 

• If the concept of “Religious Genius” developed here has a dimension of advocacy to it, 

then it would be advocating not simply for the existence of religious geniuses or for the 

category as a means of appreciating them, but for the ability of religious geniuses to 

inspire across traditions as a fundamental aspect, associated with the individuals or with 

our ability to appreciate them. 

• Note the reference to persona, rather than personality, in the phrase under discussion. 

This suggests that the persona as it has developed beyond the historical personality is 

not without interest to the continuing evolution of the image of the Religious Genius. 

This points once again to the dynamics of the individual and the community that 

preserves and recasts his memory. 

• Note further the dual emphasis on religious persona and on transformative 

contributions, each of which can serve as a basis for inspiration for other traditions. 

• While the actual innovation or transformation within tradition cannot be translated 

across traditions, the interplay between the qualities of the Religious Genius and the 

transformation she effects can serve as a lesson that can be implemented across 

cultures, religions and time periods.  

• It is recognized that the Religious Genius’ impact within the community is of a different 

magnitude than beyond her community. Within the community, the Religious Genius 

creates community and shapes it. Beyond her community, the Religious Genius is a 

source of inspiration, a model, a teacher. But she will rarely, if ever, recreate a 

community, beyond the interest of those, often only individuals, who draw inspiration 

from the example of her person, accomplishments and deeds.  
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• Transformation requires a shared religious language with the community, based upon 

which transformation can be effected. Finding such common language across traditions 

is harder. Consequently, the inspiration of the Religious Genius across traditions will be 

largely in the domain of ideas that resonate against a common conceptual background.  

• The capacity to speak across traditions is related to the Religious Genius’ attitude to 

tradition itself. Typically, or commonly, the Religious Genius brings to tradition broader 

spiritual or visionary horizons that in some way either relativize or contextualize the 

tradition in ways that allow it to speak beyond its native community.  

• In presenting religious geniuses across traditions we would readily present those 

dimensions of the Religious Genius that are translatable, hence germane to our 

understanding of “Religious Genius”. At the same time, it is also important to preserve 

and present those aspects that are unique and not readily translatable. One should avoid 

a reduction of “Religious Genius” to broad commonalities. Even if the model of 

“Religious Genius” does assume such broad commonalities of spiritual experience, 

nevertheless the traditions transformed by the Religious Genius and the genius’ 

contribution to them do bear marks of uniqueness and untranslatability. 

• In referring to the capacity to inspire beyond traditions, one must consider the complex 

interaction of factors: the person, the teaching, and changing circumstances and 

opportunities that make such learning and inspiration possible. Awareness of these 

multiple dimensions will orient future study of these individuals and their potential 

impact across traditions.  

• Awareness of the interreligious potential of religious geniuses raises the question of 

what are the most useful materials to be studied and presented to broader audiences. 

Narrowly legal or particularistic theological emphases would likely not capture the 

genius quality in ways that another community can appreciate. Poetry or narrative of a 

life have greater likelihood of being appreciated across traditions.  

• One might consider what the medium by means of which the Religious Genius 

impacted her own community is, as a basis for suggesting what media might 

communicate best across traditions. Without excluding theological expressions of 

“Religious Genius”, one recognizes that many religious geniuses also had the ability to 

communicate to broader publics, in less theological or technical ways, thereby allowing 
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such communication to extend beyond their original community or traditions. This 

might hold the key to understanding what can translate or reverberate beyond the 

narrowness or particularity of a tradition.  

6.3 Interreligious Geniuses 

Let us now move from theory to precedent or example. The notion of interreligious geniuses is 

not as novel as it might seem. The tradition that is most comfortable with drawing from the testi-

mony and experience of other traditions is the Sikh tradition. Its scriptures are thus constructed, 

drawing on saints of other traditions, and taking great pride in the fact.  

Some have suggested that the model for a modern paradigm of being inspired by saints of other 

traditions is Gandhi. Interestingly, many have considered Gandhi himself a saint, though Indians 

have resisted this, possibly accepting Gandhi’s own protestations on the matter. Indeed, Gandhi 

might be an interesting test case for our thesis of “Religious Genius”. Even if one has trouble calling 

him “Saint Gandhi” , as some might have liked, would he qualify as a Religious Genius? But Gandhi 

is even more important in the fact that within his own spiritual universe he constructed an interna-

tional saintly community. It includes such figures as Jesus, St. Francis and Tolstoy. Gandhi’s ap-

proach to saints was eclectic, and his eclecticism puts him in the company of many saints, whose 

mission is to break through some of the boundaries and structures of everyday existence. What 

drives them is the drive to integration, of which we spoke above. If so, then what more powerful vi-

sion of integration than the integration of the saints of different religions into a universal family of 

saints, a “communion of saints”, if you will? In this, Gandhi may be truly modern, pointing to one 

of the great challenges, and promises, that faces us.  

Sainthood is in crisis. Few appeal to it; few think seriously in terms of sainthood. It is thus of par-

ticular note that those saints that have captured the global mind have done so precisely by going be-

yond the boundaries of their own tradition. Mother Theresa, Dorothy Day, Gandhi, some might add 

the Dalai Lama or Pope John Paul, are all figures who bore a testimony of significance that went be-

yond the confines of their own religious community. With the obvious popularity they enjoyed in 

the media, they became global saints, interreligious saints. 

There is an even more far-reaching phenomenon when it comes to interreligious saints. There 

may be more to the notion of an “interreligious saint” or “Religious Genius” than the capacity of 

inspiring across traditions. Some contemporary spiritual teachers, especially in the Hindu context, 

seem to be redefining or restating the meaning, teaching and practices of their religion so that it is 
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not defined in a narrow way, specific to the religious roots of the tradition, but in a more global and 

universal way, that can speak beyond the tradition, and to other traditions as well. Some contempo-

rary religious leaders, while drawing from their traditions and in some way maintaining continuity 

with it, also offer their teachings in a new global context in ways that are detached from those roots. 

If we recognize such individuals as religious geniuses, their reaching across religious traditions is 

built into the construction of a teaching or a religious movement. Recent or contemporary examples 

are Satya Sai Baba, Sri Sri Ravi Sankar and Amrtanandamayi. Universalizing a religious tradition thus 

emerges as one possible significant innovation of religious geniuses.  

 



   

57  

II. “Religious Genius” - History of a Category 

Alon Goshen-Gottstein 

“Religious Genius” is a category that has never been fully developed. However, it has been on the 

edges of academic consciousness in ways that we ought to recall. The category is more than a cen-

tury old, though for most of that period, that is: for most of the history of the modern study of reli-

gion, it has lain dormant. As we seek to develop the category, we do well to recall the early pioneers 

who would have readily resonated with the present study.  

1. William James 

I begin with a light touch. If one searches for “genius” in the index to The varieties of the Religious 

Experience, 1 one encounters: “see religious leaders”. If that were not enough for us, under religious 

leaders, the index records only two subheadings “often nervously unstable” and “their loneliness”. 

While this may be taken humorously, it does say something about James’ understanding of “Reli-

gious Genius” and its relationship to personality dynamics, including personal instability.2 “Religious 

Genius” is a category that is seen along with a series of other phenomena to manifest exceptional 

mental states. James’ interest in genius goes back as early as 1880. In his 1896 Lowell lectures on ex-

ceptional mental states, James discusses dreams and hypnosis, automatism, hysteria, multiple person-

ality, demoniacal possession, witchcraft, degeneration and genius.3 All these phenomena manifest 

the workings of the subconscious within the person, and herein lies the key to understanding reli-

gious geniuses and the religious life itself. These are understood as reaching to and being inspired by 

the subconscious, and such contact is closely related to states of great emotional excitability, as al-

ready noted above. Such excitability carries with it both the potential for great creativity and some of 

the difficulties associated with sensitive and excitable personalities. Thus, for James, genius may be 

recast as the genius of emotions, and their openness to the subconscious. “When a superior intellect 

———————————— 
 
1  Here I rely on the edition of Triumph Books, 1991. 

2  See also Lawrence Foster, The Psychology of Religious Genius: Joseph Smith and the Origins 
of New Religious Movements, The Dialogue Journal, http://www.dialoguejournal.com/wp-
content/uploads/sbi/articles/Dialogue_V26N04_19.pdf 

3  See Eugene Taylor, William James and Depth Psychology, The Varieties of Religious Experi-
ence: Centenary Essays, ed. Michael Ferrari, Exeter, Imprint Academic, 2002, p. 26. 
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and a psychopathic character coalesce...in the same individual, we have the best possible condition 

for...effective genius.4 James’ psychological theory draws on contemporary theories of the subliminal 

consciousness as the source of both pathology and genius.5 How contemporary James’ reference to 

genius is can be seen from a perusal of the footnotes, where we encounter numerous discussions of 

and references to genius as a formative category in the study of various individuals, including reli-

gious individuals. James’ reliance on the category of genius to describe his religious heroes is thus 

very much a sign of the times, and is conditioned by contemporary discourse on genius. If we wit-

ness a century of nearly total silence concerning “Religious Genius”, it is therefore not because the 

category itself has been critiqued or dropped. Rather, discourse on genius has itself shifted, as has, to 

a large extent, psychological discourse. Conventions of discourse have thus simply moved away 

from where they were during James’ times, making the category almost irrelevant.  

 James relies heavily on the notion of genius. While the term “Religious Genius” appears rarely in 

The Varieties of Religious Experience, it is deeply embedded in his thought structure.6 Given that James’ 

focus is to study religious experience rather than the institutional history of religions, the emphasis 

on experience is implicitly an engagement with genius, as understood by James. One might argue 

that for James “Religious Genius” is the epitome of the phenomenon of genius. Note the following 

wording: “Even perhaps more than other kinds of genius, religious leaders have been subject to ab-

normal psychical visitations. Invariably they have been creatures of exalted emotional sensibility.”7 

This captures the essence of “Religious Genius”. All genius involves contact with the subconscious, 

and is closely related to great emotional intensity. But “Religious Genius” even more than other 

kinds of genius involves the carrier, here called religious leader, in regular contact with these dimen-

sions of the self, and their outward manifestations. One may see “Religious Genius” as deeper, more 

intense but most importantly - more productive and transformative, than processes that are based 

on similar psychic processes. Because of the depth of its impact, “Religious Genius” alone has the 

———————————— 
 
4  P. 26. 

5  See Ann Taves, The Fragmentation of Consciousness and The Varieties of Religious Experi-
ence: William James’ Contribution to a Theory of Religion, William James and a Science of Reli-
gions: Reexperiencing the Varieties of Religious Experience, ed. Wayne Proudfoot, Columbia 
University Press, New York, 2004, p. 60. 

6  P. 14 - “religious geniuses” is the sole occurrence.  

7  P. 14. 
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capacity to bear fruit that is life transforming, like none other.8 Thus, James does not offer a defini-

tion or usage that would set “Religious Genius” apart from other forms of genius. Rather, drawing 

on current notions of genius, understood in particular psychological terms, James offers his readers a 

way of understanding the religious life as the culmination of genius. This genius is manifest in the 

lives of saints and mystics. The central place that mystics play in James’ presentation of saintliness is 

understood in light of the appeal to a psychology that sees genius manifest in these individuals.9 

2. Religious Genius by S.L (L.Swetenham) 

Just how contemporary the concern for genius was in James’ day can be seen from the very pub-

lication of a book titled “Religious Genius” in 1905, only three years after the first publication of The 

Varieties of Religious Experience.10 This contemporaneous work provides one further indication for 

“genius” being part of the zeitgeist of the turn of the twentieth century. It is the only volume or study 

dedicated to “Religious Genius”, and it suggests how easily broader concern for genius might trans-

late itself into the religious realm. 

———————————— 
 
8  The term “fruits for life” is a recurring concept in The Varieties. It offers us the criteria by 

means of which to judge the value of psychic and emotional states. Given how close the reli-
gious life, religious genius, is to chaotic psychic states, its ultimate value can only be tested 
through the fruits for life.  

9  Alongside the discussions described above, we find constant reference to genius as a quality of 
greatness, originality or creativity. Thus, Renan is a literary genius (p. 35), Molinos is a spiritual 
genius (p. 102), and Augustine is noted for his psychological genius (p. 131). The infuriating 
quote concerning Theresa of Avila states “there is a curious flavor of superficiality about her 
genius” (p. 255).  

10  The author is listed by his initials, but further search reveals his full name. The book was pub-
lished in London by Hodder and Stoughton. I have been unsuccessful in learning anything 
about the author, other than the fact that he lived in India and the obvious fact that he was 
Christian, of Protestant persuasion. Judging by the typology of the work and by his identifica-
tion of evangelical Christianity with religious genius, it is likely he himself was an evangelical 
(see p. 11). His references to Jesus as “The Master” might suggest some additional spiritual in-
fluences, either Indian or theosophical. His attempt at concealing his identity and biography, 
signalled by publishing the book only by his initials, seems to have been successful. The same 
author published in 1908 another work, titled Conquering Prayer; Or, the Power of Personality, 
London, J. Clarke Publications. The same religious typology that informs Religious Genius is 
here translated into a typology of two basic forms of prayer. Reprints of Religious Genius may 
be ordered on the internet. An online version may be found at http://www.ar-
chive.org/stream/religiousgenius00lsgoog#page/n9/mode/2up 
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The work is clearly a sign of its time and it draws on some of the sources that inspired the work 

of James.11 Like James, Swetenham’s work is very inspiring. I found myself deeply moved time and 

again by the spiritual vision put forth by this almost completely unknown author.12 There seem to 

be, however, fundamental differences between the two. James seeks to be scientific, conforming to 

the psychological standards of his time. Swetenham offers a purely religious message. Both assume a 

continuity between different forms of genius and see “Religious Genius” as one particular manifes-

tation of a broader phenomenon. But this phenomenon is explained differently by both. James 

speaks of the unconscious as the root of genius, and consequently struggles with issues of psycho-

pathology and the complex character of geniuses, religious and otherwise. Swetenham speaks of 

God and spirit, and sees the various expressions of genius as drawing from the same divine source 

of inspiration. Judging from the perspective of a century later, one wonders whether James’ “scien-

tific” perspective really possesses stronger explanatory power than the more naive or straightforward 

faith-based appeal to God. In any event, introducing the subconscious into the psychological dy-

namics of religious experience is not part of a reductionary strategy on behalf of James, and at the 

end of the day both authors will agree that God is the ultimate inspiration for genius and that genius 

is mediated through the depths or interiority of the individual. Nomenclature thus seems secondary 

to what may in fact be a common vision. The differences may be more a result of the audience, con-

text and the discourse these impose, than of significant theoretical differences between the authors.  

Let us begin by examining Swetenham’s notion of “Religious Genius”: 

Religious genius, then, let us describe as intuitive power to grasp the things of God, in a su-

perhuman and miraculous way, as distinguished from the slow and plodding human methods 

of reaching up to the Divine life and light. 

Men of the world, together with religious men who have no key in their own experience to 

this phenomenon, - while admitting the reality of every other kind of genius, even though 

———————————— 
 
11  See his reference to F.W.H.Myers, referred to extensively in The Varieties, on p. 54. On Myers’ 

impact on James, see also Taves, above Chapter 7, note 5.  

12  The only reference to this work I have found in the literature is a notice/review of the book by 
David Philips in The International Journal of Ethics 16,3, 1906, pp. 397-8. The book offers a 
powerful spiritual vision, even if it is couched in Christian theological language. In terms of its 
vision and message it strikes very similar chords to those of Pitirim Sorokin, whom I shall re-
view next. While the work is not scientific, but religious, in nature, it seems to me it deserves to 
be better known.  
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they cannot understand how the inspiration is received, nor how it works, - are, with a 

strange inconsistency, often inclined to deny to religious genius the belief they unhesitatingly 

accord to the same miracle in spheres of poetry, science and art.13 

Intuition and inspiration are primary concepts throughout this work. In fact, most chapter titles 

refer to the “religiously inspired” and only two to “Religious Genius”. For the author the two are 

identical. “Religious Genius” is the capacity to receive inspiration in the field of religion. The author 

is fully aware that inspiration is obtained in a variety of fields of life.14 This actually provides him 

with a means of presenting and legitimating “Religious Genius” to an audience that is not otherwise 

sympathetic to such concerns. We will recall that this was one of the possible advantages, suggested 

above for use of the category of “Religious Genius”.  

The intuitive grasp is better understood when we consider the typology of religious personalities 

that informs this work. The chapter titled “Religious Genius and Religious Talent” spells this out:15 

One of the laws governing the birth of genius, especially of great genius, in every sphere, we 

notice to be, with a few rare exceptions this: There are strivings, aspirations, honest, earnest 

endeavors, cheered by occasional premonitions of coming power, and yet the goal seems 

very far away until the supreme moment arrives; and then suddenly the soul is there! Caught 

up and carried in a chariot of fire over ground that the tired feet had so long tried to cover, 

and into the realms that seemed so inaccessible.  

In the religious world, as in the literary world, the scientific and the commercial world, there 

are two classes of people - the inspired and the uninspired....there are souls carried on the 

wings of inspiration over mountains of difficulty in the religious life, which other souls, just 

as worthy, are laboriously climbing. There is a passion for things spiritual and Divine miracu-

lously implanted, living and growing in some, whilst others are painfully striving merely to 

remove the hindrances to the Godward movement of their hearts. Some are rejoicing in the 

———————————— 
 
13  P. 5. 

14  P. 7 - “we cannot but pause to notice how similar, almost to monotony, is the same experience 
in every realm of genius. Wagner wakes up one day to find himself a musician...the miracle was 
wrought and he knew not how.” 

15  Chapter 2, pp. 19-34. 
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gift of faith, of open spiritual vision, of God-consciousness and realization, whilst their breth-

ren grope in the twilight of human reasoning.16  

S. L goes on to identify these experiences with conversion, receiving a new heart, being born 

again in the spirit and related expressions that suggest a natural, spontaneous Godward movement 

has occurred from within. The spontaneity of the spiritual process is a recurring motive. The key-

words that characterize the state of “Religious Genius” and inspiration are spontaneity, enthusiasm, 

illumination, intuitive perception and power.17 The basic typology distinguishes between a religious 

life based on exertion and effort, and one that takes place spontaneously, through the workings of 

the spirit. The latter is identified with “Religious Genius”. Swetenham does not denigrate the exer-

tion- based spiritual life; but he does construct his fundamental typology around the axis of exertion 

and spontaneous gift. 

With regards to these two kinds of religious life, which for the sake of convenience let us 

designate the life of “Religious Genius” and the life of religious effort, we see that both are 

seeking to reach God, but by different roads; both are recognized and loved by Him, both 

are blessed by Him - the one with illumination and inspiration the other with...”the enno-

bling spirit of struggle.” Both methods of the Divine working are producing character, but 

of a totally different type. These two types may be described as being, in the one case, that of 

spiritual insight, or faith, resulting in a strange uplift and elation that gives wings to the soul, 

and carries it easily and quickly to its goal. In the other case, the chief characteristic is 

strength of will and purpose, unremitting effort, perseverance, toil, by which the earnest soul 

marches slowly but surely towards God.... 

These two types of religious character are so perfectly the complement of one another that 

the one is incomplete without the other; nor can we fail to notice that those men who have 

had the advantage of training in both schools are the most symmetrical and perfect, combin-

ing spiritual insight and intuition with force of will and strenuousness of effort.18 We may be 

———————————— 
 
16  Pp. 7-9. 

17  See his introduction, unnumbered page.  

18  Here Swetenham mentions two examples, an evangelical preacher - Robertson of Brighton, and 
Phillips Brooks, an Episcopalian Bishop. We are left guessing what his own denominational af-
filiation was, but given his way of thinking, this may be the wrong question to ask. 
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confident that the purpose of the Divine mind is eventually to bring these two separate 

halves together and weld them into a glorious whole, wedding religious intuition and inspira-

tion to religious effort and discipline....The result of the union will be grand symmetrical 

character, rapid progress in holiness and power, the appearance among us of a new and di-

viner order of prophets, teachers, leaders, and the dawning of our high hopes for humanity.19 

“Religious Genius” is not religious perfection. Time and again the author refers to the possibility 

of imperfection and inferiority of character of religious geniuses. Geniuses, by this view, can be great 

or little. Genius is the capacity to receive spontaneously the gifts of God, through intuition, resulting 

in effortless spiritual movement. But “Religious Genius” can falter and fail, if it is not cultivated into 

a complete life, and its perfection involves a disciplined spiritual life. In some ways this construction 

recalls the model created by Neville, who distinguishes between perfection of the will - the soldier, 

and perfection of the heart - the saint. Here perfection of the heart is understood as something in-

volving less effort and growing spontaneously from one’s interiority. But just as for Neville, the ideal 

does not lie in any of his ideal types but in their integration, so for Swetenham the future of spiritual 

growth goes beyond the inspiration of genius to the fullness of a spiritual life. In fact, Neville’s 

threefold model, relating to the sage, as well as to the soldier and saint, is also prefigured by our au-

thor. Swetenham contrasts the spontaneity of the Religious Genius with the work characteristic of 

the group that has “religious talent”.  

The preaching and teaching of the Religiously Talented is on another plane entirely. It is 

studied and thought out, rather than natural, eloquence. Marvelously effective, logical, inter-

esting; but its excellence is that of the head, rather than the heart; and its appeals are also to 

the heads, rather than to the heart. It produces a religion which, like itself, is the result of 

studied and disciplined action of the mind and will, rather than the spontaneous outflowing 

from an inner spring of life.  

Of this kind of a religion we cannot speak too highly; the religion of genius needs to be sup-

plemented by it. There is as Phillips Brooks points out “a mind’s love for God” as well as the 

heart’s....This type of religion is indispensable but it is not primary; it should follow, but not 

precede, the religion of the heart. In so doing it would find its highest perfection and power. 

In the foregoing chapter we dwelt upon the wonderful results ensuing from the insight and 

———————————— 
 
19  pp. 12-15. 



   

64  

natural energy of genius with the efforts of the will and conscience; but when there is added 

to these the special mental ability and resource which we call “talent” the result may well be 

incalculable! The fact is that just as genius and “an infinite capacity for taking pains” are the 

complement of each other, so also genius and talent - the one pertaining to the heart and the 

other to the head, the one producing natural spontaneous life, the other disciplined mental 

activity - are also the complement of each other; and perfection only is attained when each 

adds to itself the other. 20 

It is significant that “Religious Genius” is not identified with perfection. James might have readily 

agreed with this, especially considering how some of the people designated as possessing such ge-

nius were treated by him. However, it seems to me that the contrast is more pronounced for 

Swetenham, precisely because “Religious Genius” is built into a typology that by definition recog-

nizes another pole of the religious life, ultimately requiring integration with it for its own perfection. 

In fact, as we have just seen, Swetenham recognizes two complementary poles, corresponding to the 

will and mind at the one extreme and to the heart at the other. “Religious Genius” provides the spir-

itual drive for perfection, but it requires a total spiritual life and an integrated character for its own 

fulfillment.  

And here we come to saints. Just as James related “Religious Genius” and saints, so does Sweten-

ham. If for James saints provided natural expressions of “Religious Genius”, for Swetenham the 

perfection of saints really exceeds “Religious Genius”, because of the totality of life involved and the 

multiple paths to perfection undertaken by the saints.  

It is interesting, for our purposes, that such fullness is identified with saints. It is the saints who 

take “Religious Genius”, wedded to the disciplined spiritual life, and bring them to their combined 

perfection.  

Sainthood is the highest calling of man, the noblest type of human life: it is genius on the 

most exalted plane. No wonder, then, that the demand that the world makes on the saint 

should be enormous! There is an intuitive justice in the intolerance shown towards the im-

perfections in him that are passed over in others....Of saints Emerson says, “This class is the 

aim of creation, the other classes are admitted to the feast of being only in the train of this.” 

———————————— 
 
20  Pp. 27-29. 
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The ultimate destiny of mankind is sainthood, and towards this all other gifts and callings 

converge. The world shall one day be full of poet-saints, soldier-saints, scientist-saints, arti-

san-saints - but it is sainthood that is the goal of all...it is the primary object, and every other 

calling is secondary... 

The chief feature [of the saint’s character] we find to be holiness, and by this holiness is meant 

wholeness, soundness, symmetry....the poet, the artist, the musician, are permitted to be spe-

cialists, but the Religious Genius must be a holy - that is a whole man. Others may be partial, 

fragmentary, one-side; but of the saint we require wholeness and symmetry. This universal 

and instinctive ideal of sainthood, however obscured by tradition, or stifled by disappoint-

ments, or supplanted by lower standards, is still always lurking in the human heart and 

prompting its attitude towards the saint.... 

This universal attitude of the human heart towards sainthood has its roots in the divinely in-

spired and original idea of a saint which conceives of him as a complete, or perfect, man, 

healthily developed on every side of his nature, keenly alive and related to all the life around 

him, touching it at all points by means of a large and universal sympathy and the intuitive 

knowledge that comes from such sympathy... 

One grace [the saint] must have and that is love - a great, deep, far-reaching, all including 

love for God and His universe, a love that forges links and chains binding him to everything 

around him, making him feel that he is part of it and it of him, a love which is the bond of 

perfectness. In spirit at least the saint must be world-wide in his relatedness...his heart must be 

universal in its sympathies and interests, discerning the innumerable mysterious ties that bind 

God’s creation into one, and knit the hearts and lives of men...his spirit must be free to go 

out to all, and large enough to take in all. 21 

Sainthood is identified with “Religious Genius”. In fact, now we find the term in capital letters - 

Religious Genius. It seems that our author uses the term in two senses. The first designates an as-

pect of the spiritual life, characterized by spontaneity, intuition and inspiration. Clearly, this aspect of 

the religious life is the one he most values, at least when contrasted with the other aspects of disci-

pline and study. However, perfection, hence sainthood, hence true “Religious Genius”, consists in 

———————————— 
 
21  Pp. 98-101. 
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the synthetic integration of all these aspects. Saints are the fulfillment of “Religious Genius”, when it 

has been integrated with the other spiritual paths.  

We are also offered a clear distinction between “Religious Genius” and other forms of genius. 

While the processes of inspiration may be the same, the path that follows from them is different. 

The religious path is not exhausted by receiving inspiration. Inspiration provides the foundation, 

driving the person to build a total and integrated character and religious life. Only “Religious Ge-

nius” has this drive for totality and therefore the expectations made of saints are of another order 

than those made of other kinds of geniuses. Lowercase “religious genius” is similar to other forms 

of genius, in terms of the subjective processes by means of which inspiration is received. Uppercase 

“Religious Genius” is qualitatively different. It involves wholeness and integration. The holiness, im-

plied by the notion of sainthood, is cast in terms of wholeness, suggesting that this is the one and 

only kind of genius of which such wholeness is expected.  

The wholeness is ultimately a wholeness of love. Indeed, the concluding chapter of Swetenham’s 

book is titled “Love - the Crown of Religious Genius”. The reasoning behind it is that love is a uni-

fying principle. Because it has this integrative capacity, it is the highest perfection. This integration 

takes place in the heart and heart-love is the wonder working power of the world, to which one as-

pires, as humanity looks to its future. The integrative capacity of the saint relates to himself and to 

others. In himself, he integrates the various paths and aspects into a wholeness of being. In others, 

he offers an integrative approach to life and to reality, by extending love to all. Heart-love is the 

common denominator that defines the true essence of the saint, the true mark of “Religious Ge-

nius”. 

It seems that the uses of “heart” in Swetenham’s work also offer a key to the lowercase and up-

percase uses of “Religious Genius”. “Religious Genius” was earlier distinguished as involving the 

heart, while other paths involved the mind. However, in the earlier stages, man is reached through 

the heart, and the spontaneity of revelation of the heart provides the path through which he is to ap-

proach God. In this sense it is already an expression of “Religious Genius” and an ideal. However, 

the perfection of the heart and its capacity to truly integrate all within the power of love only occur 

when one has advanced on the spiritual path, integrating different paths of growth into a sustained 

whole, that marks the saint and defines perfection. It is the heart that continues to provide definition 

for “Religious Genius”, but now the fullness and wholeness of heart, rather than simply the move-

ment of, or movement through the heart. Far from using the term in an incoherent way, Swetenham 
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actually traces a path of spiritual evolution, using “Religious Genius” as the key concept, that points 

to the heart and to the journey of spiritual perfection that is accomplished through the heart, till it is 

perfected in a movement of total synthesis. Significantly, Swetenham sees in Jesus the perfection of 

the path traced by him.22 This suggests that not only did he not consider the language of “Religious 

Genius” to compromise the unique position of his master; rather, he found it a useful and appropri-

ate category that allows us to talk of all levels of spiritual life, from Jesus, through the saints, and 

down to the every day aspirant who has had a conversion experience. For him, the universality of 

the term makes it an apt way to describe religious reality, independent of precedent or theological 

concerns.  

Reading Swetenham’s description of the Saint and his synthetic and all encompassing love brings 

to mind James Fowler’s Stages of Faith.23 For Fowler, the highest stage of faith, that he calls stage 6, is 

universalizing faith. This faith goes beyond borders of religion, community and ethnicity. As Fowler 

states, Stage 6 is exceedingly rare. The persons best described by it have left faith compositions in 

which they give expression to their felt sense of an ultimate energy inclusive of all beings. They have 

become incarnators and actors for a spirit of an inclusive and fulfilled human community. They live 

with felt participation in a power that unifies the world. Such people are ready for fellowship with 

persons at any of the other stages of faith or of other faith traditions.24 Fowler’s portrait resembles 

that of Swetenham’s true “Religious Genius”. It recognizes its rarity, its capacity to go beyond 

boundaries and the sense of inclusiveness of being that is fundamental to it. Swetenham did not live 

in an interreligious age; Fowler does. It is thus significant, for the present study, that the type of rare 

individual classed either as a saint, a Religious Genius, or just as “plane old Stage 6” should also ex-

hibit the capacity to find fellowship with members of other faith traditions.  

Swetenham’s work is a work of religious inspiration. One imagines it draws on his own personal 

life and spiritual experience, even though we are told nothing of the author and his circumstances. 

In presenting Swetenham I assume that we should not devalue his application of “Religious Ge-

nius,” because it is couched in religious, rather than scientific, language. At the end of the day, we 

———————————— 
 
22  See pp. 119; 218 and more. Note the repeated reference to Jesus as “The Master”.  

23  Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development and the Quest for Meaning , Harper 
SanFrancisco, 1995. 

24  Pp. 200-201. 
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have here an author who is willing to construct a model of “Religious Genius”, and this model has 

many important features to recommend it. It introduces us to notions of intuition and inspiration. It 

highlights the centrality of the heart in “Religious Genius”. It creates a religious typology, within 

which “Religious Genius” is presented as well as a religious ideal, that is captured through the notion 

of “Religious Genius”. It assumes genius as a common element of human nature, and locates “Reli-

gious Genius” as an expression of the broader phenomenon of genius. It also assumes “Religious 

Genius” is a universal feature of the human person and that one can therefore educate to it and help 

it to grow. But it also recognizes that true “Religious Genius” is rare, and that fulfilled “Religious 

Genius” is a matter of perfection reserved for the few. And it offers some important criteria for 

recognition of “Religious Genius”, in the uppercase - the synthetic wholeness of paths that come 

together, of a life that is complete and of a love that integrates the person and extends to all, without 

limitation. This is a highly valuable way of constructing the notion of “Religious Genius”. It brings 

into the picture some important dimensions to which we have had recourse in our own attempt to 

construct the category. Above all, it is important because it is the only work of religion, and of inspi-

ration, that seeks to elaborate a coherent vision of “Religious Genius”. I hope that the singular con-

tribution of this almost unknown author justifies the length to which I have gone in presenting his 

spiritual vision.  

3. Pitirim Sorokin 

 The nexus of “Religious Genius”, saints and love, so fully developed by Swetenham does 

not have much of an echo in the decades that follow. For that matter, nor does the constellation of 

“Religious Genius”, saints and emotions, suggested by James.25 Genius seems to have stopped func-

tioning as a category in the study of religion. This is the case for half a century, until the publication 

———————————— 
 
25  It is interesting to note how little James makes of love as a defining feature of saints or religious 

genius. His own emphasis on the unconscious and states of high emotional excitation seems to 
preclude concentration on love as a defining feature of sainthood. Indeed, in his discussion 
brotherly love is but a consequence of the feeling of expansion, that he deems the essence of 
the saint’s experience. And absorption in the love of God, that Swetenham would have readily 
recognized as a fundamental feature of “Religious Genius”, is looked down upon as childish ab-
sorption, a sign of a feeble intellect and a distraction from more important practical interests. 
See Varieties, p. 253.  
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in 1954 of Pitirim Sorokin’s The Ways and Power of Love.26 Much like his predecessor at Harvard, Wil-

liam James, Sorokin set out to explore positive aspects of the psyche, against prevailing trends of the 

day. Sorokin is familiar with James, but shows no awareness of Swetenham. Nevertheless, in terms 

of types or ideal positions, one may present Sorokin as a midway position, or a synthesis of the 

methodologies and positions of James and .Swetenham. First and foremost, Sorokin is comfortable 

talking of God, much more so than James. Note how James described saintliness in terms of Ideal 

Power, almost grudgingly admitting that in Christian saintliness it is personified as God, but he im-

mediately backtracks, affording abstract moral ideas the same status. The frequent quotes from his 

sources concerning God may obscure the point, but James himself makes precious little appeal to 

God as an organizing principal of his psychological or religious world-view. Only as he reaches his 

conclusions, he admits, again in a seemingly grudging manner: “God is the natural appellation, for us 

Christians at least, for the supreme reality, so I will call this higher part of the universe by the name 

of God.”27 By contrast, Sorokin is not only comfortable talking of God, but seems to make the di-

vine reality a centerpoint of his construction of a theory of love. Thus, both in terms of love and in 

terms of God - and perhaps precisely because of the interconnectedness of the two, Sorokin is much 

closer to Swetenham than to James. In other aspects, though, we may recognize greater continuity 

with James. For one, his method is scholarly, relying on research, statistics and the testimony of 

sages and saints of all religions. While primarily indebted to Christianity, he seeks to construct his 

argument in a more objective fashion, using Christianity as the test-case, rather than the theological 

framework. In conceptual terms as well, we note a closeness that is manifest through an important 

distinction. For James, the roots of genius and therefore of the religious life lie in the relation to the 

subconscious. Sorokin too relies on a well- defined notion of personal subjectivity, much more ro-

bust than the simple appeal to interiority and the interior life that informs Swetenham’s work. So-

rokin presents his own personality structure, and it betrays his entire orientation. Sorokin considers a 

fourfold mental structure that he expresses also in energetic terms. The fourfold structure is: uncon-

scious, bioconscious, socioconscious and supraconscious.28 The key difference with James is that 

———————————— 
 
26  The Ways and Power of Love: Types, Factors and Techniques of Moral Transformation, Bos-

ton, Beacon Press, 1954. Due to its importance, the book was republished by the Templeton 
Press with a new introduction in 2002.  

27  P. 374.  

28  These are discussed in Chapter 5.  
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the religious life and “Religious Genius” are related, in his scheme, to the supraconscious. After dis-

missing Freudian notions of the person as products of the phantasmagoric imagination, Sorokin of-

fers an initial description of the supraconscious, one upon which he will expand in several chapters 

of his book. His brief presentation is telling:  

Finally, there is a still higher level in the mental structure of man, a still higher form of ener-

gies and activities...the supraconscious level of energies and activities. These constitute the 

fourth and highest stratum of man’s personality, energies and activities. They are frequently 

designated as “the divine in man”, “the manifestations of Godhead”, “the sublimest energy 

of truth, goodness and beauty”, “the highest creative genius” and so on. The supraconscious 

manifests itself in the greatest creative victories of man in the fields of truth, beauty and 

goodness.29  

We note the ease with which Sorokin incorporates God-talk in his description of the human per-

son. This is indeed the case throughout his work, devoted to the study of love and its cultivation. 

Throughout his work, as for Swetenham, intuition plays an important role in understanding the 

workings of supraconscious.30 We also note in this quote that “creative genius” is related to the 

same conceptual framework as the more explicitly theological notions, such as “divine in man” and 

other related notions. This provides us with the lead to Sorokin’s view of genius. Like James, and 

unlike Swetenham, Sorokin barely refers to “Religious Genius” as a self standing concept.31 The 

most frequent collocations are “creative genius” , as in the quote above, and “supraconscious ge-

nius”, in various places. The novelty of Sorokin is to refer to “altruistic genius”32 or more broadly to 

a “genius in the field of love. 33 This goes to the heart of Sorokin’s concerns. Sorokin seeks to 

———————————— 
 
29  P. 97. 

30  For James, intuition seems to play almost no role. It occurs in quotes from other authors, and is 
never integrated into James’ own conceptual framework.  

31  Only in one place does he come close to using the term. On p. 113 he contrasts the philosophi-
cal form of genius, that Plato or Aristotle had, with its religious form, exemplified by Buddha, 
Confucius and Jesus. This does not suggest a robust notion of religious genius and rather sees 
genius as a broader phenomenon, that can manifest in the religious life as well.  

32  P. 144, referred to as a mystery; p. 191.  

33  P. 171; 308. 
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demonstrate how love can be cultivated and grown. The dual notions of genius and the supracon-

scious provide him with the conceptual framework for developing a theory and model through 

which love and altruism can be understood and made into focal points of specific educational plat-

forms. 

It is at this point that saints come in. Though God does occupy a place of importance in So-

rokin’s work, his book seeks to cultivate love, and its highest form, altruistic love, not saintliness, as 

the other works we have covered so far did. Saints are not the goal of Sorokin’s project; they are the 

proof of its viability and they provide the method to achieve the goal. An earlier work of Sorokin’s 

featured the saints as an object of study with reference to altruistic love.34 The present work uses 

saints in two ways. The first is as a body of data, from which Sorokin draws some principled conclu-

sions regarding love and the formation of character traits. Family circumstances, circumstances of 

conversion and longevity are all related to the effects and benefits of love. Taken as a whole, the 

saints of the Orthodox and Catholic church provide him with a body of data, through which to con-

sider the developmental processes related to love. They also allow him to study it where altruism is 

most prevalent.  

There is one move that Sorokin does not seem to make. Unlike some of the philosophers we 

studied above, Sorokin never suggests that saints should serve as models or examples of altruism. 

Saints prove it is possible, but the way to realizing love and altruism does not pass through imitation. 

Rather, it passes through following their path. For this reason, part four of Sorokin’s work is de-

voted to techniques for altruistic transformation. Sorokin takes seriously the lessons of the Christian 

tradition, particularly the monastic tradition, and of all serious religious practitioners. He realizes that 

love and altruism cannot be willed; they express spiritual growth, an entry into relationship with 

God, cultivation of the supraconscious. Saints are not simply proofs, they are teachers. They provide 

a stock of methods and techniques, that Sorokin makes available in the interest of cultivating the ge-

nius of love.  

This is a daring and highly original perspective, that combines a religious and a sociological 

worldview. It seeks to suggest paths for transformation, even as it develops novel theories of the self 

and its transformation. In all this genius and religion coalesce around the notion of love. Entry into 

———————————— 
 
34  Altruistic Love: A Study of American Good Neighbors and Christian Saints, Boston, Beacon 

Press, 1950.  
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the higher domains of love is the accomplishment and testimony of saints and the purpose of reli-

gion. Unlike James and Swetenham, Sorokin does not invite his readers to become saints. He invites 

them to grow their altruistic capacity, following the techniques taught by the saints. 

Does Sorokin, then, help us to develop a notion of “Religious Genius”? Yes and no. Sorokin 

does not set out to develop that notion, but as he develops his notions of genius of love and altruis-

tic genius he does make us realize the centrality that love should have in any attempt to construct a 

model of “Religious Genius”. Sorokin takes love beyond the faith-based declarations of Swetenham, 

and tries to ground it in a broader theory, that is itself related to an understanding of the human per-

son, the psyche and personal growth. These are all related to the workings of genius, and hence rele-

vant to our own concerns. Most importantly, the use of genius does not preclude the relevance of 

the lessons learnt from the genius for others. Sorokin’s use of genius and his appeal to the precedent 

and methods of the saints assume that the qualities of genius, as it manifests in the religious life, can 

be learned, transmitted and cultivated. This is the core of his project.  

4. Huston Smith 

It is fair to say, that with the three figures studied in depth, we have exhausted the testimony of 

an entire century concerning the meaning and the viability of the category of “Religious Genius.”35 

While all of it has been interesting, possibly also inspiring, it is clear that as we approach our topic, 

we do so without an adequate foundation, provided by our predecessors. Their usage may inspire us 

to include various dimensions in a future model of “Religious Genius”, but does not present us with 

any established, accepted or even sufficiently worked out notion of “Religious Genius”. For pur-

poses of developing a new category and a new discourse this might constitute a distinct advantage.  

———————————— 
 
35  I do not refer to casual uses of genius, such as the following quote, taken from Mircea Eliade’s 

blurb for a translation of the Bhagavad Gita: “Mr. Sargeant must be congratulated on his 'labor 
of love.' One of the masterpieces of Indian—and human—religious genius has been made ac-
cessible in all its splendid and profound complexity.” Such uses do not carry with them the bag-
gage of genius-studies, that informed earlier discourse, or a coherent theory of personality, as in 
the case of Sorokin. “Genius” in most contemporary use simply means: that which is original, 
unique, particular or even inspired.  
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Prior to exploring suggestions for the future, I would like to briefly note a passage by Huston 

Smith, quoted by Sir John Templeton.36 While the reference provided is clearly wrong,37 the quote 

rings true:  

The average man is no more capable of forming his imagination in ways that resolve his feel-

ings nobly than he is capable of being his own scientist. Both tasks require genius. Geniuses 

in the art of shaping man’s imaginings are artists, philosophers, prophets, and seers. Over 

time their creations coalesce and distill into cultures. As the religious forms of traditional Ju-

daism and Christianity are losing their powers to inform the contemporary mind, humanity 

desperately needs religious geniuses who can create new imaginable forms, convincing to the 

contemporary mind which consummate man’s needs for home, vocation, and transcendence. 

Smith seems to use genius here in ways that are not casual.38 Genius is a category that cuts across 

different domains. Prophets and seers provide expressions of genius, and are indeed called religious 

geniuses. The task of “Religious Genius” seems to be closely related to the faculty of the imagina-

tion. This is an interesting nuance, distinct from reference to the intuition that we encountered with 

other authors. Geniuses form imagination in ways that resolve feelings and that appeal to the mind, 

providing it meaning on a variety of levels. Genius seems to wear down and the genius of yesteryear 

is losing its power, as traditional religious forms no longer inspire the imagination, failing to con-

vince the contemporary mind. Genius gives birth to culture and to religion, and as these advance 

and lose their power, there is need for new genius. Genius seems to function here much in the same 

way that charisma and its routinization did for Max Weber. While not providing a full blown theory 

of genius, as our previous authors did, Smith certainly exhibits a robust understanding of genius. It 

seems, based on how this quote is positioned in the work of Sir John Templeton, that this brief 

———————————— 
 
36  Possibilities for Over Hundredfold More Spiritual Information, Templeton Foundation Press, 

Philadelphia and London, 2000, p. 44. 

37  The reference is given as Huston Smith, Empiricism: Scientific and Religious, 1964, with no 
page number. Such a title does not exist, by any author, and I was unable to locate an article by 
that name, by Huston Smith.  

38  This is also true of his use of religious geniuses in Primordial Truth and Postmodern Theology, 
Albany, SUNY University Press, 1989, p. 77. 
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quote played an important role in inspiring Sir John’s own thinking on the issue of “Religious Ge-

nius”. He may even owe the category to Huston Smith. This provides us with a lead into the thought 

of Templeton on “Religious Genius”, the final item in this conceptual review. 

5. Sir John Templeton 

The above passage attributed to Huston Smith is taken from a longer discussion in chapter 4 of 

Possibilities for Over Hundredfold More Spiritual Information, titled: creation through change. In order to 

appreciate Templeton’s thought on the subject of “Religious Genius”, I would like to first quote 

some extended passages from that chapter.  

1.  Increasing evidence indicates that creation is just beginning. Are humans just starting to 

understand that we may have been given creative talents possibly so we can become 

helpers in a divine accelerating creative process? Are the old ways of structuring and or-

dering institutional religions adequate for future progress? Can concepts or rituals some-

times be too rigid, too traditional? Can new, freer, more entrepreneurial and adaptable 

concepts be helpful supplements to ancient revelations so that man’s god-given mind 

may help spiritual information to increase over 100 fold? 

6.  Throughout history has religion developed and progressed often by the work of those 

who were first regarded as heretics? The Pharisees were learned, deeply devoted and sin-

cerely holy men, but most of them seemed to have regarded Jesus as a heretic. Others 

once called heretics were Buddha, Paul, Zoroaster, Muhammad, Wycliffe, Hus, Luther, 

Calvin, Wesley, Fox, Smith, Emerson, Bahaullah and Eddy. Christians believe god was 

incarnated into the world as a human. However, note that Jesus was not a traditionalist 

urging restudy of Abraham and Moses. Rather, he was an innovator who proclaimed 

and taught new revelation. Rarely does a historian or conservative become a hero of 

later history. Many of history’s most creative people have been untraditional, far reach-

ing thinkers who seek to improve accepted customs of their time. Often such people 

have been called radicals.  

8.  For humanity to progress, should we be eagerly interested to welcome whomever might 

be the new Columbus, the new Galileo, the new Copernicus? Can creative geniuses en-

large our global vision and help us to comprehend how tiny and temporary we are and 

how little we have yet discovered?  
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11.  Perhaps only about one child in a million is born with talents which seem almost super-

human in one or more ways. Why does god’s process of evolution produce these rare 

geniuses on earth? Is it the divine plan that they should help all people to progress? The 

one in a million who contributes a new idea to humanity can be a blessing to billions, 

which helps god’s creation continue to progress.  

12.  In addition to the geniuses given more-than-human minds, god also creates saints and 

prophets gifted with more-than-human souls. A prophet is a pioneer in the vast un-

charted regions of the spirit. For spiritual progress to flourish, do we need to cultivate 

interest and humility to listen carefully and learn from such people, recognizing their im-

portant gifts? If no two persons are equal or identical in body or mind, is it probable 

that no two persons are equal in spiritual insight? However much we may yearn for 

equality, it does not seem to be part of the divine plan.  

13.  Sören Kierkegaard taught that the human race advances on the backs of those rare geni-

uses who venture into realms of which most of us are afraid. Did Arend van Leeuwin 

exaggerate by saying, “Ninety-nine percent of people, irrespective of race, play a passive 

as opposed to a creative role; and even the creative section are passive with regard to 

ninety nine percent of their civilization”? And Huston Smith, the masterful chronicler of 

world religious thought and practice, wrote: And here follows the passage from Smith, 

quoted above. 

15.  In our own times have we witnessed several brave religious pioneers who have marched 

into old areas of religious endeavor with a new bold spirit and program? Brother Roger 

Schutz, the founder of the Taizé community in France, has answered one of the greatest 

spiritual needs in the postwar world. His quiet monastic community attracts architects, 

painters, theologians, lawyers and countless professional people who, after submitting 

themselves to his program of prayer and reflection, return to the world to pursue their 

careers more fully committed to creating a more fruitful world of love and joy. His ef-

forts to organize the worldwide Council of Youth in 1970 inspired thousands of young 

people to go to Taizé and then return to their own countries to work for religious re-

newal.  

16.  Mother Teresa of Calcutta, often called by people of many faiths a living saint, demon-

strated to the world yet another way that divine creativity can be helped through human 
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(or in her case superhuman) effort. Mother Teresa formed a new order of religious 

women who have lived among and helped the poorest of the poor in India and many 

other nations to develop fruitful joyful lives through divine love. Public as well as pri-

vate charitable organizations could follow her example and methods for providing hu-

man services and love to the outcasts of our age. Malcolm Muggeridge said about 

Mother Teresa and her Missionaries of Charity: 

When I think of them in Calcutta, as I often do, it is not the bare house in a dark slum 

that is conjured up in my mind, but a light shining and a joy abounding. I see them dili-

gently and cheerfully constructing something beautiful for God out of the human mis-

ery and affliction that lies around them. 

17.  Another pioneering woman in the struggle for spiritual renewal in the world is Chiara 

Lubich. Her Focolare, or Fireside Movement, begun in Italy in 1943, has become a suc-

cessful international means of providing spiritual community to people for whom the 

church as a system and institution is not enough. Living in lay communities structured 

as families and imbued with the loving ethos of family life, architects, doctors, engineers, 

nurses, carpenters, secretaries and others find a sense of spiritual belonging that run-of-

the-mill society does not provide. Her innovative program, now adopted by thousands 

of people the world over, infuses vigorous inspiration into volunteers who seek to reani-

mate the world in the spirit of love. Her New Family, New Humanity and New Parishes 

movements are all creative additions to the traditional concept of church organization.  

18.  Through spiritual pioneers like Brother Roger, Mother Teresa and Chiara Lubich, can 

new blessings flow? Should freedom be given to people like these three who take seri-

ously the challenge to be humble co-creators with god? Should their messages be stud-

ied worldwide? The next stage of human help in spiritual progress may have much to do 

with the examples and creativity of dedicated men and women, geniuses of the spirit, 

who will blaze trails for the rest of us to follow. (To encourage progress of this kind 

Templeton Foundation Prizes for Progress in Religion were established in 1972. A list 

of awardees is included at the end of this book, in Appendix Five.) 

25.  Schilling claims that matter and most likely all other manifestations of reality are funda-

mentally developmental. He suggests reality is a continuing creative process in an unmis-

takable direction, “from the simple to the complex, from the small to the large, from the 
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isolated individual entities to combinations and integrated systems, and to commu-

nity.”39 

The numbers in the above quote represent different sections of the chapter. The numbering is 

not consecutive, indicating my having only taken from the broader discussion those elements that 

could be relevant to our discussion of “Religious Genius”. His discussion is grounded in broader 

concerns for the advance of religion and for growth in our knowledge of God and spiritual reality in 

view of changes in humanity and advances in scientific thinking. The chapter opens with the notion 

that humanity’s creative talents could help to accelerate divine creativity. We recall from our reading 

of Sorokin how close genius and creativity are, and indeed a discussion of human creativity is the 

framework within which Templeton’s own reflections on genius are couched. We notice also the ex-

plicitly theological framework: human creativity takes place in close association with divine creativity. 

Templeton appeals to a particular theological notion, that of co-creativity. The governing notions in 

this passage are novelty, progress and the adaptation of religion to future progress. Interestingly, the 

argument is less about the possible rigidity or incompatibility of religion to the present, but rather to 

the tasks and challenges of the future. The problem of the inadequacy of the structures of old and 

the ongoing need for reform or advancement of religion is not simply a contemporary problem. It 

seems to be fundamental to the nature of religion. As in the view implicit in the above quote from 

Smith, traditional religious systems require time and again the power of radical reform, that takes the 

form of a new revelation, an innovation. Creativity, the key term in this discussion, is associated in 

the view of contemporaries of the creative mind, with heresy. But what is important is the creative 

drive, that is only appreciated in retrospect.  

Templeton’s list in paragraph 6 of radicals-in-their-day is a veritable who’s who of religious geni-

uses. The names noted by Templeton almost all appear as examples of genius or saintliness in one of 

the authors surveyed above, especially James. It is interesting that Templeton himself does not refer 

to them as religious geniuses, even though this is where his own discussion is headed. Judging by 

this list, it would seem that the notions of religious genius, or genius of the soul, and those of reli-

gious radicals and reformers are quite close, if not identical. This recognition is important to recall, 

in appreciating the working model, proposed above in Chapter 4, and its expressions spelled out in 

Chapter 5. Religious geniuses, in this view, are not simply individuals who have attained the perfect 

———————————— 
 
39  Selective quotes from Possibilities, pp. 40-49. 
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subjectivity of the experience of the divine, or the fullness of love. They are radicals who make a dif-

ference in their time, leading their religion and their society through major changes.  

Sections 8 and 11 bring us back to the notion of creative genius, though not specifically in the re-

ligious field. Columbus, Copernicus and Galileo are the creative geniuses who enlarge our global vi-

sion. “Enlarging our global vision” may well sum up the core of Templeton’s vision for genius and 

for creative growth in knowledge and spiritual understanding. It provides a common ground for the 

two distinct dimensions that are brought together in this chapter as complementary parts of one 

broader discussion - genius and Religious Genius. The scientists enlarge our global vision in the field 

of science and our knowledge of the physical world. Religious geniuses have the charge of broaden-

ing our vision in other dimensions - society, relationships, understanding how to live our lives in to-

day’s world.  

Geniuses are there to help humanity progress. Section 11 suggests a one-in-a-million ratio of ge-

niuses with superhuman talents. The lack of equality that emerges from recognition of uneven distri-

bution of talent or genius is recognized, at the end of section 12, as part of the divine plan. It is justi-

fied because it brings benefits to all of humanity, not millions but billions.  

The move from section 11 to section 12 is particularly relevant to our concerns. Templeton 

moves from geniuses given more than human minds to saints and prophets gifted with more than 

human souls. The mind-heart distinction we saw in Swetenham receives a different twist here. We 

have clearly moved from the scientific to the religious domain here. Has the numerical ratio re-

mained the same? Is there significance to the fact that Templeton offers an assessment of the ratio 

in relation to geniuses of the mind but not in relation to geniuses of the spirit? If the overall goal is 

to enlarge our vision, then prophets and saints do so in relation to the “uncharted regions of the 

spirit”. How interesting: in relation to the geniuses of the mind no demand is made of “us”. The 

blessings and benefits to the billions would seem to be obvious, the fruit of the innovation of these 

geniuses. By contrast, the contribution of the geniuses of the spirit requires our listening. Interest, 

humility and the ability to listen seem to be understood as preconditions for the success of the work 

of these individuals. Cultivating the capacity to understand, appreciate and imbibe the message of 

the geniuses of the spirit is thus recognized as a task that “we” must confront, if they are to be suc-

cessful in their God-given mission of aiding humanity to advance on the spiritual path.  

In section 13 Kierkegaard and Huston Smith are both quoted as precedents for the need and im-

portance of genius, genius of the spirit and Religious Genius. As we saw in the above quote from 
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Smith, the task of geniuses is to appeal to the human mind, drawing upon convincing ways of shap-

ing imagination. It would seem from these descriptions that the task is mainly theological-imaginal, 

in other words a task to be carried out in the realm of the mind and spirit, by means of which our 

global vision may be enlarged. Against this expectation it is quite surprising, perhaps enriching, to 

see where Templeton takes the reader next. Following these declarations of the importance of ge-

nius, and recalling the list of great teachers, mentioned in section 6 as radicals in their time, Temple-

ton proceeds to introduce us to three contemporary figures, recognized by him through the Temple-

ton prize as individuals who did indeed help further the cause of advancing our spiritual understand-

ing.  

Beginning with paragraph 15, we encounter individuals who are religious pioneers, who have a 

bold spirit and program. One does wonder whether the boldness of program really captures the 

depth of the intuition required of new religious geniuses in order to make religion work for us today. 

Does the combined testimony of Brother Roger, Mother Theresa and Chiara Lubich amount to the 

new imagination that society requires today of its religious geniuses to make religion once again con-

vincing, as Smith demanded? They are certainly inspiring, deeply inspiring. Given the numbers of 

Christians (even Catholics) they also fall within the one-in-a-million framework. But if we take them 

as examples of “Religious Genius”, and not only as examples of a contemporary application of reli-

gion carried out in a spirit of boldness, then we are led to a very important conclusion concerning 

“Religious Genius”. ”Religious Genius” is not, as we would have thought, only or primarily about 

revealing truths, shaping imaginations and discovering uncharted areas of the spirit. It is, and judging 

by these examples perhaps above all, a matter of how religion is lived in the world.40 The identifica-

tion of new forms of religious life, the capacity to adapt our religious vision to changing social needs 

and circumstances, is itself a major expression of genius of the spirit. Whether what we see here are 

different dimensions of Sir John’s thought, that should not be too readily harmonized, or an applica-

tion of the broader principles in terms of contemporary social reality is a generative question worth 

revisiting. It certainly makes us aware of the possibility that “enlarging our global vision” is not only 

a speculative matter, but a matter of living. Our vision is enlarged when we are able to generate spir-

———————————— 
 
40  See also section 25: “Do links between people, between churches and between nations need to 

be forged as a Mother Teresa or a Brother Roger or a Chiara Lubich would forge them?” 
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itual renewal through encounter with an inspiring community of monks, when we help the poor de-

velop joyful lives through divine love, and when we identify new structures to enhance the meaning 

of community in the world. Templeton recognizes in these expressions of innovation and creativity. 

Creativity is understood as co-creativity, collaboration with God, and ultimately as an expression of a 

Religious Genius suitable for our times, leading people to renewal and to finding new ways of living 

their spiritual lives in today’s world. The discussion in section 5 of the “Religious Genius Event” 

provides a framework for integrating these different dimensions into a coherent model, reconciling 

thereby what might seem as unreconciled strands in Templeton’s thought.  

Section 18 challenges us once again to state the relationship of creativity, being co-creators and 

being geniuses of the spirit. Is the understanding here expressed that all acts of creativity, or at least 

such creativity that brings about meaningful transformation in the lives of multitudes, are also acts 

of co-creativity? And is this itself a sign of genius of the spirit? Or has the discussion, with the help 

of the notion of co-creativity, shifted from ”Religious Genius”, to religious pioneering, only to re-

turn once again to the hope of future geniuses of the spirit, impregnating humanity with a new spirit. 

The sequence of Templeton’s presentation runs from religious heretics and radicals to geniuses, one-

in-a-million, to geniuses of the spirit to bold pioneers who bring about religious renewal, and 

thereby co-create with God. Reading the sequence of these ideas as they unfold challenges us to 

think through the implications of the sequence. Do criteria, goals, expectations and achievements 

change at every turn of the discussion? Is there a broader stream of innovation and co-creativity that 

ties the discussion together, even though the actual subject matter and the kind of vision and contri-

bution it entails change along the way? Or should we read all these expressions as coextensive, 

pointing to the same level of innovation, genius and creativity? As a reader of midrashic texts, I find 

the logic and texture of Sir John’s text rich in possibilities, and open to multiple interpretations. It is 

a generative text that can continue to inspire reflection, because of the bumps and open ends it con-

tains. At the very least, it constitutes a call to further reflection on what “Religious Genius” might 

mean and how the category might be constructed with care, attention and rigor. The challenges and 

possibilities contained in this unfolding of ideas have played out and have been addressed in the bal-

ance between sections 4 and 5 of the present essay. Indeed, my own construction of the model of 

“Religious Genius” owes much to all the authors surveyed in the present section. At every point 

they have both challenged and inspired me. My own synthesis is indebted to the thinking of all those 

who preceded me. Their categories, tensions and struggles have exposed important aspects and po-

tentialities of the category of “Religious Genius”.  
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Part III – Case Studies 

Case Study 1 

St. Gregory of Nazianzus (The Theologian) 

John A McGuckin 

Gregory, from the time of his death in 391 CE, has been regarded as one of the most im-

portant saints of the Christian church 41 but from the generation after his repose, when his 

works in Greek and in Latin translation had by then disseminated all over the Church from 

Africa to Rome and from Constantinople to Syria, he was elevated by one of the great Ecumen-

ical Synods42 as “The Theologian”; the one who was seen as quintessentially capturing the heart 

of the Christian philosophy.  

Gregory was born into an extremely wealthy family of the Greco-Roman landed gentry of 

West Syria, in the year 329 CE. His town, Nazianzus, was in the Roman province of Cappadocia, 

the village of Karbala in present day Turkey 43, in ancient times an important military settlement 

near the border of the Empire with Armenia. The Royal Road east from Constantinople, then 

the capital of the Empire, ran through his home town. His family not only farmed extensive 

acres, but also were breeders of cattle and horses which was a lucrative trade on the frontier. 

Gregory’s father (Gregory the Elder) was an adherent of the cult of Hypsistarii (worshippers of 

the Most High God) which seems to have been a movement that had adopted many elements 

———————————— 
 
41  These ancient and formative teachers are also called ‘The Fathers’. For a fuller account of Greg-

ory’s life and theology c.f. J A McGuckin. St. Gregory of Nazianzus: An Intellectual Biography. 
New York. 2004.  

 A modern translation of key writings can be found in: B E Daley. Gregory of Nazianzus. Early 
Church Fathers Series. New York. 2006. 

42  The Council of Chalcedon in 451. Today he is regarded as a major saint throughout all the 
Christian world, and all the different types of Christians who adhere to the Nicene faith regard 
him as a major authoritative teacher. He is especially venerated among the Eastern Orthodox, 
Roman Catholics, Copts, Syrians and Ethiopians. 

43  Before the tragic 1922 exchange of populations, known as Nenizi, a corruption of the ancient 
Nazianzus. 
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of Jewish observance in the cause of an inclusivist gentile monotheism, and which merged the 

reverence of the Hellenistic cult of Zeus Sabazios, with that of the Hebraic Lord Sabaoth. Adher-

ents expressed their reverence for Jewish belief and prayers by adopting many elements of the 

Psalms and other ascetic observances: but also merged with this forms of a Zoroastrian-type of 

fire cult.  

Gregory’s mother was a Christian of several generations’ standing, called Nonna. Her name 

was to become so popular in ancient times (because of Gregory’s canonization of her as a saint 

in his writings) that it ended up as (and still is) a virtual term for ‘Grandmother’ in the Mediter-

ranean regions. Gregory’s works, beginning with his considerations of the characters of his own 

father and mother, actually created the Christian genre of hagiographical writing: at least in the 

sense that he took biblical exemplars (the Books of the Maccabees, for example, and the ex-

tended accounts of Paul’s career in Acts of the Apostles) and radically refashioned them in the 

light and in the style of the Greek Lives of the Philosophers and Heroes, fusing biblical and 

Hellenistic literary paradigms in a typically creative and synthesizing way to make the new genre 

of Byzantine hagiography that would have such a massive impact on the later Christian medieval 

world. All of Christian saints’ Lives are based upon his pioneering work; and all of them follow 

his insistence that the purpose of narrating the life of a saintly person as exemplar is to point 

out to those living in different generations primordial and universal values in living the godly 

life.  

Gregory considered the writing up of a ‘life’ in terms of how a person had formerly lived 

out a path of saintliness in critical times (what Aristotle had posited as the core ‘ethos’ of an 

entity’s inner meaning and goal in living), to be a most important base-genre of theological and 

philosophical discourse. He decided in the closing years of his life, to examine his own ‘ethos’ 

in an extensive set of introspective writings telling the account of his own life to God. This was 

the real birth of Christian autobiography, long before Augustine was to undertake the same task 

in his famous Confessions. Gregory is the first Christian author who discovered in the genre of 

autobiography a theological method that would allow the explication of the inner self: a possible 

method by which to tell the story of a human life under the illumination of divine realities; so 

that from mere historiography it could ascend to a theology of God’s activity within history: in 

short, a real-time account of Providence weaving through the human narrative. Gregory made 

this move intellectually as a theologian on the basis of understanding the human heart and soul 
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as a mirror of the deity who set within the inner life of a human being an ‘Ikon’ of the creative 

divine Mind (the Logos). Introspection, therefore, could serve as a theologian’s scrutiny of the 

fingerprints of God within the deepest levels of the soul. In making this decisive move to give 

deep value to autobiography, Gregory, forged the new genre of hagiography, which was to be-

come so massively influential in the later theological vocabulary of the Christians. In setting off 

on this task, he would also emerge as one of the greatest litterateurs the Christian world has ever 

known.  

Gregory did not embark on this path in the typical manner of pre-existing Hellenistic auto-

biography, namely: boast as much as you can in ways that do not appear to be blatantly self-

glorifying. Rather he re-expressed the genre in biblical terms 44 of the presenting of legal evi-

dences. The soul was to make a full and honest account of itself in the drama of its active life, 

but now that drama recounted in the peace of recollection, and the motives of the soul’s actions 

to be laid bare under divine scrutiny.  

As a poet and litterateur, therefore, he had anticipated Wordsworth’s ‘Emotion recollected 

in tranquility’ by 1500 years. The meditative scrutiny makes his of autobiographical and hagio-

graphical works extended studies of the moral shape of a human life. Moving the genre of Bi-

ography out of the Hellenistic form of ‘glorification of the deeds of the hero’ and into something 

akin to the judicatory texts of the Psalms (where the soul ‘reasons with’ the Lord God and 

considers its fidelity to the covenant) he represents the perfect fusion of Hellenistic and Biblical 

forms in the cause of a new type of moral investigation in the medium of a new genre. The long 

autobiographical poem he leaves behind, De Vita Sua 45, is a masterpiece of classical Greek lit-

erature 46, as well as one of the most important historical sources for his generation, let alone 

for our understanding of his own interior life. 

———————————— 
 
44  Derived from the Psalms and the Prophets where the figures of God and Israel arguing over 

the nature of the covenant, becomes a legal genre to call for conversion of heart. 

45  Carmina 2.1.11. Patrologia Graeca. 37. English translation in : C White. Gregory of Nazianzus: 
Autobiographical Poems. 11-153. CUP. Cambridge. 1996. 

46  1949 lines in iambic trimeter. A major literary accomplishment of classical literature. 
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To the extent that he is the father of religious autobiography and hagiography, then, Gregory 

is something of a ‘patron saint’ himself of the cult of the saint which was, after him, to become 

so dominant a literary form among the Christians. His own hagiographies (beginning with Ora-

tion 18 on the death of his father, his poems on the death of his mother, and his funeral sermons 

for his sister Gorgonia and his friend Bishop Basil of Caesarea, Orations 8, & 43), create the rules 

of the Greek Christian ‘Life of the Saint’. This medium of hagiography, the saint’s life as a model 

for presenting doctrine and ethical example for the modern age, having been refashioned by 

Gregory, grew rapidly to become by far the most extensive genre of Christian theology for the 

next millennium.  

In the Latin West, after the high middle ages, hagiography began to take a back seat as 

apologetic theology and doctrinal controversy once more claimed the front stage of Christian 

religious writing. This movement away from hagiography was firmly set in place after the great 

religious controversies that rocked western Christendom in the early modern age, what we have 

come to call the period of the Reformation. But hagiographic discourse has remained one of the 

major modalities of Eastern Orthodox theological reflection to this present day. Gregory himself 

is regarded by the Roman Catholic, Anglican/Episcopalian, and all the Eastern and Oriental 

Orthodox churches as one of the truly great Christian saints. The occasion of the return of his 

bodily relics back to his own episcopal city of Constantinople in 2004 (they had lain in St. Peter’s 

Rome for the previous 800 years after having been stolen from the capital by the Crusaders in 

1204), was an occasion of much festivity and was hailed as an event signaling a new spirit of 

reconciliation between Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy 47. As an originator of Chris-

tian hagiography, therefore, Gregory is also something of a ‘founding patron saint’ for our pre-

sent Religious Genius project reconsidering the nature of the saintly life. 

After his marriage, Gregory’s father was soon weaned from the Hypsistarii by the redoubtable 

Nonna and entered the Christian community at Nazianzus, where a short time after his baptism 

he took over the administration of the local church and was ordained as the bishop. The younger 

Gregory was thus positioned between his mother’s fierce loyalty to the Christian cult and its 

———————————— 
 
47  c.f. http://www.vatican.va/news_services/liturgy/2004/documents/ns_lit_doc_20041127_in-

dex_en.html  

http://www.vatican.va/news_services/liturgy/2004/documents/ns_lit_doc_20041127_index_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/news_services/liturgy/2004/documents/ns_lit_doc_20041127_index_en.html
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integrity, and his father’s broader ecumenicity. But if he had learned his deep allegiance to Chris-

tian affairs from his mother, who was something of an ecstatic and visionary (dreams and psy-

chic intimations all feature highly also in Gregory’s mature work) he had also learned from his 

father that religious boundaries need not mean exclusion at all costs. He observed from his 

childhood 48 that even as Christian bishop his father took the governance of the local people 

seriously, and helped them in their religious aspirations as well as the civic duties he presided 

over as landowner and magistrate. When Gregory sums up his father’s work as bishop-president 

of the town Curia, he describes it in terms that the non-Christian Greeks would have readily 

recognized – that a high ranking magistrate was expected also to be the public priest of the 

locality. Gregory speaks both of his father’s priesthood of the Christians (presiding over the 

Eucharist in church), and his priestly work of the pagans (lifting up hands in prayer for the just 

and in imprecation against the wicked) with equal admiration. He describes his father (who as 

magistrate held legal powers of imprisonment, punishment, and capital adjudication over the 

local townsfolk) as ‘widely renowned as lenient’ , ‘more accustomed to threaten the lash than 

ever to use it’ and he speaks of his reputation as a priest in these terms: ‘Who among the towns-

folk did not fear his curse.’ It is clear that he is deliberately making a synthesis between Christian 

and pagan terminology and attitudes: respecting his father’s clear ability to pass creatively over 

the religious barrier between Christian and polytheist in the 4th century empire. In his own work 

he emulated the old man: trying to suggest many avenues along which Greek Hellenism and the 

newly ascendant Christian religion could be seen as allies and fellow travelers, not the radical 

oppositional forces many hardliners of his day claimed them to be. This synthesis, therefore, 

that he saw modeled for him in the lives of his parents, made him exemplify throughout his life 

a very open and broadly liberal religious mentality.  

His subsequent education confirmed this aspect of his character by immersing him in Hel-

lenistic literature so deeply that he became one of the most learned men of classical antiquity. 

Even as Christian bishop and ascetic in later life, he loved Greek letters so much that he con-

stantly argued that they served as an indispensable purification of the mental faculties of a human 

being and that without a dedication to learning, it would be very difficult for a person to purify 

———————————— 
 
48  His father was consecrated as the local Bishop in 328, a year before he was born, and lived in 

active ecclesiastical service until his death, in advanced old age, in 374. 
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their sense and awareness of God. In this doctrine of the necessity of a broad personal culture 

for one’s religious development he stood out drastically from many of his Christian contempo-

raries who feared Hellenistic culture as ‘the pagan enemy.’ It was largely his works, and his per-

sonal authority as one of the chief ‘Fathers of the church’, so dominant as it was to become after 

his death, that kept Eastern Christian thought away, so many times, from its recurring tempta-

tions to veer into narrow fundamentalism. It is no accident, for example, that he so regularly 

cites Homer to provide examples of moral courage; or that he describes the Christian sacraments 

in his episcopal sermons in the cathedral at Constantinople 49 as the long awaited ‘fulfilment’ of 

the pagan Mystery religions, now fused with the sacred solemnity of the lost rites of the Jerusa-

lem Temple; or that in his writings above all others we discover lost fragments of the beautiful 

works of Sappho – so much did he love his soul-refining culture. He described it in precisely 

theological terms : ‘Logoi in the service of the Logos’; in which syllogism logoi 50 signifies Hel-

lenistic culture, and Logos designates the Second Person of the Trinity, the Divine Wisdom, who 

was to come to embodiment in Jesus of Nazareth, as Gregory would teach. For him the singu-

larity of the Logos meant that true culture (logoi) was an emanation from the Lord of Wisdom 

(Logos) and thus human advancement in wisdom and learning and, politics and gracefulness was 

not a ‘secular domain’ but something that was directly related to the divine; flowed from it as 

the gift of a capacity to humankind; and ran to it, as the human aspiration to the good which 

reached its apex in the human desire for communion with the Transcendent. 

When he was a young man, Gregory was sent by his father to study in the leading rhetorical 

schools of the period, and eventually would spend ten years in the university life of Athens, 

deeply immersing himself in the philosophy of the Academy and closely observing the Mystery 

rites of the great Greek temple at Eleusis. As a Christian he admired the beauty of the ceremonies 

but stood back from the theology of the Mysteries. He noticed at Eleusis one of the great carved 

marble friezes showing the ‘core mystery’ in iconic form. It is now in the Archaeological museum 

———————————— 
 
49  Especially the so-called Orations on the Lights. c.f. Orats. 38-40. 

50  The term in the plural actually means ; ‘word’, mental reflection, rhetorical discourse, or literary 
culture. In the singular it means ether rational thought, inner plan in a system, or a title of the 
Second Person of the Divine Trinity (“The Word of God”). His word-play is typical of his cus-
tomary way of doing theology that is open-ended and capable of being taken up by a wide range 
of listeners. 
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in Athens51. It depicts Triptolemos standing between the Eleusinian presiding goddesses Kore 

(Persephone) and Demeter. As the myth recounts Triptolemos was half human, half god, and 

the two goddesses ‘burn away’ his mortal part to leave him entirely divine. Gregory refashions 

this story for Christian usage. In an autobiographical account 52 he tells how he himself was 

drawn to the life of reflective contemplation even in his youth. But when he was in Athens he 

seems to have seriously dedicated himself to the ascetical path. He describes how ‘almost in a 

waking dream’ two heavenly figures appeared before him: Virginity and Simplicity, and inducted 

him into the truth. It is clearly a reference to his election of the monastic celibate lifestyle of the 

ascetic philosopher, although told in parallel with the iconography of the Eleusinian cult, but 

this time a Christian reworking of it.  

The figures are archetypes of the soul – almost like angelic visitations to the aspirant, but it 

is equally clear that in making such an overt reference to the Greek Mystery practices, Gregory 

is signalling to both his Christian and Hellenist readers, that the ‘real fulfilment’, of what the cult 

talked about in terms of mythic apotheosis 53 is actually something that takes place morally and 

mystically within the heart and soul of the individual. This argument marks a radical step in the 

history of the encounter between Christianity and Hellenistic religion in antiquity towards the 

re-expression of the category of the mythic in moral terms. The goddesses are replaced in Greg-

ory’s version 54 by abstract virtues (described as heavenly visitations of grace) and the burning 

fire of divinization is now the individual’s ascetical turning towards the life of virtue. It is the 

mastery of the soul which opens the eye of mystical understanding in Gregory’s re-telling of the 

Eleusinian tale. Gregory tells of the heavenly visitation in the night in this way: 

I asked from whence they came 

———————————— 
 
51  A life size copy exists in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. 

52  Gregory of Nazianzus. Carmen Lugubre. 2.1.45. lines 191-269. PG 37. 1367 f. 

53  The Hellenistic notion of communion with the divine; the ‘deification’ of the soul after its as-
cent to divine status. 

54  Written, incidentally, in exquisitely beautiful Greek poetry as if to “prove” his level of inspira-
tion concretely. Further see: JA McGuckin. Gregory of Nazianzus: The Rhetorician as Poet. in: 
T Hagg & J Bortnes (edd). Gregory of Nazianzus: Images and Reflections. Museum Tuscu-
lanum Press. Copenhagen. 2005. pp. 193-212. 
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One answered: ‘I am Virginity; the other Simplicity.55 

We stand within the presence of Christ the Lord, 

Rejoicing in the beauty of the heavenly choir of virgins. 

But come now child and meld 

Your mind with ours. Merge your lighted flame with ours 

Until we bear you up on high, transfigured in light, 

Through the very Aether, 

To stand in the radiance of the Immortal Trinity.’ 

Saying this they were borne through the Aether as I watched 

Their departing flight. These things were all as a dream; 

But long after, my heart would take delight 

In these beautiful Appearances of the Night, 

These shining icons of Incorruption. 

Even so, their sacred discourse worked upon my mind 

Until true discernment of good and ill became fixed and stable in my soul 

And the spiritual mind (Nous) at last claimed mastery over my desires. 56 

 

Elsewhere57 I have more extensively exegeted this episode as his version of how the Chris-

tian mystery includes, but takes further the scope of the Hellenistic aspiration for unity with the 

divine: takes it into the real world and out of the mythic dimension by locating the true place of 

divine encounter in the heart and soul considered as a purified temple. This is why Gregory 

———————————— 
 
55  The two consecratory virtues marking the profession of the ancient Christian monk: poverty 

and chastity 

56  Gregory of Nazianzus. Carmen Lugubre. Carmina. 2.1.45. vv. 255-269. PG 37. 1368. 

57  J A McGuckin. St. Gregory of Nazianzus: An Intellectual Biography. SVS Press. New York. 
2001.pp. 65-76. 
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constantly refers to the Christian way of life as ‘Our Philosophy’. In other words he makes a 

radical intellectual move towards Hellenistic religious theory but transfigures it by radically mor-

alizing its sources and rendering it in terms of mystical union with Christ the Word.  

He knew that in proceeding this way he was reversing generations of how earlier (arguably 

less educated and poorly informed) Christian writers had behaved towards Hellenism, by dis-

missing it as hopelessly mired in unhistorical myths and immoral practices. For Gregory these 

religious archetypes he could see around him were indications of the human soul reaching out 

to divine experience, and he wished to weave them into interior Christian experience positively, 

while always being careful not to act merely syncretistically. In this process, he becomes one of 

the first Christian thinkers to articulate the possibilities of socio-cultural outreach across religious 

divides: one of the earliest Christian essayists, in fact, in comparative religion (albeit an approach 

that is fashioned in a missionary context from Gregory’s side).  

This episode of the Triptolemos narrative (part of the stock narratives of the Eleusinian 

mysteries) is one of the classic Hellenistic accounts of apotheosis as a mystical goal; namely union 

with the gods being presented to the Mystery aspirant as something transferable to mortals. In 

Gregory’s hands this antique theology was deeply altered to become a formative account of what 

Christians understand by divinization, or the goal of communion with the divine. Divinization 

(theosis; theiopoiesis) is a key concept in Gregory’s religious thinking. It stands in contradistinction 

to the Hellenist ideas of apotheosis, a human soul rising to godlike stature by virtue of its purifi-

cation and intellectual attainments 58, and is clearly positioned at a corrective angle to it. What 

the Latin West would soon develop, especially after Augustine’s time, as the theology of grace 

is approached in early Greek Christian theology in terms of this notion of deification of the soul 

by God. Far from it being rooted in the striving ascent of the soul to the divine or to higher 

things, it is couched by Gregory in terms of God’s compassionate descent to the soul through 

the medium of the flesh. Gregory argues how the Incarnation (literally: enfleshment) of the 

———————————— 
 
58  The Hellenists did not entirely mean intellectual in the same sense as we do today: for them the 

deeper Intellect (Nous) was not a matter of cleverness in terms of reason (logos); but rather the 
capacity of the mind and soul to recognize archetypal values (or Ideal Forms) in the transitory 
phenomena of earthly life: and to prefer the higher things for the transitory: both cosmologi-
cally speaking (seek for permanent values) and morally speaking (seek for more considered life-
styles). 
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Divine Word is the paradigm for the manner in which God approaches the human soul in an 

ontologically radical intimacy.  

God enfleshed in Christ is, for Gregory, the symbol of the transaction of redemption 

whereby not only are sins forgiven (the Incarnation is thus not merely a moral factor) but hu-

manity is refashioned, recreated, and the lost union of the soul with its creator-God is restored 

(the incarnation is thus an ontological factor). This is what Gregory means by deification passed 

on through the grace and power of the Incarnation. Gregory argues that this is something that 

occurs first in the mystical rite of baptism, and the consecration it affords to the soul to make it 

a ‘New Creature’. But it is something that also unfolds through the whole life of a believer. As 

he or she purifies their heart with God’s grace, and their spiritual consciousness becomes more 

and more acute within and through that purification (katharsis), Gregory argues, so too the soul 

is given an ever deepening union until it moves to ‘become as one’. This concept of Mystical 

Union with the divine (henosis, metousia theou) is central to all of Gregory’s thought and it is he 

who largely gives this whole soteriological scheme 59 a solid articulation in Christian discourse. 

In doing so it enters classical Greek patristic thought for the next 1600 years and is, to this day, 

a distinctive way the eastern Christian world approaches fundamental matters of salvation the-

ory. What, in effect, Gregory has done is to place mystical union at the very heart of how he 

sees God has reconciled the world in Christ. Rarely have theorists afforded mysticism such a 

central place in their work: and this in itself is no small testimony to the power of Gregory’s own 

sense of the indwelling workings of the divine Spirit in his own heart and mind, and how this 

deep communion with God is no purely individualistic matter, but rather a paradigm for the 

restoration of a new world-order.  

His account of his dream-vision of the two heavenly figures who visit him by night, is situ-

ated in his time at the schools of Athens. During his ten years there (348-358) Gregory reviewed 

———————————— 
 
59  From soteria the Greek word for salvation. Soteriological means a theory about how God saves 

humanity. In Gregory the salvific force comes from the divine proximity to the soul. If God 
gifts his presence to a mortal consciousness, this very presence radiates, clarifies, and elevates 
the creature into something more than they were: a New Adam, and a transfigured priesthood 
of the soul, being the terms Gregory uses to connote it. He sees this elevated state of Union 
(henosis) with the divine happening in this life, but being consummated in the Next Age when, 
Gregory teaches, sanctified human beings will be elevated to the status of spiritual angels. 



   

92  

all the great literature of the Christian movement, as well as the ancient Greek Classics, especially 

studying the opera of the Alexandrian philosopher theologian Origen. After this decade in Arca-

dia, however, he was called back to Cappadocia to work alongside his father in the administration 

of Church affairs. He describes it as the greatest wrench he suffered in his life. For many decades 

after this he faithfully kept up local parochial duties, insisting against his father’s demands that 

he adopt a public and political lifestyle, that his true vocation was meant to be a retired monastic 

cleric. After some unhappy friction at first, a compromise was finally worked out wherein he 

accepted priestly and then episcopal ordination; and so was persuaded to adopt a vocation not 

entirely fitted to his own design but shaped by a major element of public duties, while he still 

lived ascetically and celibately in his private life.  

When he reflects on this, as he often did in his poetry, he decides that he has been called to 

exemplify the life of the ‘urban monk’. Before Gregory this was not merely a novel concept: it 

was a barely conceivable one. Before him, the monastic was the man or woman who had adopted 

asceticism so radically that it was to be expressed in the flight to the desert from the city. Mo-

nasticism was to be followed in wilderness places, and far away from political or civic entangle-

ments. Gregory – mainly because of his father’s pressures – rescues a life of reclusive withdrawal 

and contemplative reflection out of the busy public duties he has to assume for the sake of the 

church. In doing so he invented, and became a high authority for, the kind of urban monasticism 

that would soon come to be popular in Byzantium. The eastern Christian monks often worked 

in the highest offices of the state: bringing about a class of ascetic closely involved in government 

and social issues. Later in his career as a bishop Gregory also passionately advocated on behalf 

of the poor and served as bridge, a go-between, the poor and the high Roman aristocracy.  

On one occasion he stood, literally, between his townspeople and destruction by the army. 

Having suffered a failure of the crops one year, the town of Nazianzus had no grain surplus with 

which it could pay the Tax impost. Defaulting on its obligations the town politicians took a 

strong line with the local imperial government and refused to pay on account of the local famine. 

Their sense of self-congratulation was soon shaken, however, when news came to them that a 

troop of soldiers had been sent on the highway intent on burning the town to the ground. It was 

bishop Gregory who had to move out to meet the troop on its way and deliver before assembled 

soldiers and townsfolk an extempore Discourse on the qualities of mercy. It helped, of course, 

that the Provincial Commander of the region was an old school friend.  
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As a recluse in later life, Gregory plied the trade of Letter writer to the high and mighty with 

much skill. In this, not least because his dossier of Letters was preserved as a model for how 

Bishops ought to comport themselves, he actually became a paradigm of the political monk: 

someone who exercises religious influence in the community while partly absenting themselves, 

for ascetical reasons, from vested interests. Generations of Christian bishops used his collection 

of Orations and Letters as guidance in this regard; and following his example Byzantium adopted 

a much more flexible format of monastic lifestyles than their counterparts in the West, who 

heavily committed themselves to Benedictinism as a central rule of conduct. The Byzantine mo-

nastic rule, by contrast, was always drawn up by the founder of the local house, in order to reflect 

local conditions and needs. Accordingly there is a very flexible diversity of spirit in eastern Chris-

tian monasticism. Within its common adherence to celibate chastity and withdrawn reflection, 

and personal simplicity of lifestyle, Byzantine monasticism allowed monks to engage in business, 

catered for the creation of a farming style monastery, or a college; one where the monks pro-

duced manuscripts, or where they were largely chanters of day and night services. What the 

monastery would be, was a matter for the maker of the individual house. In this, Gregory was 

very influential, and has grounds for being seen as an important innovator in the forms of mo-

nasticism then prevalent in the East Roman world. Before him, monasticism was the kind of 

severe withdrawal into the desert as typified in the Sayings of the Desert Fathers. These are tales and 

apophthegms from the 4th century which reflect a zealous and very simple lifestyle; but they do 

not demonstrate any deep connection of religion with culture or politics. Gregory radically 

changed that for the future. Hs virtual invention of the concept of the city-monk paved the way 

for Christians of future generations to imagine monastics no longer as recluses fleeing social 

contact, but as fulfilling the function of staff for the Church’s philanthropic activities. What 

becomes in later ages almost a commonplace, that Christian hospitals schools and orphanages 

would be staffed by ascetics under the governance of the local bishops, is actually first modeled 

by Gregory, reflecting on the core of the monastic vocation that emerges when the desire for a 

reflective life is married to philanthropic service of the poor. 

As a social reformer Gregory also made an impact on literature that was to be historic in 

import. He conceived the first Greek classical argument on why the poor ought to be given 

mercy. If that sounds overlay dramatic, let me explain. The Prophetic literature of the Hebrew 

scriptures, of course, and the New Testament texts themselves, clearly advocated mercy as the 
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supreme virtue. Christ had made it clear enough to his disciples: ‘Forgive, and you will be for-

given; give, and it will be given to you … for the measure you give will be the measure you get 

back.’60 And he had left many indications that mercy was to hold primary significance among 

his followers. 61 So it is not as if Gregory was inventing the concept of charitable philanthropy: 

no, but what he did was to provide the first ever rationale in terms of Greek theory why the 

poor ought to be loved and helped. Before him, Greek literature was deeply dependent on the 

religious spirit of Hellenistic polytheism, and even in 4th century Christian Cappadocia many of 

the old Hellenistic ideas survived strongly. The Greek philosophers regarded human suffering 

in terms of divine karma. Misery and wretchedness were either the basic elements of the human 

condition to be borne stoically and endured as part of the lot of the class into which one was 

allotted by birth ( the destiny the gods had given); or, extraordinary suffering was to be taken as 

a sign of the gods wishing to punish or correct someone. In either case intervening in this realm 

of human wretchedness was most inadvisable, It risked either upsetting the world order insti-

tuted by the gods (all in their rightful place); or it risked interfering with divinely appointed 

punishment of sins (the gods sending sickness and death among men and women). Gregory, as 

a Christian philosopher, addresses this problem head on in what was to become a famed Oration 

14 On the Love of the Poor. This text was preached at a great provincial fair in Cappadocia when 

the crowds who gathered also attracted the hosts of the indigent poor who came begging, and 

especially, on the fringes of the country fair, that class of poor who scared the ordinary town 

dweller to death – the Lepers. Gregory decided to use his festal oration in 368/369 to make 

steps towards giving the lepers of his region a permanent hospice. As well as preaching this to 

the assembled crowds (ancient rhetorical displays were an important part of the entertainments 

offered) Gregory sent written versions of it to important politicians he knew at Constantinople, 

and seems even to have secured the financial support of the emperor, for his plans to build a 

great social welfare complex actually came to fruition. 

Gregory’s Oration sets out an impassioned claim that compassion is the highest of all virtues 

and the royal road to divine communion: 

———————————— 
 
60  Lk 6.37-38. 

61  Mt. 5.7; Mt. 18.33; Mt. 23.23; 
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There are many virtues and each is a pathway to salvation... but the love of the poor, 

compassion, and pity for our fellows, is the most excellent of them all, for nothing 

serves God so faithfully as compassion. 62 All the many wretched around us look to-

wards our hands for help, just as we ourselves look to God; but the most wretched 

of all are the lepers who have been betrayed even by their own bodies. 63 Who is 

there even among the most gracious and humane of men who does not habitually 

show himself hostile and inhumane to the leper? This is the only case where we for-

get this is someone who is flesh like us, and must bear the same fragile body we 

have. 64 But how is it we have we come to accept inhumanity as fit behaviour for a 

free society; while we scorn compassion as something to be ashamed of? 65 

With immense eloquence (and this speech was to become constitutive of centuries of 

Christian philanthropy after him, since his works were used as model orations for episcopal use 

for the next thousand years) Gregory sets out love as the charter of the Gospel: 

If we place any reliance on Paul, or on Christ himself, then we should take love as 

the first and greatest of the commandments, the summation of the Law and Proph-

ets and, accordingly, we must take love for the poor as the highest pinnacle of charity 

…. for: ‘Mercy and truth walk before our God’ 66 and nothing more than this befits 

a God who prefers mercy to justice 67. But, the kindest person, as the leper thinks, is 

not the one who supplies their needs, rather the one who turns them away without a 

torrent of sharp words. They live out their wretched lives under the open sky, while 

we live in splendid houses adorned with mosaics; glittering with gold and silver. Can 

you not see how strangely moving it is that when someone shows a leper a small 

kindness they receive it with gratitude, rather than with outrage for all the neglect 

———————————— 
 
62  Orat. 14.5. JP Migne (ed). Patrologia Graeca. vol. 35. 857-864. 

63  Orat. 14. 6. JP Migne (ed). Patrologia Graeca. vol. 35. 864-865. 

64  Orat. 14. 10. JP Migne (ed). Patrologia Graeca. vol. 35. 869. 

65  Orat. 14. 11. JP Migne (ed). Patrologia Graeca. vol. 35. 872. 

66  Ps. 88.15. LXX. 

67  c.f. Mt. 9.13. 
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they have unjustly suffered68? They have come to that state where they can only give 

thanks through their eyes, since their lips are no longer visible69.  

The Leprosarium was eventually built at the local capital of Caesarea, and endured for a 

very long time. It is the first time in Christian history that it is known that monks served to staff 

it. The present, flourishing, town of Kaisariy in Turkey is actually on the site of this ancient 

Leprosarium complex70. The original Roman town of Caesarea lies forgotten, under the earth, a 

few miles away. 

Gregory knows his audience, particularly the psychological fact that while most people 

would ‘like to help in theory’ philanthropy for the wretched is most frequently frustrated and 

dried up in the individual because of timidity and lack of understanding. So he addresses the 

issue of loving care in a manner that sees it as an aporia, a problem in how to relax the stiff gears 

of moral action within each one of us. From rousing up a sense of shame, he moves to issues of 

innate tenderness of heart, then to generosity, and upwards to the notion that philanthropy is 

the mimesis of God that will divinize the soul: 

Oh but what amounts do we not waste upon luxuries? Why do we do these things 

my friends and brothers? Why are we so sick in soul like this? For it is indeed a sick-

ness to be so obsessed, far worse than any bodily illness …. Why do we not rush to 

help while we still have time? … Why do we sit and glut ourselves while our brothers 

and sisters are in such appalling distress? God forbid I should enjoy gross supera-

bundance, when the likes of these have nothing at all 71 Should we not be ashamed 

to receive so much from God if we do not give back this one single thing: kindness 

towards our fellow human beings? So I ask you today: dedicate a little to God, from 

whom you received so much. Let the fear of God conquer the inertia of your desire 

———————————— 
 
68  Oration. 14. 12. JP Migne (ed). Patrologia Graeca. vol. 35. 872.  

69  Oration. 14. 16. JP Migne (ed). Patrologia Graeca. vol. 35. 877. 

70  Called the ‘Basiliad’ in honor of Gregory’s close friend and collaborator St. Basil of Caesarea, 
Archbishop of the provincial capital where the complex was finally situated. 

71  Oration. 14. 18. JP Migne (ed). Patrologia Graeca. vol. 35. 880. 
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for ease.72 Even, give everything back to God, for He first gave you everything that 

you now possess, because you will never be able to surpass God’s generosity to you; 

not if you gave away every single thing you owned, even selling yourself into the bar-

gain. 73 And therefore, I say to you: ‘Know Thyself!’74 Know from what source 

comes all that you own; all your breathing, your knowing and your wisdom. And this 

is the greatest of all – to know God, to hope for the Kingdom of Heaven, the same 

honour as the angels, and the vision of glory, when (if I may put it a little more dar-

ingly) we shall see that we have even been deified. 75 A human being has no more 

godlike quality than that of doing good 76. Let us take care of Christ in the person of 

the poor while we still have time. Let us give our gifts to Christ in the persons of the 

poor who are today cast down upon the ground; and one day when we are set free 

from this world, it is they who will come out to welcome us into the tents of heaven, 

in Christ Our Lord himself, to whom be glory for all the ages. Amen.77 

In 375, a year after both his parent’s deaths, Gregory appointed assistant priests to adminis-

ter the church affairs, and himself retired to live the life he had long desired, of a recluse on the 

Mediterranean coast of Turkey, in Seleukia, a noted center for ascetics. After four years of retired 

lifestyle there, however, he was summoned back to public life by leading bishops of the eastern 

church (most of them currently in exile for the catholic faith) and he was given the urgent com-

mission to go to the capital city at Constantinople (now Istanbul) so as to preach to the people 

a series of orations setting out the core doctrines of Christian theology. What had happened to 

occasion this was the death of the last Emperor in the Constantinian dynasty, Valens, and with 

it a general expectation that the internal suppression of Christian groups by imperial policy 

would now finally be eased.  

———————————— 
 
72  Oration. 14. 27. JP Migne (ed). Patrologia Graeca. vol.. 35. 893. 

73  Oration. 14.22. JP Migne (ed). Patrologia Graeca. vol. 35. 885. 

74  The Great Delphic theme: Gnothe seauton. Ethical progress lies in a clarified vision of reality. 
Here Gregory adapts it to Christian usage. 

75  Oration. 14. 23. JP Migne (ed). Patrologia Graeca. vol. 35. 888. 

76  Oration 14.27. JP Migne (ed). Patrologia Graeca. vol.. 35. 893. 

77  Oration 14.40. JP Migne (ed). Patrologia Graeca. vol. 35. 909. 
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Gregory by this time was regarded as one of the world’s leading theologian rhetoricians, and 

the ageing leaders of the Nicene party (those who confessed the divine status of the Son and the 

Spirit, and upheld the core of the catholic faith) wanted him to be in the capital city to preach a 

revival. The political aspect, of course, was also significant; for with the death of Valens (who 

had consistently harmed the Nicene bishops) the western emperor had sent a replacement to 

the East, a Spanish Latin soldier who would become Theodosius the Great. It was already widely 

known that he would favor the Nicene cause when he arrived to take his city – and Gregory was 

chosen to be the one to smooth the intellectual transition. 

So it was that Gregory arrived in the capital at Constantinople in 379 and began a series of 

speeches, or Orations, which have won him immortal fame in Christian circles ever after. In them 

he sets out the classical formulations of the orthodox Christian faith; and describes the most 

complex theological doctrines such as the Trinity, or Providence, or the nature of the soul, in 

terms which, if they are not exactly ‘simple’, are at least expressed with sublime beauty and limpid 

clarity of thought. During this time he summarized almost all of Trinitarian thought and his 

ideas on the nature of theology itself (he describes it as best approached as inspired poetry) in a 

quincunx of five famous discourses (Orations 27-31) known as the Five Theological Orations.78  

In these five (relatively) short treatises Gregory argued that God is a triune reality 79. The 

Father is the source and principle of all divine being and unity (Arche tes theotetos). There is only 

One God, no other. But God is not a Monad. Unicity is not the only model for unity: far from 

it. Communion is for Gregory the deeper realization of oneness: and he explains that the Chris-

tian revelation of the Trinity is a further meditation on the divine unity, not a diminishment of 

it. Such an insight, of course, will be of immense import in the ongoing dialogue between Chris-

tianity, Judaism, and Islam. The Father is the source of all being in the Godhead. He produces 

———————————— 
 
78  English translation (by F Williams and L Wickham) in: FW Norris. Faith Gives fullness to Rea-

soning: The Five Theological Orations of St. Gregory of Nazianzus. Brill. Leiden. 1991. 

79  For a deeper philosophical analysis c.f. J.A. McGuckin. ‘The Vision of God in St. Gregory Na-
zianzen.’ Studia Patristica. 32. (Ed. E A Livingstone). Peeters, Leuven. 1996. 145-152; idem. 
Perceiving Light from Light in Light. The Trinitarian Theology of St. Gregory The Theologian. 
(Commemorative Volume for his 16th Centenary), Greek Orthodox Theological Review. 
(Brookline, Mass.) vol. 39. 1-2, 1994, 7-32. 
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his Son by an eternal ‘generation’ which is beyond the mind or speech of creatures80, but which 

is revealed in the terminology of Father-Son relations in the New Testament in order to signify 

its deep familial and ontological intimacy. The Son is the Eternal Word of God (Logos) who 

makes the Cosmos and relates to the world as its High Priest. He is divine. But he does not have 

a parallel deity (not another God alongside God) for he possesses divine status by being gifted 

with the Father’s very own and singular being. He has no being (ousia) of and in himself; only 

the Father’s being. He hypostatizes (instantiates) the Father’s being for the world. He is, thus, 

to the world, the High Priest of the Cosmos, bringing all matter to the Father for purposes of 

purification and formation. In his most elevated high priestly work in the Cosmos, the Word 

reconciles the angels with God the Father and consecrates the consciousness of the human race 

so that it can apprehend and enter into Union with its God and Father. The Word reveals to the 

world that God is, in fact, its Father.  

Gregory teaches that the Father from all eternity also sends out his Spirit upon the world. 

Gregory points to the way Jesus reveals this emanation as a ‘sending’ (ekporeusis) of the Paraclete 

Comforter. 81 The Spirit is also divine; but neither does the Spirit have an independent deity of 

his own; for he too is gifted with the Father’s own being, none other, and instantiates the being 

of the Father, not his own being. Thus the Son and the Spirit are two hypostases instantiating God 

to the World. They are both homoousion, consubstantial, with God. The Father instantiates his 

own being, of course. There are thus three hypostases, but only one divine being or nature (ousia). 

The Spirit comes to the world as the consecrator: not so much forming the cosmos into divine 

order, as the Logos does, but sanctifying and elevating this divine order into communion. The 

Spirit consecrates consciousness in the Image of the Word. The Logos brings the sacred gift of 

———————————— 
 
80  Oration 28.3. ‘One of the ancient Greek theologians said: ‘While it is difficult to conceive of 

God but to define Him in words is an impossibility.’ Quite clever in one way. Nevertheless, my 
opinion of the matter is that it is impossible to express God; and even more impossible to con-
ceive of God. 28.17. What God is by nature and essence, no human has ever yet discovered or 
can discover. Whether it ever will be discovered is a question which I leave to whoever wishes 
to examine and decide. In my opinion it will be discovered, when that within us which is god-
like and divine, I mean our mind and reason, shall have merged with its Like, and the Image 
shall have ascended to the Archetype, of which it now possesses the deep inner desire. But in 
our present life all that comes to us is merely a little emanation, or as it were a small effulgence 
from the Great Light. ‘  

81  Jn. 15.26. 
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the purified Cosmos to the Father. Thus the Trinity works in this way: In the Spirit, to the Son; 

through the Son to the Father. From the Father, through the Son, in the Spirit, to the World. 

Such, in Gregory’s hands is the dynamic of the Holy Trinity seen as an energy of salvation. The 

Trinity is the wave of divine outreach and human ascent to God, on the crest of that eternal 

outreach. In the Trinity the creation itself is the act of salvation. Creation is entirely about the 

ascent of the consciousness of angels and mortals to the divine awareness. To this extent the 

mystical is, in the works of Gregory the Theologian, the medium of ontology. 82 

Gregory’s Orations 27-31 became, in fact, the primary source for all subsequent Christian 

thought on the Trinity for the next 1700 years. Admittedly this crucial and central doctrine con-

cerning the Christian vision of God has become a trope or cliché for most Christian thinkers 

today – and a reality more or less completely puzzling to other religions when they look into 

Christianity (they can see the issue but cannot see why it has an energy about it – since Christians 

rarely articulate it externally or even internally). For Gregory, however, the Trinity is a reality 

that partially reveals the innermost nature of God as loving communion. Communion in and 

with itself in an ineffable manner (beyond speech or comprehension – which he terms apophatic) 

but also communion afforded to humanity and creation by virtue of the Trinity as outreach of 

communion. This extension of the divine (not simply divine action in the world, for Gregory, but 

rather a reaching out of God’s own being towards the world he made) is given beyond speech 

and thought in the medium of religious insight (a revelation we may call it) that emanates from 

———————————— 
 
82  Oration 31.1. ‘ The Father was the True Light (1 Jn. 1.5) ‘which enlightens every man coming 

into the world’ (Jn. 1.9). The Son was the True Light which enlightens every man coming into 
the world The Other Comforter (Jn. 14.16) was also the True Light which enlightens every man 
coming into the world. Note this: Was and Was and Was; but all was One Thing. Light three 
times repeated; but only One Light and only One God. This was what David represented to 
himself long before, when he said: ‘In Your Light we shall see Light.’ (Ps. 36.9) And now we 
have both seen and proclaim, concisely and simply, the dogma of God the Trinity: Compre-
hending Light (the Son), from Light (the Father), in Light (the Holy Spirit). 31.10. And what is 
our conclusion? Is the Spirit God? Most certainly. Then, is He Consubstantial (homoousion)? 
Yes, if He is God. 31.14. For us, there is only One God, for the Godhead is One, and all that 
proceeds from him is referred to One, though we believe in three Persons (hypostases). But one 
is not more and another less God; nor is One before and another after; nor are they divided in 
will or separated in power; nor can you find here any of the qualities of divisible things. For the 
Godhead is, to speak concisely, undivided in distinct hypostases; and there is ever one mingling 
of Light, as if it were of three Suns conjoined to each other.’ 



   

101  

the essential structure of the soul. Gregory teaches that the soul is made ‘in the image and like-

ness of God’ and has been graced with the potentiality of eternity within a constitutive frame-

work of material temporality. He says that this double nature of the human soul is at once a 

cause of great suffering (we are never at home in our present world unlike all other life forms) 

but also is the root cause of our eternal desire for the divine: a paradox in the little heart of a 

mortal creature that it should so long for God. In other words, Gregory’s basic perception of 

God’s essence as triune is a way for him of saying that God is a communion, ontologically, and 

morally, and cosmically. This is why he sees that all conscious life (ontologically formed in God’s 

image) is destined to ascend in moral consciousness until it realizes its distinct communion 

within the communion of hypostases that forms the divine reality of outreach.  

To try and put this more simply (though Gregory knows he is taking the human mind to 

high limits in this doctrine of communion) he is arguing that the experience of Trinity, revealed 

in the godly communion that occurs in the structure of the human soul, gives birth to the un-

derstanding that the divine reality which underlies the cosmos and is mediated through the tiny 

(but precise) lens of the human consciousness, is in and of itself pure unity. Or, again, that Unity 

is in its most perfect (divine) state, communion. Communion is the divine force in the cosmos. 

For Gregory the elevation of the human consciousness to that communion and the purification 

which this necessarily involves (intellectively and morally) is the means to that understanding. 

What this means, of course, is that Mysticism is the method of theology – not a pious ‘take it or 

leave it’.  

Gregory’s fame spread as far afield as Ethiopia and Armenia. In the Byzantine world he 

became seen as the quintessence of the wise saint: inspired by God about secret divine things; 

affable and gentle in manner; always seeking dialogue never religious strife. His works through-

out the time of the Byzantine empire, and enduring long after him, were issued and re-issued in 

editions that made him the single author most read. His editions among the medieval Greeks 

are outmatched only by copies of the Bible. After the Council of Chalcedon in 451 he was given 

the honorary title posthumously of ‘Gregory the Theologian’ to mark him as an equal of John 

the Theologian the author of the Fourth Gospel. He was seen as the most important thinker of 

the early Church – because he was able to speak ‘ineffable things’ about the nature of God and 

his works in human history. The other side of the coin, of course, was that the Byzantines, who 

were connoisseurs of fine literature (preserving the Greek classics with a fierce pride) simply 
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regarded him as one of the best poet orators of Greek history. His famed Oration 14 On the Love 

of the Poor, and his Philippics Against the Tyrant Julian made many medieval commentators give 

him the title of ‘The Christian Demosthenes.’ 

Shortly after Gregory had delivered his Five Theological Orations, Emperor Theodosius entered 

Constantinople, claiming it as his capital city in 380; and immediately a great international council 

of Christian theologians was arranged, to resolve differences amicably, and settle the interna-

tional standard of Christian teaching on the deity of the Son and the Spirit (for it has been much 

controverted in the preceding century in what is now known as the Arian controversy). The 

most venerable leaders of the Christian world were assembled in 381 and one of the most re-

nowned Elder statesmen, Eustathius of Antioch , was given the presidency of the meeting. 

Within a matter of weeks, however, the old man died suddenly, and the Emperor called for 

Gregory to assume the conciliar presidency as well as the office of Archbishop of Constantino-

ple. He had effectively been elevated as one of the public leaders of the entire Christian world 

of the time. In the course of the council he carefully set out standards of Christian doctrine that 

argued for moderation and discretion. He pointed out the commonality in all the groups who 

were deeply antagonistic after suffering many years of governmental oppression, and he called 

for constant cooperation with ‘pagans of good will’: pushing for an image of the church that 

would define it as a communion of charity.  

Gregory’s irenic nature wished to afford a general amnesty to all the Arian bishops of the 

old ascendancy who had inflicted many sufferings on his own party over the last forty years. 

Gregory argued to his colleagues that reconciliation was the mark of true Christian feeling; and 

would also serve as the best way to bring peace in the church: not to carry on the policies of 

religious suppression that had brought such universal suffering over the previous generation. 

But his own party of Nicenes were now in the ascendancy under Theodosius, and were shouting 

for redress of wrongs. They wanted to pursue and penalize their old opponents. It was Gregory’s 

kindliness chiefly that caused his political downfall. In refusing to seek harsh penalties under law 

for the Arian leaders (who had so regularly used imperial decrees to cause the exile of their 

opponents), Gregory succeeded mainly in alienating his own party of Nicene bishops, who called 

on him to retract his position. He would not budge on the principle that it would be wrong to 

call down vengeance on former enemies; and so, in order not to destroy the important work of 

the Council he immediately offered his resignation as Archbishop of the Imperial city to the 
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emperor and decided to return to a retired life in Cappadocia. Cardinal Newman once described 

this decision as perhaps the most selfless political act in the history of Christianity. Gregory 

himself is not averse to letting the bishops know his low opinion of their behavior. He leaves in 

the cause of peace, but he did not go quietly as Oration 42 discloses, characterizing them as 

‘quacking geese’ whose blind trampling in pure water springs leaves only foul mess behind them. 

Gregory spent his declining years, up to his death in 391, editing his works, and composing 

extensive religious poetry. In many of the latter works his sublime sense of the nearness of God 

emerges very strongly. He was described by St. Jerome, one of the Latin world’s greatest biblical 

theologians, as an unsurpassed preacher of the Holy Scriptures, and while his major writings on 

Trinity and Christology have ensured his lasting fame, it is perhaps his more diffused and com-

plex understanding of the state of the inner consciousness of the human being – how it is graced 

with the Ikon of God in its origins, and how it is destined to rise to deeper and fuller union with 

God through the course of life – that are of enduring and as yet unappreciated significance.  

In many ways Gregory is the describer of a consciousness of union which is far removed 

from the kind of ecstatic unitive consciousness we find in the medieval Christian mystics. For 

him the basis of the divine unity lies in the high theology of the nature of God. So too the divine 

unity within the human mind derives from its ontological structure. God has created human life, 

especially the moral consciousness, as a limited reality which has an open-ended potentiality. He 

calls this process towards infinity (which is our endless desire (pothos) for God) the way of deifi-

cation (theiopoiesis). He does not mean by this that creatures can become divine, in the manner 

of the old imperial myths of Apotheosis. On the contrary he relates the claim, most dramatically, 

to the inner springs of the human moral conscience. But the moral life is not seen by him as 

external. It is rather the root of the divine consciousness in human beings: and rises through a 

long series of moral ascents to the state of a soul’s awareness that it is not merely in communion 

with its God, but has actually ‘become like to like’. Compassion, the heart of all the divine actions 

to suffering mortals, enters into the innermost rhythms of a human awareness, and grows to 

‘become’ that person, not merely to be descriptive of him or her. Gregory calls this state of 

ascent divinization: and sees it consuming a lifetime of religious effort, but also as being clearly 

discernible in this life, as the mystical moral path; as well as prophetically foreshadowing the 

‘great transformation’ that would occur after death, when God would elevate the ascentive soul 

into closer union with the divine in the company of the angels. In setting this doctrine at the 
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heart of his work, Gregory stands as one of the earliest and arguably most elevated theoreticians 

of the mystical life. 

Conclusions  

Gregory’s works are only today starting to receive once more the attention they deserve. He 

who was once regarded in antiquity as the ‘Theologian’ whose works were the total sum of all 

that was best in Christian culture, suffered a long obscure neglect over the last five hundred 

years to the point where he is hardly remembered in popular terms. But his ideas lived on in 

numerous writers even when they had forgotten their source. But when we consider religious 

genius it is interesting to see how these concepts, whose fragments may be found in so many 

different writers and activists of later Christian ages, actually served to work in an originating 

thinker. When one approaches Gregory one is struck immediately by the coherence of the man: 

his mentality, his actions, and his impact on the future. All the complex weave of what makes 

him up is rendered into a most beautifully designed and yet practical cloth. He is himself a man 

of great purity, and compassionate regard. One incident is absolutely typical of him. When he 

was serving as bishop in Constantinople in 380, just before the emperor Theodosius arrived and 

appointed guards to attend him, he had to endure many attacks on his person. One day in church 

a young man ran up to him and hesitated before him, such that they both looked into one 

another’s eyes. Then the young man fell at his feet weeping. Gregory took him into a private 

room, and tells us that he was rather shaken when the young man presented him with his dagger, 

explaining that he had been sent to assassinate him. The bishop’s entourage wanted immediately 

to drag the man off to prison and execution. Gregory simply gave him a blessing and asked 

whether he would perhaps like to work with him from now on. He adds the typical human 

touch: ‘We actually both shed quite a few tears over it.’ He was an ancient saint in a time of 

rough and ready turbulence: but he was outstanding in his charity and compassion. His philan-

thropic works became standard exempla of how social action for the suffering poor is a mystical 

path to union with the God of compassion. In welding together his active life with this deep 

contemplative experiences Gregory stands as a model even today for the type of intellectual, 

moral, and mystical program that will renew religious communities. He was a university man, 

who loved literature and delighted in the manner in which it led the human mind to see all 

manner of connections between diverse cultures. He knew that cultivating intelligence was a 

holy thing, and that cleverness is not the goal of learning rather that wisdom is. He stood against 



   

105  

that narrow spirit of religious bigotry that could not see the connectivity between men and 

women of good will; and was incapable of recognizing the great unitive power of God at work 

in the world. For this too, in a world where religious bigotry turns its back all too often on the 

achievements of rational wisdom and culture, we need Gregory’s example: a celibate bishop who 

loved the writings of Sappho, and was enraptured by the beauty of Homer. Not least his sense 

of how mystical communion with God begins in the innermost spirit, but is ever nurtured and 

fed by the compassionate heart, is a critically important insight in a religious world where pres-

sures often force a fatal division between religion and society: between mysticism and social 

action; between the intellectual and the politician; between long term character building and 

short term gain. Gregory has much to teach us even in this day and age. In the manner in which 

he so successfully reconciled all these disparate qualities in his own humble yet refined person, 

he also stands as an icon of the admirable saint of our own age which is so troubled by partiality, 

disparity and conflict. Here is a man who was whole: and blessed, and merciful: and more than 

this – was able to teach others the rationale of mystical transcendence. It is for such reasons we 

afford him the honor and status today of a veritable ‘religious genius’. 
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Case Study 2 

The “Religious Genius” of Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī (d. 1111 CE) 

Timothy J. Gianotti 

Introduction 

Although he lived and died nearly a thousand years ago, Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī remains one of 

Sunni Islam’s most celebrated and challenging figures. Hailed as the great renewer (mujaddid) and liv-

ing testament/proof (ḥujjah) of Islam in his era, he is credited with restoring a wholeness to the reli-

gion through reviving a teleological consciousness and reinfusing the faith and practice of the main-

stream with a spirituality that included a methodology for purifying hearts and guiding them to a the-

ocentric state. This practical science of spiritual formation (fiqh al-qalb), he taught, was the precondi-

tion for true spiritual knowledge, an experiential, visionary grasping of the mysteries of the faith – 

the spiritual realities that transcend the linguistic and symbolic expressions that point to them in 

scripture and theology. 

The genius that enabled him to achieve all this was not a direct result of his theological and ju-

ridical training, a training he shared with many others in his day; nor was it a natural outcome of his 

ability, wonderfully gifted though he was; rather, it was born of a mid-career crisis that began with 

an intuitive sense of the wrongness of his existential situation and grew into an overwhelming reali-

zation of his own spiritual bankruptcy in the midst of a dazzling and very public theological career. 

This crisis compelled him to flee his public life of position and prestige and seek God in solitude, 

anonymity, and poverty for nearly a decade, after which he emerged a transformed man with a clear 

vision of what had to be done if Islam was going to save its soul. 

Historical Overview 

In the centuries that witnessed the dawn of Islam and its first intellectual florescence, the major-

ity of the intellectual zeal – at least among the ranks of the pious – was devoted to the basic systema-

tization and codification of the new religion. Thus, the early scholars, or ‘ulamā’, began specializing 

in obvious areas that had practical applications in people’s daily lives, areas such as the proper meth-

ods of studying and interpreting and reciting the Qur’ān (‘ulūm al-qur’ān), the gathering and verifica-

tion of the reports of the Prophet’s words and deeds (‘ulūm al-ḥadīth), the “understanding” (al-fiqh) 
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and codification of the Islamic practice and way of life, based on scholarly understandings of the 

sharī‘a, the ideal “way” of conducting oneself and one’s worldly affairs inspired by the Qur’ān and 

the Prophetic example, and the assembling of the creeds (al-‘aqīda) – i.e., the emerging codifications 

of the non-negotiable beliefs required of anyone calling themselves a “Muslim.” Intertwined with 

the evolution and codification of the creeds was a science of dogmatic theology (al-kalām)183 that 

relied upon logic and dialectical argumentation as it sought to clarify, explain, systematize and de-

fend the creeds in the face of challenges arising from other faith communities and from Muslim pro-

ponents of ideas and practices that were deemed heretical. 

In other words, establishing the specifics of the orthopraxy (“al-islām”) and the orthodoxy (“al-

īmān”) consumed the attention of the vast majority of religious scholars in the first centuries of the 

faith. Some scholar-practitioners, however, sensing a spiritual danger in Islam’s imperial success and 

the growing trend to focus upon the external, measurable requirements of the faith, began to eluci-

date and codify a complementary science that focused on spiritual awareness, transformation, and 

moral beautification (“al-iḥsān”), a science also rooted in the Qur’ān, the Prophetic custom, and the 

practice of the closest Companions. This is the science that came to be called “Sufism” (al-taṣawwuf), 

and it included both a practical, action-oriented knowledge that concerned the psycho-spiritual puri-

fication of the heart and a theoretical dimension that entered into the mysteries of faith. 

———————————— 
 
83  Both speculative and scholastic, kalām is a very difficult phenomenon/movement to translate. 

“Dogmatic theology” strikes us as the most appropriate rendering due to the fact that, generally 
speaking, these “theologians” (mutakallimūn) took the Revelation as their starting point and 
used reason to explain and defend it, thus constructing a world-view to accommodate it. In 
spite of this, “dogmatic theology” has not been very common as an English rendering. Some 
(following the lead of the Muslim philosophers) have opted for “dialectical theology” due to the 
characteristically argumentative (dialectical) nature of a great many kalām texts. More techni-
cally, the philosophers argued that many or most of the views shared by the theologians were 
based on commonly accepted notions (almashhūrāt) that are not necessarily true. Hence their 
conclusions, not based on necessary premises, yielded dialectical conclusions rather than 
demonstrative ones. Still others have opted for “speculative theology” because of the preoccu-
pation that many of the mutakallimūn had with speculative or theoretical reflection. Lacking a 
perfect equivalent in English, I simply use the Arabic term al-kalām and its nisba adjective 
kalāmī throughout the study. 
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While never denying the validity and necessity of the this-worldly science of jurisprudence (al-

fiqh), these scholars of the inner way argued that legal formalism and ritual observance were not 

enough as they turned their attention to the scrutiny of inner acts, i.e., to the study of the attitudes, 

intentions, and mental states that are essential for the purification and governance of hearts striving 

to make their way toward God. Thus the sphere in which these “Doctors of the Afterlife” (‘ulamā’ al-

ākhira) exercised their judgment and authority was the unseen world of the heart, a subtle domain 

beyond the perception of physical eyes yet perceivable through experience and the spiritual eye of 

intuitive understanding. 

One of the most celebrated of these scholar-practicioners was Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī (d. 504 

AH / 1111 CE), a renowned scholar of the Shāfi‘ī fiqh (jurisprudence) tradition and the Ash‘arī 

school of dogmatic theology (kalām) who, as we mentioned above, abandoned his prestigious pro-

fessorship at the Niẓāmīya college or madrasa in Baghdad in order to live a life of poverty and walk 

the path of inner purification and experiential knowledge. As he matured and advanced in spiritual 

station, he wrote copiously, and it was during his ten year retreat following his “escape” from the 

imperial court in Baghdad that he composed his magnum opus, Reviving Religious Knowledge (Iḥyā’ ‘ulūm 

al-dīn)84, essentially a forty-volume manual for spiritual education and formation in Islam. Put more 

simply and directly, the Iḥyā’ can be seen as a step-by-step manual for making the transition from an 

ego-centered life to a God-centered life within a traditional Islamic context. 

One of al-Ghazālī’s chief complaints recorded in the Introduction to this work is against the re-

ligious scholars – thologians and jurists mostly – of his own day, the ones to whom he says were 

supposed to be the “heirs of the prophets,” the ones to whom the guidance of the community had 

been entrusted. Rather than humbly serving God by seeking to enlighten and fortify their brothers 

and sisters, he comments, they had become enamoured with themselves, setting themselves up as 

celebrities and authorities in all fields, engaging in public debates for their own glory, seeking to in-

gratiate themselves with the rich and the powerful. These morally disturbing developments inspired 

———————————— 
 
84  While this is usually translated more literally as the “Revival of the Religious Sciences”, “Reviv-

ing” or “Resurrecting Religious Knowledge” captures the essence of the project more com-
pletely. Throughout this study, I will be basing all translations on the Arabic text annotated by 
al-Imām al-Hāfiz al-‘Irāqī (Beirut: Dār al-khayr, 1993). 
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al-Ghazālī to make the stark declaration that real religious knowledge had passed away, even as Is-

lam, as an orthopraxic religion and political force, had come to dominate a vast portion the civilized 

world. So, he explains, he was driven to compose a work that would endeavor to resuscitate authen-

tic religious knowledge in Islam. 

al-Ghazālī’s Religious Genius 

While there are many gleams of genius in al-Ghazālī’s writings, his religious brilliance and “stay-

ing power” within Muslim traditions can be attributed to four basic factors: 1) his clear diagnosis of 

the spiritual pandemic of his time, a diagnosis informed by his mystical awakening; 2) his insightful 

and culturally-adapted remedy for the spiritual pandemic, a treatment that showed a deep under-

standing of his community and what it needed – a rediscovery of the teleological dimensions of Is-

lamic faith and practice; 3) his authenticity, which emanated from his personal embodiment the 

transformation he envisioned; and 4) his courage in speaking out against the status quo, which for 

him was a regime of legalism, political usurpation of religion, personality cult, and ignorance: all con-

tributing factors to what he regarded as the death of true religion, even as “Islamdom” was enjoying 

what many today regard as a golden age. 

Contemplating these factors in the light of the emerging “Religious Genius” framework, we can 

see many RG elements at work. For example, al-Ghazālī’s diagnosis of the spiritual condition of his 

time reflects “an expanded awareness of reality” that, for him, illumined the growing chasm between 

the status quo of the Muslim community and the ideal way of faith that flowed from the theocentric, 

teleological consciousness that he associated with the Prophet and his closest companions. His in-

sightful, practical, and culturally-adapted remedy for the spiritual pandemic brings us into the “logic 

of imitation” by which al-Ghazālī sought to bridge the chasm that kept the community from realiz-

ing its restoration/realization exemplified in the prophetic ideal. In his words, the path to this ulti-

mate restoration was the “way of the Afterlife.” His absolute authenticity – his willingness to lead by 

example, to abandon his worldly, ego-oriented life and embody the transformation for which he 

called – exhibits a combination of the RG categories of humility, purity, self-surrender, and love 

(selflessness). Finally, his courage in correcting the status quo, and so incurring the criticism, opposi-

tion, and condemnation of those heavily invested in it, reflects his complete commitment to purifi-

cation – not only of himself but of the community as a whole. In this way, his personal purifica-

tion/transformation became a microcosmic manifestation of the communal purification and trans-

formation for which he called. 



   

110  

The Diagnosis 

In his autobiography, al-Ghazālī explains how, even as a highly respected scholar of religious 

jurisprudence (al-fiqh), he found himself caught up in the traps of the world, doing things for the 

wrong reasons, fighting an inner war between his worldly desires and his longing for eternal life. “I 

saw for certain,” he says, “that I was on the brink of a crumbling bank of sand and in imminent dan-

ger of hell-fire unless I set about to change my ways.”85 The inner war continued, he says, until he 

eventually broke down, losing his ability to speak and even to eat. At this point he turned to God, 

and, leaving his wealth, position, and even family behind, he escaped to Damascus and eventually to 

Jerusalem, where he frequently secluded himself in the Dome of the Rock. 

This was the beginning of a ten year search or retreat, with minor interruptions for Pilgrimage 

and for attending to the needs of his family, and it was during his precious moments of solitude in 

this period that he began to find that for which he had been yearning: a cleansing of his heart, which 

became increasingly restored to a theocentric state, moral transformation, and a personal, noetic ex-

perience of the Divine: “During these periods of solitude there were revealed to me things innumer-

able and unfathomable…”86 It was also during this period that he composed his defining master-

piece – Reviving Religious Knowledge – to which we now turn. From the very beginning of his original 

introduction to the work, we see that the spiritual diagnosis of his own state was the very same diag-

nosis that he boldly gave for the state of Islam. 

By my life! Your persistence in arrogance is due solely to the disease that has now 

spread to [infect] a large number of people. Indeed, it has [now] enveloped the 

masses due to [their] inability to identify the heights to which this matter has reached 

[and due to their] ignorance of the fact that the situation is so and [that] the calamity 

is serious, and [that] the afterlife is before [us] and this life is behind, and [that] the 

moment of death is nigh and the journey is long, and [that] the provisions are slight 

and the danger immense, and [that] the road is blocked. [They cannot see the fact 

that] only that which is purified for the face of God by way of knowledge and deeds 

———————————— 
 
85  See The Faith and Practice of al-Ghazálí, W. M. Watt, trans. (Oxford: One World Publications, 

1953, 1994), p. 59. 

86  Ibid., p. 63 and following, where he speaks in fair detail about the mystical experience and the 
“way” or “path” (ṭarīqa) to it. 
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will [suffice] as a reply before the Examiner of keen vision. Wayfaring along the path 

of the afterlife is wearisome and toilsome, [for it] involves a great many dangers, [ca-

lamities] for which there are no instructions and no companion. 

The guides for [this] road are the learned, who are [said to be] the heirs of the proph-

ets. However, the age has become empty of them and all that remains are those who 

follow in their footsteps. Satan has overcome most of them; tyranny has seduced 

them; and each one, being enamoured [with himself], has started to rush after his 

own plan. And so that which is good has begun to be regarded as abominable, and 

that which is morally repugnant has begun to be regarded as good, so much so that 

the shelter of religious knowledge is now wiped away, and the light of guidance is 

now incomprehensible in the quarters of the earth. [These pseudo-learned] have suc-

ceeded in leading humanity (al-khalq) to believe that there exists no knowledge apart 

from [three things]: (1) government ruling[s] upon which religious judges depend for 

period[s] of feuding, when the common people riot; (2) disputation with which the 

glory-seeking [scholar] arms himself in order to achieve supremacy and silence [his 

opponent]; or (3) the elegant, adorned prose that the preacher uses to string along 

the common folk and gain favor with them. [This common misperception of reli-

gious knowledge] is due to the fact that they [i.e., the learned] could not see beyond 

these three [paths of study] as ways to snare forbidden [fruits] and net the vanities [of 

this world]. 

Here we witness the beginning of al-Ghazālī’s sharp criticism of the ways in which the schol-

arly class has misled the public in the guise of religious authority. They have done this, he says, in 

order to promote themselves more than God’s cause, and the result has been the total reversal of 

the good and the bad in popular perception. Things that were once regarded as being reprehensible 

had come to be regarded as good and virtuous, and those things that had once been esteemed as vir-

tues had come to be despised and regarded as base. In short, the world of religious scholarship had 

degenerated into a self-serving contest of egos, bent upon the pursuit of glory, fame, political influ-

ence, and wealth rather than upon the service of God. Following this sharp criticism, he now turns 

to the real religious knowledge that he is hoping to bring back to life through the writing of this 

book. 
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As for the Science of the Way of the Afterlife and for that which is in keeping with 

our righteous forebears (al-salaf al-ṣāliḥ), [being] part of what God -- be He exalted -- 

calls in His book understanding (fiqh), wisdom (ḥikma), knowledge (‘ilm), lumines-

cence (diyā’), light (nūr), guidance (hidāya), and right direction (rushd), [over time]87 it 

became a thing folded up [and forgotten] among people, became a “thing utterly for-

gotten”.88 Inasmuch as this constituted a disastrous fissure in [the bedrock of] the 

religion and an [utterly] dark affair, I came to view the publication of this book as a 

[very] important thing, as [a way of] bringing back to life the [true] sciences of reli-

gion, revealing the ways of the spiritual leaders (al-a’imma) who came before, and elu-

cidating for the readers89 the beneficial sciences [that have been handed down] from 

the prophets and the righteous forbears. 

Echoing these sentiments, he says in his autobiography that the spiritual pandemic had 

reached cataclysmic dimensions: “the sickness has become general, the doctors have fallen ill, and 

mankind has reached the verge of destruction…”90 

The Remedy 

Making Room for Moral Theology within the Religious Sciences: “The Science of the 

Way of the Afterlife (‘ilm ṭarīq al-ākhira),” which includes “the jurisprudence of the heart 

(fiqh al-qalb)” 

The Book of Knowledge is arguably one of the most important and yet most neglected works in the 

corpus of Abū Hāmid al-Ghazālī. Serving as the opening work for the Iḥyā, the Book of Knowledge was 

———————————— 
 
87  The temporal lapse is indicated here by the particle ف) fā’ ). 

88  Literally, “became a thing utterly lost, forgotten.” His Qur’ānic tone here is worthy of note; the 
Muslim reader cannot help but notice the apocalyptic tone and the powerful idiom of despair 
borrowed from sūrat Maryam (19): 23. 

89  This word is somewhat tentative. Literally, it seems to read “for those who are reached [by the 
book]...” I take it to be a broken plural of the rather rare active participle from the passive voice 
verb nuhiya, which is synonymous with balagha (to come to s.o., to reach s.o., to come to the 
knowledge of s.o.). 

90  Faith and Practice, p. 80. 
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regarded by its author to be a crucial text. In fact, al-Ghazālī explains in his introduction that he stra-

tegically placed it first of the forty simply because, in his own words, it was “the most important.” 

And, upon reading it, we surmise that it is “most important” for at least two reasons. The first of 

these is because it challenges, in a very radical way, conventional conceptions of religious knowledge 

in Islam. Redefining the science of al-kalām (scholastic, dialectical theology) as a purely defensive in-

tellectual “craft” that had no business plumbing the mysteries of religion and de-inflating the science 

of al-fiqh (jurisprudence) to a discipline restricted to the material, physical realm (al-dunyā), al-Ghazālī 

felt that a spiritual science – a science that could bridge this world and the next – had to be champi-

oned if Islam was to save its soul in his day. 

The second reason why we may regard the Book of Knowledge as “most important” is because it 

serves as an introduction to this spiritual science, containing the knowledge upon which the success 

of Islam would ultimately be lost or won in each and every individual case. This is the “Knowledge 

of the Way of the Afterlife” (‘ilm ṭarīq al-ākhira), the knowledge or science devoted to preparing the 

heart of the individual pilgrim for his or her ultimate, and immanent, encounter with the Divine, an 

encounter that al-Ghazālī regarded as the only truly defining moment of one’s life… Although al-

Ghazālī was by no means the first Muslim sage to focus on this science of psycho-spiritual for-

mation, he was among the very first to systematize it and develop it as a pedagogical discipline. He 

also seems to have been the first to give the psycho-spiritual side of this science a new and evocative 

name, the “Jurisprudence of the Heart” (fiqh al-qalb), a name that signals his ambition to win for it 

the status of one of the core religious sciences in Islam. 

On the Science of the Way of the Afterlife 

This science by which the servant draws nigh unto the Divine and by which the mysteries of 

faith may be known preserves and disseminates the knowledge or science belonging to the awliyā’ 

(saints) and the prophets. It includes a praxis-oriented dimension (al-mu‘āmala), which al-Ghazālī says 

involves perfecting one’s religious practice, reforming one’s actions, and gradually transforming 

one’s inner character (through the “Science of the States of the Heart”), and it includes a hidden yet 

undeniable noetic dimension, which he calls the Science of the Unveiling (‘ilm al-mukāshafa). He re-

fers to this noetic side of the Science of the Way of the Afterlife in many places throughout the Book 

of Knowledge.  



   

114  

The divisions of that by which [the servant] draws nigh unto God -- be He exalted -- 

are three: sheer knowledge, which is the knowledge of the Unveiling; sheer action, 

such as the justice of the sultán, for example, and his controlling [his subjects] for [the 

welfare of] the people; and the composite of knowledge and action, which is the sci-

ence of the Way of the Afterlife.91 

Near the end of his introduction to the Iḥyā’, he provides us with some additional detail re-

garding this mystical way of knowing, again in the context of its praxis-oriented sister, the science of 

Right Practice. 

...the science by which one is turned toward the afterlife divides into the science of 

Right Practice and the science of the Unveiling. By the science of the Unveiling I 

mean whatever is sought exclusively [for the purpose of] revealing (kashf) the object 

of knowledge, and by the science of Right Practice I mean whatever is sought with 

[reference to] works92 in the accompaniment of kashf.93 The goal of this book [i.e. 

the entire Iḥyā’] is the science of Right Practice only, without the science of the Un-

veiling, for which there is no license [giving permission] for putting it [in] books, 

even though it is the ultimate goal of seekers, the [ultimate] desire of the eyes of the 

trustworthy. And the science of Right Practice is the way to it. 

However, the prophets (may the blessings of God be upon them) have only spoken 

with humanity about the knowledge of the way and the [right] guidance to it. As for 

the knowledge of the Unveiling, they never spoke of it save through symbol (ramz)94 

and [indicative] gesture[s] by way of example and [brief] summarization: a [kind of] 

———————————— 
 
91  Ibid., 35. 

92  Literally, “the act” or “acting” (al-‘amal). 

93  The science of Right Practice and the science of the Unveiling coexist in an interdependent 
fashion; here, he makes reference to the fact that some aspects of practice cannot be fully un-
derstood and properly performed without some limited knowledge of the Unveiling. This is a 
point that he makes more explicitly in the Kitāb al-tawḥīd wa’ltawakkul (Iḥyā’, vol. V). 

94  As stated above, the word ramz, translated here as “symbol”, carries the nuance of “puzzle” and 
“ruse” in addition to indirect signification. 
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knowledge on their part of the inability of people’s understandings to bear [the Un-

veiling]. But the learned are the heirs of the prophets, and [so] they do not have any 

means of turning away from the path of consolation and emulation [of the proph-

ets].95 

So, even though he touches on the knowledge of the Unveiling in this and many other parts 

of the Iḥyā’, he tells us in no uncertain terms that the work itself is about the knowledge of Right 

Practice -- which is for everyone -- and not about the disclosure of the contents of mystical noesis -- 

which is beyond the uninitiated’s ability to bear and is in no way a requirement for salvation. Indeed, 

it is enough for al-Ghazālī that people grasp and believe in the symbols and summaries provided by 

the prophets, who are uniquely equipped to clothe this higher knowledge in a symbolic garb that is 

life-giving and useful for the whole of humankind. 

The place of “the learned” in this two-tiered hierarchy seems ambiguous, however. The term 

itself is highly equivocal, but, in the context of the passage cited above, it seems to refer to that 

group referred to elsewhere as the “learned of the afterlife” (‘ulamā’ al-ākhira)96, who are initiated 

both in the way of mystical noesis and in the practical path of getting there. Such are the learned 

who together make up the legacy left behind by the prophets. As was made clear in the passage 

above, such individuals, while having access to the higher or more authentic meanings signified by 

the prophetic symbols, are forever bound to uphold the prophetic restraint concerning the disclo-

sure of the raw content of the Unveiling. This is due to the unchanging fact that most people’s un-

derstandings simply cannot bear such content. Indeed, in his preliminary remarks to the commen-

tary on the Divine names, he explains that plainly declaring the truth in these matters “all but contra-

dicts whatever the collectivity has hitherto believed.”97 In the light of this fact, one has to be careful 

and wise, for “weaning creatures from their habits and familiar beliefs is difficult,” he says, and dan-

gerous.98 

———————————— 
 
95  From the Introduction (al-muqaddima), 10. 

96  I sometimes refer to this class as the “doctors of the afterlife” rather than “the learned”. Both 
renderings represent the same Arabic plural, ‘ulamá’. 

97  Al-Ghazālī: The Ninety-nine Beautiful Names of God, David B. Burrell and Nazih daher, trans. 
(Cambridge: The islamic texts Society, 1995), p. 2. 

98  Ibid., see pp. 1-2. 
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That said, al-Ghazālī frequently refers to this esoteric knowledge as a way of enticing his 

reader to walk the path of spiritually-infused practice and personal transformation, and here we can 

see an example of his strategic genius. For example, in the Book of Knowledge, he writes that the Un-

veiling 

...is the knowledge of the inner [truth], and that is the apex of the sciences. Some of 

the gnostics99 have said, “[as for] him who does not have a share of this knowledge, 

I fear for him the evil of the end (sū’ al-khātima). And [the] least share of it is believ-

ing in it and leaving it to its [own] folk (li-ahlihi).” Another said, “if one has within 

him [either of] two traits -- innovation or haughtiness -- then nothing of this science 

will be opened to him.” And it is said, “whoever is enamoured with the world or per-

sistent in [following] lustful desire will not ascertain [this science], although he can 

ascertain the rest of the sciences. The least punishment for the one who denies it is 

that he will experience100 nothing of [the Unveiling].” In accordance with [this] state-

ment, it is recited, “Be content with the one whose absence escaped you, for that is 

the punishment built-in to the sin.”101 

It is the knowledge of the truthful and those who are near [to God]: I mean the 

knowledge of the Unveiling, which is an expression for a light that appears in the 

heart upon its purification and cleansing from its blameworthy characteristics. From 

that light many things are unveiled, [things] whose names have been heard before 

and for which many general meanings are imagined, [meanings which] are not clear. 

They then become clear so that the true gnosis is attained [regarding] the true es-

sence of God, be He exalted, His enduring and perfect attributes, His acts and His 

wisdom in creating [this] world and the hereafter, and the mode (wajh) of His assign-

ing [a priority] to the hereafter over [this] world. [Also attained is] the gnosis of the 

meaning of prophecy and the prophet, the meaning of revelation and the meaning of 

———————————— 
 
99  I use “gnostic” in the general sense denoting a master of mystical knowledge. The Arabic term 

is ‘árifín (genitive here), literally “knowers” in the esoteric sense. 

100  Literally, “he will not taste (lá yadhúqu)...” 

101  More literally, “that is a sin wherein is the punishment.” The origin of this line is uncertain. 
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Satan, the meaning of the expression “angels” and “devils”, the manner of the hostil-

ity [harbored by] the devils for the human being, the manner of the angel’s appear-

ance to the prophets, the manner [in which] revelation comes to them, the gnosis of 

the [realm of] the malakūt of the heavens and the earth, the gnosis of the heart, the 

manner [in which] the hosts of angels and the devils clash [against] one another in 

[the heart], the difference between the visit of the angel and the visit of Satan, the 

gnosis of the hereafter, the garden and the fire, the torture of the grave, the bridge, 

the balance and the reckoning, and the meaning of the statement of [God], be He 

exalted, “Read your book; today your [own] soul is sufficient as an account against 

you” [al-Iṣrā’ (17): 14] and the meaning of His saying, be He exalted, “Surely the 

abode of the hereafter is life indeed, if they but knew” [al-‘Ankabūt (29): 64]. [Also 

attained is] the meaning of the meeting with God, be He mighty, sublime, and the 

glancing upon His gracious face, the meaning of proximity unto Him and coming to 

dwell in His vicinity, the meaning of attaining felicity in the company of the highest 

concourse102 (al-malā’ al-a‘lā) and in association with the angels and the prophets, the 

meaning of the different degrees [of rank] of the people of the [various] gardens [of 

Paradise] to the extent that some of them see others just as the pearly star is seen in 

the middle of the heaven, and [this goes] on to other things whose elaboration would 

go long due to the fact that, in relation to the meanings of these things, people have -

- beyond103 [their common] belief in the foundations -- various stations. Some of 

them think that all of these 104 are semblances (amthila) and that what God has pre-

pared for His righteous servants is “that which no eye has seen nor ear heard nor has 

it occurred to any human heart.” [They believe] that [the knowledge] concerning par-

adise is not in the possession of people save [in the form of] attributes and names. 

Others think that some of [the afterlife teachings] are similitudes and [that] some of 

———————————— 
 
102  “Concourse” is used here in the Middle English sense of assembly or throng. This is also 

true to the earlier Latin form, concursus, the past participle of concurrere, “to assemble”. 

103  As the preposition wará’ also indicates temporal priority here, it could also be rendered “af-
ter”. 

104  Literally, “all of that”. 
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them correspond with their realities [as] understood from their [linguistic] expres-

sions; in this way some of them believe that the highest degree of the [servant’s] gno-

sis of God is the recognition of the inability to [fully] comprehend105 Him. Some of 

them claim enormities regarding [their] gnosis of God, be He mighty, sublime, and 

some of them say, “the limit [governing] the [servant’s] gnosis of God, be He 

mighty, sublime, is the terminus of the dogmatic belief of all the common people: 

namely, that He is existent, knowing, [all] powerful, hearing, seeing, and speaking.” 

 

By the knowledge of the Unveiling, we mean that the covering is lifted so that the 

plain truth becomes clear in reference to these things. [This] coming of clarity is in 

the manner of the eyewitness experience about which there is no doubt.106 This 

would be possible in the innermost part (jawhar)107 of the human person were it not 

for the accumulation of the rust and scum of worldly defilements on the mirror of 

the heart. And so, by the science of the Way of the Afterlife, we mean the knowledge 

of how to polish this mirror [thus cleansing it] of these [various kinds of] filth, which 

are a veil [keeping one] from God -- be He praised and exalted -- and from the gno-

sis of His attributes and acts. 

Its purification and cleansing is [accomplished] by means of abstaining from the lust-

ful desires and [by means of] emulating the prophets in all of their states, may the 

prayers of God be upon them. For, to the extent that [these things] can be purged 

from the heart and to the extent that the heart comes close to the threshold of the 

———————————— 
 
105  This is a verbal rendering of the term usually translated as “gnosis” in this study. In Arabic, 

sometimes the verbal noun carries verbal force, as it does here, and must be rendered in English 
as a verb. In either case, it refers to mystical noesis, which is both theoretical and experiential 
for al-Ghazálí. 

106  In the original, this second sentence is actually an adverbial clause (hál), modifying the man-
ner in which “the plain truth becomes clear”. I have altered the structure for readability. 

107  In the context of his kalám writings, al-Ghazálí -- like all of the Mu‘tazilí and Ash‘arí muta-
kallimún of his day and before -- uses this term to denote “atom”. This is not likely to be his 
intention here, however, where the nature of the discussion is esoteric Unveiling rather than ex-
oteric kalám, about which more is said in chapter two. Still, it is well worth noting here that he 
seems to equate the “heart” with this “jawhar” in this context. 
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Truth, His verities will glimmer within it. But there is no way to [get to this station] 

save through the [spiritual] discipline whose explication comes in its [own, rightful] 

place and through knowledge and instruction.108 These are the sciences which can-

not be written down in books and of which nothing is spoken by the one upon 

whom God -- be He exalted -- has bestowed His blessings, except with his [own] 

folk (ma‘a ahlihi),109 who are those having a share in it.110 [The communication of 

these sciences can occur both] by way of oral teaching (mudhākara) and by the way of 

secrets. That is the hidden knowledge, which [the Prophet] (may God bless him and 

grant him salvation) meant by his statement, “verily of knowledge there is [some-

thing] akin to the outer shape of the hidden thing; only the folk [possessing] the gno-

sis of God -- be He exalted -- know it. If they utter of it, only those who are deluded 

about God -- be He exalted -- will [remain] ignorant of it. So do not scorn a learned 

man to whom God -- be He exalted -- has given [some] knowledge of it, for God -- 

be He mighty, sublime -- has not scorned him since to him He gave [the 

knowlege].111  

In this way, we can see how al-Ghazālī makes reference to the noetic mysteries as a way of 

enticing his coreligionists to begin walking the path of attentive observance, reform, attitudinal 

transformation, and moral beautification. He understands well that, without a glimpse of what waits 

beyond the horizon, the work may seem too burdensome or the road too long, too slow, too toil-

some. This clever strategy of enticement thus serves as an illustration of his genius as a religious 

teacher. 

———————————— 
 
108  It is worth commenting that he does not mean education in the everyday sense of the term. 

Rather, he means formation, which is both moral and intellectual and can only come through a 
master who is both teacher and spiritual director. As is becoming clear, we must be wary of the 
ways in which ordinary lexical items are employed in this extraordinary context. 

109  This could also be rendered “its [own] folk”, i.e. the people who are naturally suited for and 
initiated in the ways of mysticism, which seems to be al-Ghazálí’s usual usage of ahl in conjuc-
tion with a possessive pronominal suffix. 

110  Literally, “he is the one who shares in it.” I render it in the plural because the pronoun 
“huwa” here refers to ahl, which is grammatically masculine and singular although its meaning is 
clearly plural. 

111  Al-‘ilm, 30-1. 
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Conviction and Sacrifice: Embodying The Cure 

By the time he wrote his autobiography and explained why he returned to teaching after his ten-

year retreat, al-Ghazālī explains, “Previously…I had been disseminating the knowledge by which 

worldly success is attained; by word and deed I had called men to it; and that had been my aim and 

intention…”112 In the most self-effacing terms, he thus makes clear that he had to face his own ar-

rogance and delusion and reform himself before he could return to teaching. This took him the bet-

ter part of ten years – devoted almost exclusively to purification, prayer, personal reform, and trans-

formation. Then, once he received the call to return to an active life of teaching, he gave up his pref-

erence for solitude and consented in a spirit of selflessness and love: 

…now I am calling men to the knowledge whereby worldly success is given up and 

its low position in the scale of real worth is recognized. This is now my intention, my 

aim, my desire; God knows that this is so. It is my earnest longing that I may make 

myself and others better. I do not know whether I shall reach my goal or whether I 

shall be taken away while short of my object. I believe, however, both by certain faith 

and by intuition, that there is no power and no might save with God, the high, the 

mighty, and that I do not move of myself but am moved by Him. I do not work of 

myself but am used by Him. I ask Him first of all to reform me and then to reform 

through me, to guide me and then to guide through me, to show me the truth of 

what is true and to grant of His bounty that I may follow it, and to show me the fal-

sity of what is false and to grant me of His bounty that I may turn away from it.113 

So here we see the RG elements of selflessness, love, and humility, all working together in 

his active role of leading by example, offering himself as a conduit of God’s truth, seeking nothing 

for himself, and maintaining a clear, theocentric consciousness throughout. 

Courageously Going Against The Status Quo 

There is no question that al-Ghazālī endured much criticism and condemnation for his unam-

biguous call to remap the religious sciences and reform the elite scholarly class. Having himself been 

one of their most elite brothers made his call all the more threatening. We see signs of the intense 

———————————— 
 
112  Faith and Practice, 82. 

113  Ibid., 82-83. 
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opposition and condemnation he faced in various places throughout his post-retreat writings, and 

we witness his fearlessness in countering them with conviction and resolve. 

For example, in the Book of Knowledge, when faced with the objection that the jurists and the the-

ologians are the most widely renowned of religious scholars and when asked how he dare relegate 

them and their sciences to such humble ranks among the religious sciences, he cuts to the very heart 

of these misconceptions by challenging the criteria by which such scholars are judged to be great. 

Know that whosoever comes to know the Truth by way of men has become per-

plexed in the labrynths of error. Know the Truth, and then you will know its folk if 

you [yourself] are walking the way of Truth. If it is enough for you to accept [faith] 

on [the] authority [of your forbears] and to investigate whatever has become well-

known concerning the degrees of virtue among the people, then do not neglect the 

Companions and the sublimity of their rank. Those to whom I have [already] called 

attention114 unanimously agree on their [the Companions’] precedence115 and [they 

agree] that their supreme position in the religion cannot be grasped, nor can they be 

surpassed [by anyone]. And [so I say] their precedence was not in the science of dog-

matic theology nor in Jurisprudence; rather, [it was] in the knowledge of the Afterlife 

and the manner of walking its path.116 

Here, and in many other places throughout his writings, we see the conviction and courage with 

which he challenged the deeply entrenched status quo, and so we must make a place for courage to 

stand among the qualities that recommend al-Ghazālī to be regarded as a religious genius within Is-

lam. 

  

———————————— 
 
114  Literally, “those whose mentioning I have [already] indicated” (alladhín ‘arradtuhu bi-dhikri-

him). This seems to refer to all of the various kinds of conventional religious scholars, including 
(of course) the jurists and theologians. 

115  This precedence or priority (taqaddum) carries both a temporal and a moral nuance. 

116  Al-‘ilm, 34. 
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Case Study 3 

Mata Amritanandamayi (Amma) as ‘Religious Genius’ 

Dr. Amanda J. Lucia 

Amma (b. 1953) is a religious exemplar from south Indian state of Kerala who is believed to be 

both guru and goddess by her followers. She is known most pervasively throughout the world be-

cause of her massive free-to-the-public programs, called darshan, wherein she physically hugs every 

individual present. Darshan programs often entail Amma embracing tens of thousands of individuals 

in one sitting without respite or momentary rest. Her organizations proclaim that Amma has hugged 

32 million people to date. Amma “embraces the world” in efforts to demonstrate her maternal love 

and compassion for all of humanity, an ideal that she presents as a mimetic model that her devotees 

enact through humanitarian campaigns and selfless service (sevā) in her name. 

Mata Amritanandamayi (Amma) through the category of Religious Genius117 

Amma was born in Parayakadavu, a small fishing village in Kollam district of the southwestern 

Indian state of Kerala. The site where she was born has now developed into Amritapuri, a massive 

ashram complex that is her Indian headquarters of her organizations, the Mata Amritanandamayi 

Mission Trust (MAMT) and the Mata Amritanandamayi Math (MAM). Her hagiographies recount 

that at an early age Amma was prone to devotional activity to god and selfless service to others. 

———————————— 
 
117  The (re)invention of the category of “religious genius” attempts to dislocate the Christocen-

tric ideal of the saint and to recognize various similitudes of exemplary religious behaviors 
across a diversity of religious traditions. The authors propose religious genius as a “descriptive 
category that is not otherwise theologically charged.” I agree that exemplary individuals repre-
sented across religious traditions have many common practices, attitudes, and behavioral pat-
terns. But we must acknowledge that like the term “saint” that the category religious genius at-
tempts to supplant, the commonplace terms “religion” and its derivative “religious” are also 
problematically loaded Christocentric terms. We cannot imagine that in replacing the Christo-
centric term “saint” with the Christocentric formulation of “religion” that we have fully devel-
oped a category that can now speak to all peoples of all convictions and cultures. As such, even 
if we choose to employ the ideal type of religious genius despite retaining the category of the 
religious, we should not imagine that it is thereby absent of theological charge specific to one 
particular historical tradition.  
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Through her compassion for the suffering of fellow villagers, Amma would bring food and supplies, 

even taking from her own family’s meager reserves to provide for others. Amma also began to em-

brace the poor, destitute, and suffering through her acts of compassion to alleviate their pain. Over 

time, Amma’s embraces became renowned for their supposedly healing and comforting qualities and 

villagers came from the surrounding regions to be in her presence and to be held in her embrace.  

As her fame grew, more and more people came to Amma to receive her embrace that she ad-

ministered without respect to traditional Hindu prohibitions that separated people by caste, gender, 

and religion. But while her devotees grew in number, there were also those who discredited Amma 

and were vengeful toward those who sought her attentions. Several devotees encountered harass-

ment by local villagers and even Amma’s own relatives as they sought out what was becoming 

known as Amma’s darshan embrace. In these early years, Amma used to perform Krishna bhāvas, ec-

static states or moods wherein devotees believed that Amma would reveal her true nature as divinity, 

presenting herself in the playful and animated mood of Krishna.  

But once during one of Amma’s Krishna bhāvas, when a devotee who had been harassed by lo-

cals pleaded with Amma to intervene, her playful composure radically transitioned into the fierce 

bhāva of the goddess Kali. In the hagiographical account of this encounter, Swami Amritaswarupa-

nanda wrote that Amma’s composure shifted into the fiery comportment of the goddess Kali and 

Amma raged that her devotees had been treated in this manner. Other devotees in attendance sang 

bhajans (devotional music) and performed arati (the waving of flaming lamps) to assuage the fiery 

temperament of the goddess.  

After this seminal moment of transformation, Amma began to be recognized by her followers 

as an incarnation of the Hindu goddess. Amma too presented herself as a goddess incarnation who 

revealed herself particularly in these moments of bhāva and veiled her true divine nature at all other 

times, a practice reminiscent of Krishna’s play between veiling and unveiling his divinity, revealing 

his true divine nature to Arjuna in the Bhagavad Gītā and to his foster mother, Yashoda in the Bha-

gavata Purāṇa. Amma explains, “If you were to really see Amma as She is, it would overwhelm you – 

you couldn’t possibly bear it. Because of this, Amma always covers Herself with a thick layer of 

Maya (illusion). But during Devī Bhāva, Mother removes one or two of Her veils, revealing a little 

more of what She really is.”21 These seminal revelatory expressions of divinity completely trans-
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formed Amma’s persona as well as her nature of her organizational capacity, as Swami Am-

ritaswarupananda explains, “Thenceforth, in addition to Krishna Bhava, the Holy Mother, as we will 

call her now, regularly gave Darshan to the devotees as Devi…This marked the beginning of the 

Mother’s spiritual mission.” Thus, it was through Devī bhāvas, that Amma first adopted the persona 

of “Holy Mother,” signifying her superhuman status and embarked upon her “spiritual mission” to 

spread her message of love and compassion, embodied through her darshan embrace, throughout 

the world.  

In those early years as her devotees grew in number and her fame increased, Amma began to sit 

for extensive darshan programs wherein she would greet devotees who came to see her from far and 

wide to experience her embrace. In 1987, Amma first left India at the invitation of several of her 

devotees to travel within the United States. There, she first developed the current system of darshan 

tours, wherein she would host free public darshan programs in cities across the country. One of her 

early devotees in the United States gifted her a 160-acre parcel of land outside of San Francisco, 

upon which she founded her first US based ashram, the Mata Amritanandamayi Center (MAC). 

Since then, Amma has constantly increased the scale and reach of her darshan programs. She now 

has significant followings of devotees and many satellite ashrams in India, the United States, Canada, 

Britain, France, Italy, Germany, Spain, the Netherlands, Finland, Sweden, Australia, Japan, Singa-

pore, Brazil, Mauritius, Reunion, Kenya, and Chile. Her darshan programs have also grown in size, 

scale, and institutionalization. In India, Amma’s darshan programs often draw crowds of 15-30,000 

and up to 100,000 for particularly special events such as Amma’s birthday celebrations. In the 

United States, Amma’s darshan programs routinely draw 3-5,000 attendees per day, some boasting 

10-35,000 attendees for the duration of her programs in large cities and at the MA Center in San Ra-

mon, CA.  

During all of Amma’s darshan programs, she gives darshan in the form of her famous hug to a 

steady queue of people. She never stops to take rest or food despite the fact that her darshan pro-

grams continue unrelenting until each attendee has received her embrace, sometimes lasting 12-26 

hours in duration. When the organizers of her local programs rest after Amma’s departure, Amma 

does not. Instead, she continues onto the next urban (often exurban) location and embarks on an-

other 3-5 day set of free public darshan programs that follow precisely the same format. Amma 

tours with a select staff, many of whom are brahmacārī/iṇī-s (celibate renunciates) who reside at her 

Amritapuri ashram. Amma is constantly expanding her tour schedule to reach more people in more 
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locations in a driven quest to share her message and her embrace with the world. In fact, her identity 

statement “Embracing the World” (branded 2009) expresses precisely this notion, marking her as 

distinct in the sea of contemporary transnational global ‘hyper-gurus’ through her famous embrace.  

Amma’s darshan embrace has become an important signifier for her innovative interpretation 

of Hindu religiosity. In this one moment of fleeting interaction with her devotees and the general 

public Amma creates three primary innovations: 1) she revisions darshan from a primarily visual 

process to a tactile one, 2) she thwarts traditional Hindu prohibitions against bodily pollution that 

traditionally restricted exogamous interactions of caste and gender; and 3) she presents herself as a 

religious authority despite the fact that low-caste women of her status are traditionally prohibited 

from such positions. Furthermore, Amma does not transgress these brahmanical Hindu norms of 

caste, gender, and physicality in private, but rather she does so performatively, in public, on the 

global stage with all of the world and the media watching. In so doing, she publicly calls into ques-

tion the historical privilege of a separate class of elite, male, brahman Hindu priests who are tradi-

tionally called upon to mediate between the laity and divinity. Instead Amma presents herself to dev-

otees as an incarnation of the goddess who is immediately and tactilely available to her devotees, 

without regard for social station, financial remuneration, or affinities of mutual identity. She comes 

before them both as superhuman goddess and as a compassionate and unconditionally loving 

mother for all of her devotee children, oscillating between these roles as she costumes herself in the 

elaborate bejeweled attire of the goddess during now routinized Devī Bhāva darshan programs or in 

her simple asceticwhite sari during everyday darshan programs.  

Thus, even beyond the extensive humanitarian programs that are accomplished in the name of 

Amma’s primary organizations (the MAM, the MAMT, and the MAC), Amma’s life itself proclaims 

to be an expression of unconditional love, compassion, and service to humanity. Without thought to 

herself or her personal or physical condition, Amma tours relentlessly, spreading her message but 

also performatively demonstrating through free public darshan programs what unconditional love 

looks like and feels like. As such, her darshan programs are intended to be instructive for attendees. 

They are rich with educational moments in which attendees are directed to watch and emulate 

Amma’s careful attention, care, and devotion to every individual encompassed within her darshan 

embrace. There is even a Star Gazing sevā (selfless service) in which devotees are encouraged to sit 

close to Amma in five-minute intervals intently watching her in open-eyed meditation for the love 

and compassion that devotees believe that she exhibits during the darshan process. Attendees are 
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encouraged to wonder in amazement at the endurance that Amma exhibits during her lengthy dar-

shan programs, which present Amma as an exemplary model for mimesis. As Emile Durkheim sug-

gests, religious virtuosi in the ascetic modality (the “negative cult”) are “living models that encourage 

striving” among the laity, they set the bar high so that the laity might not set their own standards too 

low. She encourages all of her devotees to mimetically follow her example concentrating their lives 

on two primary principles: unconditional love and selfless service.  

Programmatically, Amma also situates women (regardless of ethnic and caste identity) as central 

ritual actors within her organization. In so doing, she publicly defies traditional norms of Hindu or-

thodoxy that would prohibit women and low castes from becoming sanctified ritual officiants. 

Amma uses two primary justifications for this radical innovation that upsets traditional gendered hi-

erarchies within Hindu traditions. First, she ascribes to a neo-Vedantic understanding of subjectivity, 

wherein all persons in their ultimate essence are ātman, a transcendent cosmic essence of self, 

stripped of the mundane qualities (guna) of human existence. Thus, in ultimate terms, the true sub-

ject is beyond distinctions of gender. Therefore, because both human women and men are in es-

sence the same ātman, she argues that there should be no restrictions placed upon women that are 

not placed upon men equally. Second, Amma argues that in ancient Vedic society (the “Golden Age 

of the Vedas”) women were worshipped and respected as living embodiments of the goddess and 

women performed sanctified ritual action independent of their male counterparts.  

While the first argument is theological in nature and thus beyond verifiability, it is notable that 

this claim is quite common among female ascetics in Hindu traditions. Many female religious adepts 

employ this neo-Vedantic philosophy to justify their exalted religious status. In so doing, they main-

tain their right to be religious adepts without directly challenging the traditional gendered hierarchies 

that subordinate women to men and prohibit women from engaging in independent religious adepts. 

This justification becomes important because, as Vijaya Ramaswamy notes, while men “have social 

sanction for their renunciation, female asceticism was [in the Medieval period], prima facie, a flout-

ing of existing social conventions.” That is, the very existence of female ascetics was a transgression 

against traditional śāstric authority. There is ample evidence within dharmaśāstric literature that women 

were encouraged to be good wives who exhibited śtrīdharma (women’s duty) and served their hus-

bands as gurus and gods. Dharmaśāstras, such as Gautama Dharma Sūtra, Vāsiṣṭha Dharma Sūtra, and 

Baudhāyana Dharma Sūtra confirm the commonly iterated prohibitions against independent female 
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activity (let alone ritual action) found in Manusmriti. Like Amma, many contemporary female reli-

gious virtuosi have combatted such antiquated prescriptions that restrict female participation as reli-

gious adepts, gurus, and ritual officiants. For these women, the universal and monistic theology of 

Advaita Vedanta (the modern form of which is often termed neo-Vedanta) enables them to argue 

persuasively in philosophical terms for the ultimate meaninglessness of gender distinctions. Still, as 

Meena Khandelwal has argued, “In spite of the advaitic [neo- Vedantic] rhetoric of transcending dif-

ferences, gender differences play a more important role in the lives of male and female renouncers 

than any other social distinction.”  

On the other hand, Amma’s second claim is historical and can be tested against the limited in-

formation that scholars have concerning ancient life in Vedic society. In her seminal work, Stephanie 

Jamison has proven that women were integral ritual actors in ancient Vedic sacrifice, but only as 

necessary accompaniments to their husbands not as independent ritual actors. Recently, Karen 

Pechilis has analyzed the ancient Upaniṣadic woman who famously bested men in religious debates 

(Gargi, in the Bṛhadaranyaka Upanisad) and premodern wives who were also exemplary religious vir-

tuosi and gurus to their husbands (Queen Chudala, in the Yoga Vasiṣtha and Princess Hemalekha, in 

the Tripura Rahasya). Notably, none of these famous female religious exemplars in the Hindu tradi-

tions performed Vedic sacrifice independently. The suggestion that the Vedic period represented 

egalitarianism between the sexes largely falls short of historical verifiability. On the contrary, some 

scholars argue that ancient India was largely matriarchal and goddess-centric until the Vedic period, 

when Aryans developed Sanskrit language, the Vedas, and patriarchal and class hierarchies in Indic 

society. Whether a pre-Vedic matriarchal goddess cult existed or not, Vedic scriptures represent 

women as largely dependent ritual actors and only occasionally as religious adepts. Much of the dhar-

maśāstric literatures that followed them were much more restrictive and subordinating to the point of 

excluding women from Vedic ritual administration entirely. The mythos of the gender egalitarianism 

of the Golden Age of the Vedas must then be interpreted as a popular “invention of tradition,” a 

new innovation that seeks to mask its newness with the cloak of established tradition and, in this 

case, authoritative śāstric injunctions.  

But Amma does not only seek to empower women by proclaiming their equality with men. In-

stead, she promotes a radical equanimity toward all persons regardless of gender, class, wellness, 

caste, religion, morality, and so on. There is a famous narrative within Amma’s organization of 
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Datta, the leper, who came to Amma’s ashram after hearing of her supposedly healing embrace. In-

stead of shunning the man, Amma not only embraced him repeatedly, but also licked the pus from 

his wounds each time that he visited the ashram, a process that devotees claim eventually healed his 

ailments. When questioned about him, Amma responded, “Mother sees him in the same way as she 

sees you or anybody else. He is also my child. How can a Mother feel loathing or hatred when she 

sees her son or daughter, however ugly or badly diseased he or she is? In fact, Mother has a lot of 

compassion and love for him. Mother’s heart melts when she sees him.” Unlike Catherine of Siena, 

who famously drank pus in a compulsion to serve humanity through her own suffering, Amma 

drinks the pus of lepers to model the extremities of unconditional love while emphasizing equanim-

ity as the means to transcend aversion and hatred. In her discussion of her behavior toward Datta, 

the leper, she advises, “Children, let your minds open up fully and contain love with all its fragrance 

and beauty. Hatred and aversion will only make it look ugly. Love towards everyone gives real 

beauty, enhancing both the giver as well as the receiver.” Once again, Amma argues for the radical 

equanimity of all persons and suggests that through unconditional love one attains the highest goal. 

This shocking practice becomes even more radical when analyzed in the Hindu social context, 

wherein brahmanical notions of purity guard against contact with (and exchange of) bodily fluids be-

cause they are seen to be potent sites for the transmission of pollution.  

By routinely embracing and even ingesting outward significations of impurity, Amma demon-

strates her commitment to the neo-Vedantic ideal that divinity inheres within all persons, regardless 

of health, social station, caste, or gender. Such is the ethos of unconditional love and selfless service 

that Amma embodies and presents as a mimetic model for her followers. In this public challenge to 

the strictures guarding brahmanical purity from pollution, Amma argues through demonstration that 

all beings, not only the select and historically sanctioned elites, are both her children and embodi-

ments of divinity. Amma presents herself to the world as a loving mother who selflessly embraces 

her children. Adopting what I have elsewhere termed a “habitus of maternal asceticism,” she demon-

strates the self-sacrificing behavior of a loving mother while encouraging her devotees to develop 

those same behaviors in service to humanity, through her simple advocacy for unconditional love 

and selfless service. For Amma, the mother represents a soft and endearing form of asceticism; it is 

self-sacrifice performed as an outpouring of love. Motherhood itself is an ascetic practice of self-sac-

rifice for the benefit of others. The exemplary mother sacrifices for her children, thinks of her chil-

dren’s needs before her own, and showers them with unconditional love, compassion, and devotion. 
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Thus Amma’s appeal for what she terms “universal motherhood” is an entreaty for her devotees to 

adopt practices that subordinate their own needs and desires to those of others. Devotees discipline 

their bodies and minds through their mimesis of the self-sacrificial mother, as embodied in Amma.  

In Amma’s teachings, adopting the self-sacrificing behaviors of the mother, putting others’ 

needs before one’s own, and cultivating humility combine to affect a path for the eradication of the 

ego. Amma says, “The strongest wind will not be able to uproot a blade of grass adhering to the 

ground, whereas the mightiest trees will be uprooted and topple over. In the same way, a humble 

person will be able to overcome any obstacle…Death, which destroys everything, is the one truth 

that keeps staring at us. If we remember this, our ego will dissolve of its own accord. Humility will 

arise spontaneously….Children, cultivate the habit of humility. It is the best way for the mind to be-

come expansive, for wisdom and discrimination to grow, and, most of all, for one to receive God’s 

blessings.”39 Humility inheres within the devotional nexus of Amma’s practices, wherein she en-

courages her followers to cultivate humility through prayer, mantra recitations, devotional singing, 

and ritual offerings to the goddess (often in the form of Lalitā, Kali, or Amma) or any other form of 

divinity with which they are most accustomed.  

By centralizing unconditional love and selfless service demonstrated through the self-sacrificial 

asceticism of the mother, Amma fulfills the following qualities of religious genius: love, humility, 

self-surrender. However, Amma’s discourses and practices call into question traditional Hindu no-

tions of purity by radically upsetting restrictive conventions relating to hierarchies of caste and gen-

der, as well as the exchange of bodily fluids. Because Amma’s actions are so transgressive against the 

conventional stipulations of purity in Hindu traditions, her actions demonstrate an alternate, innova-

tive, and radically different notion of purity. Reflecting on these variant ideals of purity, I question 

the category of “purity” as it is expressed in the religious genius concept paper and wonder whether 

it can be maintained as an effective signifier of religious genius, when purity is inherently perspec-

tival.  

Amma’s darshan embraces also can be read as an expression of “the logic of imitation” in that 

she attempts to develop a mimetic relationship with her devotees that will transform their hearts and 

minds, to “continually elevate and transform it [existence and its meaning] in light of the higher real-

ization.”40 One might also consider Amma’s frequent public performances of evī Bhāvas, wherein 

devotees believe that she directly reveals her divinity as poignant theatres for the emulation of the 
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goddess, a parallel process juxtaposing “imitation” and “emulation.” As such she enacts precisely the 

expression of religious genius as described: “The faithful in turn draw inspiration by imitating the 

example before them, who in turn is imitating the primary religious model.”41 This reflective and 

layered mimetic model inheres deeply in the relations between devotees who imitate Amma and 

Amma who emulates (for believers) or imitates (for non-believers) the goddess.  

.Lastly, I turn toward the institutional programmatic aspects of Amma’s organization to demon-

strate how she expresses “an expanded awareness of reality” through her organizations’ formidable 

social, environmental, and humanitarian efforts. In 2005, the United Nations (UN) conferred Special 

Consultative Status to the MA Math because of her extensive humanitarian initiatives, particularly 

those in response to the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami. Disaster relief is a primary avenue through 

which Amma’s organization provides significant humanitarian relief across the globe.42 In addition, 

Amma has founded numerous humanitarian and educational institutions in south India. The medical 

institutions that her ashram has founded include: the Amrita Institute of Medical Science (AIMS 

hospital), a cancer hospice in Mumbai, an AIDS care home in Trivandrum, and the Amrita School 

of Ayurveda, Hospital & Research Centre. The educational organizations that the ashram has 

founded include: approximately thirty-eight secondary schools (Amrita Vidyayalam) and more than 

sixty networked educational institutions throughout India, ten branches of which belong to the um-

brella organization of Amrita University (Amrita Vishwa Vidyapeetham). The ashram also operates 

extensive social welfare programs including: initiatives to curb farmer suicide in India, letter writing 

programs to prisoners in the American penal system, tribal welfare programs, free legal services, 

mass marriages for those who cannot afford the cost of marriage rites, Anna Danam & Vastra 

Danam (The Gift of Food and Clothing), elder care, orphanages, vocational training, and self-help 

groups.43 Amma’s ashram has also instituted major environmental initiatives through its global or-

ganization GreenFriends. Amma’s organizations centralize humanitarian service to humanity in local 

dimensions and large-scale global initiatives.  

Amma’s branding slogan, “Love and Serve” suggests the parallelism between Amma’s theology 

and social action. Amma’s theological message congeals bhakti (devotion) with the radical equanimity 

inherent in neo-Vedantic monism; both inhere within her humanitarian impulse that aims to con-

struct programs that enact this theological imperative in the world. If every human consists of the 

same ātman, the same essence of being, then all persons should be treated just as we would treat our-

selves. If there is truly no difference (non-duality), then we should feel compassion and even pain 
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when others suffer, as Amma often says, just as our right hand would feel pain if the left hand was 

injured. Unfortunately, this is not the case. Humanity does not recognize the essential unity of self 

and other; many see only difference. Amma argues that this is a fundamental error in judgment that 

should be rectified; humanity must learn to see the self and other as the same in ultimate essence. In 

Advaita Vedantic terms, there is no duality, but only radical non-dualism. As Amma says simply, ‘We 

are all one.’  

In order to implement this theological understanding in the material world, Amma advocates for the 

uplift and empowerment of those disenfranchised by the current systems of exploitation and op-

pression. She focuses her efforts particularly on those whose voices have been occluded in society: 

the poor, elderly, sick, women, children, and even the environment as the personified ideal of a suf-

fering Mother Earth. In so doing, she does not abide by the cosmological schema as presented in the 

Religious Genius concept paper, which articulates a dualistic conception reality: “this reality” and the 

alternate “other” or suprahuman reality.44 Rather she recognizes a singular non-dual reality. The 

problem as she sees it is that our material world is deceived within the veil of illusion (māyā), wherein 

we imagine that there is difference, where there is none. As such, our material world exhibits a fail-

ure that must be awakened through discrimination of the real. Amma asserts that through spiritual 

striving, love, and selfless service toward others, humanity will awaken to this non-dualistic reality. It 

is this same false dichotomy between self and other that Amma attempts to dissolve and thus trans-

form devotees through her darshan embraces. Thus, on the individual as well as the institutional lev-

els, she actively embodies and advocates for an “expanded awareness of reality,” one that reveals an 

alternate “plane of existence.”45 Her extensive humanitarian endeavors and her darshan embrace 

attempt to transform our material reality to better reflect the nature of the ultimate reality.  

In conclusion, there is no question that Amma fulfills the characteristics of a religious ge-

nius, if we are to judge based on the embodiment and advocacy for the qualities of love, unity, hu-

mility, self-surrender, an expanded awareness of reality, and the logic of imitation. And if, as per my 

critique in the first sections of this essay, the concept of religious genius would be modified to re-

flect a descriptive rather than a theological disciplinary modality so that scholars might access evi-

dentiary practices rather than truth claims, then I would argue that Amma’s religious virtuosity easily 

elides with the concept of religious genius. And if, again based on my introductory critique, the cate-

gory would represent earned religious authority rather than Godgiven grace, then I would feel confi-

dent in asserting that certainly, Amma is, indeed, a religious genius.  
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Part IV 

The Wisdom of Religious Geniuses 

As part of our pilot program studying Religious Genius with interfaith audiences, we prepared a se-

ries of “thematic studies.” 

For each cluster of texts on a particular theme we asked the following questions: 

1. In what way do each of the texts reflect a unique cultural/ socio-religious setting and to 

what extent are they reflective of a universal human quest for meaning? 

2.  What unique contribution to our understanding of the theme does each text make? 

Can the unique contributions resonate with followers of another religious tradition? 

3. Identify any understandings of the theme that are common to all the selected texts. Do 

these understandings appear more prominent in one tradition than in another or are 

they likely to resonate equally across all traditions?  

4. How do these texts enhance your appreciation of their authors as ‘religious geniuses’? 

For this meeting, we choose one sample of texts. 

Love of One’s Fellow - Service and Compassion 

Each of the texts below deals with the theme of the responsibility of one person towards another, 

ideas of compassion and service. We recommend that one reads the texts and the commentaries, 

guided by the accompanying questions. 

After reading the texts, refer to the question above, a synthesis of the four questions above with re-

spect to the themes of ‘Compassion’ and ‘Service’.  

 

Text 1: (Christian): St Gregory, Philanthropic Works 

Oration 14 The Oration was delivered at a market festival in Cappadocia in c. 362 
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My brothers and fellow indigents (we are each one of us, after all, poor folk in so far 

as we stand in need of God’s grace, even if some of us seem to have more than oth-

ers) … do not receive this oration on love for the poor in any pinched or tight-fisted 

way, but with great magnanimity, so that you may lay up treasure in heaven..... Love 

for our fellows is such a good thing. And here we take our example from Jesus who 

was ready to be called our brother, and even to suffer for our sake. There are many 

virtues and each is a pathway to salvation... but the love of the poor, compassion and 

pity for our fellows, is the most excellent of them all, for nothing serves God so 

faithfully as compassion. All the many wretched around us look towards our hands 

for help, just as we ourselves look to God; but the most wretched of all are the lepers 

who have been betrayed even by their own bodies. Who is there even among the 

most gracious and humane of men who does not habitually show himself hostile and 

inhumane to the leper? This is the only case where we forget this is someone who is 

flesh like us, and must bear the same fragile body we have. We even feel pity when 

we come across a stinking corpse, and will carry it off for burial. And yet we all run 

away from a leper: what hardness of heart. Imagine the sorrow that the mother of 

such a one has to bear? What lamentation will she not raise when she sees her son 

before her very eyes like a living corpse. ‘O wretched son,’ she will say, ‘Of a tragic 

mother; stolen away from me by this disease. O pitiful child; son I can no longer rec-

ognise. You who must now live among wild animals in deserts and craggy moun-

tains, with only rocks as your shelter; nevermore to see mankind except for the most 

holy among them…’ With cries such as this she pours out fountains of tears. How 

have we come to accept inhumanity as fit behaviour for a free society; while we 

scorn compassion as something to be ashamed of?  

And yet if we place any reliance on Paul, or on Christ himself, then we should take 

love as the first and greatest of the commandments, the summation of the Law and 

Prophets and, accordingly, we must take love for the poor as the highest pinnacle of 

charity …. for ‘Mercy and truth walk before our God’ (Ps. 88.15) and nothing more 

than this befits a God who prefers mercy to justice. The kindest person, as the leper 

thinks, is not the one who supplies their needs, rather the one who turns them away 

without a torrent of sharp words. They live out their wretched lives under the open 

sky, while we live in splendid houses adorned with mosaics; glittering with gold and 
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silver. Can you not see how strangely moving it is that when someone shows a leper 

a small kindness they receive it with gratitude, rather than with outrage for all the ne-

glect they have unjustly suffered. They have come to that state where they can only 

give thanks through their eyes, since their lips are no longer visible.  

 

… …. Why do we not rush to help while we still have time? … Why do we sit and 

glut ourselves while our brothers and sisters are in such distress? God forbid I 

should enjoy such superabundance, when the likes of these have nothing at all. 

Would we not be ashamed to receive so much from God if we did not give back this 

one single thing: kindness towards our fellow human beings? So I ask you today: 

dedicate a little to God, from whom you received so much. Let the fear of God con-

quer the inertia of your desire for ease. Even, give everything back to God, for He 

first gave you everything that you now possess, because you will never be able to sur-

pass God’s generosity to you; not if you gave away every single thing you owned, 

even selling yourself into the bargain. And therefore, I say to you: ‘Know Thyself !’ 

Know from what source comes all that you own; all your breathing, your knowing 

and your wisdom. And this is the greatest of all – to know God, to hope for the 

Kingdom of Heaven, the same honour as the angels, and the vision of glory. For 

now we see that we are all the children of God, and co-heirs of Christ, but only as if 

in a mirror, or in dark reflections, but then we shall see more clearly and more 

purely. And, if I may put it a little more daringly, we shall see that we have even been 

deified. A human being has no more godlike quality than that of doing good. Let us 

take care of Christ in the person of the poor while we still have time. let us serve 

Christ’s needs; feed him and clothe him. The Lord of all things has said: ‘I desire 

mercy not sacrifice;’118 and again: ‘A heart full of mercy is worth more than thou-

sands of fattened rams.’ 119 Let us give our gifts to Christ in the persons of the poor 

who are today cast down upon the ground; and one day when we are set free from 

———————————— 
 
118  Hoseah. 6.6. Mt.9.13. 

119  Daniel. 3.40. 
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this world, it is they who will come out to welcome us into the tents of heaven, in 

Christ Our Lord himself, to whom be glory for all the ages. Amen. 

 

Commentary by John A McGuckin: The influence of St Gregory is monumentally significant for 

the development of Christian ideas. He lived a personally frugal and celibate lifestyle, advocating that 

the single (monastic) life is well suited for someone who wishes to approach divine mysteries in a 

radical way. He held a general thesis that in culture and broad intellectual understanding of one an-

other the human mind might learn compassion and tolerance, and discern the greater truths lying 

hidden beneath appearances.  

 

His Oration 14 ‘On the Love of the Poor’, is historically a turning point in Greek Letters. It is the first 

time a philosopher in the classical tradition took the image of the suffering person (the leper) and 

elevated it as an icon of divine justice and mercy. In this piece he argued that the suffering person is a 

sign for society that calls for help as a matter of justice, yet stands as a challenging icon of God’s 

blessing of the virtue of philanthropic pity. Compassion is elevated as the supreme mimesis of the 

divine. Before Gregory, the Hellenic sophistical tradition classified extreme suffering as a divinely 

attributed punishment for hidden sins (which would have been inappropriately addressed by social 

philanthropic intervention). Oration 14 is thus a watershed in the history of social thought. It was the 

birth of Christian schemes of philanthropy, and Gregory used this Oration to spear-head a major 

fund-raising project that eventually constructed a large Leprosarium in his Church of Cappadocia. 

 

Text 2: (Christian): Thomas Merton, Letter to Pope John XXIII, November 10, 1958, HGL 482 

Guiding comment: The title of Merton’s book (No Man is an Island) indicates the central idea of this 

extract. Merton sees involvement with the world as a religious obligation.  

 

It is true, political problems are not solved by love and mercy. But the world of poli-

tics is not the only world, and unless political decisions rest on a foundation of 

something better and higher than politics, they can never do any real good for men. 

When a country has to be rebuilt after war, the passions and energies of war are no 

longer enough. There must be a new force, the power of love, the power of under-

standing and human compassion, the strength of selflessness and cooperation, and 
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the creative dynamism of the will to live and to build, and the will to forgive. The will for recon-

ciliation.  

 

The principles given in this book [No Man Is an Island] are simple, and more or less 

traditional. They are the principles derived from religious wisdom, which, in the pre-

sent case, is Christian. But many of these principles run parallel to the ancient teach-

ings of Buddhism. They are in fact in large part universal truths. They are truths with 

which, for centuries, man has slowly and with difficulty built a civilized world in the 

effort to make happiness possible, not merely by making life materially better, but by 

helping men to understand and live their life more fruitfully. 

 

It seems to me that, as a contemplative, I do not need to lock myself into solitude 

and lose all contact with the rest of the world; rather this poor world has a right to a 

place in my solitude. 

 

Text 3: (Hindu): Mata Amritanandamayi, “God is Love”  

Parliament of World’s Religions, Chicago, 1993.  

 

“Love for humanity arises in one who has experienced the Truth. In that fullness of 

Divine Love blossoms the beautiful, fragrant flower of compassion. Compassion 

does not see the faults of others. It does not see the weaknesses of people. It makes 

no distinction between good and bad people. Compassion cannot draw a line be-

tween two countries, two faiths or two religions. Compassion has no ego. Thus there 

is no fear, lust or passion. Compassion simply forgives and forgets. Compassion is 

like a passage; everything passes through it, nothing can stay there. Compassion is 

love expressed in all its fullness.  

 

God is love, the life-force behind the entire creation. It is indeed rare to find a reli-

gion which does not consider love for all beings as the supreme factor. If religions 
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adhered to this principle of Love, the differences seen today would become insignifi-

cant. God expects love, fraternity and cooperation from His children. Clinging to 

their superficial differences, human beings are paving the way for their own destruc-

tion.  

 

Religion is supposed to spread the light of Love and Truth to humanity. Religion 

should not encourage separateness. There is only one Supreme Truth shining 

through all religions. Viewing religion with this attitude brings us closer to the Su-

preme Truth, it helps us to understand each other, and it leads humanity toward 

peace.” 

 

Commentary by Dr. Amanda J. (Huffer) Lucia: Amma’s theology attempts to draw together di-

verse religious ideologies by locating their core as the universalizing essences of love and compas-

sion. In so doing, she demonstrates her allegiance to Advaita Vedanta, a Hindu philosophical tradi-

tion drawing primarily on Upanisadic texts that centralizes the non-duality of all existence. But 

Amma’s focus on love and compassion also demonstrates her profound roots in the bhakti tradi-

tion, a devotional movement that radically upset religious hierarchies by demanding unmediated ac-

cess to God and celebrating the ecstatic experience of union with divinity.  

Amma centralizes love as the core of her message, even constructing the popular theological 

universalism, “God is Love.” Her identity statement “Love and Serve” constructs the central ethos 

of her movement. Amma situates herself as a loving mother caring for her devotees as children, a 

relationship she performatively enacts though her global darshan programs wherein she physically 

hugs all attendees as a mother would embrace her children. Amma has embraced more than 32 mil-

lion people and she keeps an incessant schedule criss-crossing the globe to hug more people in more 

locations. During darshan programs, Amma invites her devotees to witness her constant aura of love 

and compassion that she exhibits by hugging strangers of all castes, genders, religions, and disposi-

tions without rest for 8-26 hours at one sitting. Amma situates love as a universalistic language that 

should be at the nexus of all human activity.  

 

Text 4: (Jewish): Rav Kook: Shemoneh Kevatzim 2:14 [vol. 1, p. 289]  
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Question for consideration: In this text, acting compassionately has risks. Explain the metaphor of 

saving those drowning in the sea and the inherent risks.  

Additionally, all the souls that seem to be drowning in the depths of the tempestuous 

sea, all the souls of the basest sinners of Israel, all, without exception, strive, swim, 

and flow, cry out from the depths of the sea to those mighty in strength [see Psalms 

103:20], the righteous of the world, to come to their aid, to throw them a life buoy, a 

rope to grasp. The righteous, the mighty ones of the world, the servants of the Lord, 

who fulfill His word with love, mercy, and great courage, are filled with compassion, 

and in their great compassion throw them the means of rescue and protection, and 

food to sustain them alive, as long as they struggle with the waves in the darkest 

places, in the depths [see Psalms 88:7]. 

 

Commentary by Dov Schwartz: This text illustrates the role of the Tsaddik as acting with compas-

sion for others. The metaphor that he employs is reminiscent of that provided by Rabbi Saadiah 

Gaon in the beginning of his philosophical work Beliefs and Opinions. Rabbi Saadiah compared him-

self, as the author of a book on matters of faith, to one who extricates those who are drowning in a 

sea of doubts. Both infinite love and fixed and unyielding strict judgment are bound up in the act of 

rescue. Occupation with strict judgment is a fall for the righteous one; the saint pays a price for sav-

ing the drowning. As Rabbi Kook writes elsewhere, the saint's "slightly leaving" lovingkindness suf-

fices for him to experience "filth," "bitterness," "darkness," and a fall. 

 

 


