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came to the United States in 1933. For many years he was Professor of Philosophical 
Theology at Union Theological Seminary in New York City, then University Professor at 
Harvard University. What follows is an abridged version of the last chapter in his short 
book My Search for Absolutes. 

!  

Chapter 4: The Holy -- the Absolute and the Relative in Religion 

The encounter of man with ultimate reality, which we call the encounter with the holy, in its 
essence is not an encounter beside other encounters. It is within the others. It is the experience 
of the Absolute, of absoluteness as such. Only after this statement has been made can one 
speak of a particular encounter with the holy -- that is, of "religion" in the traditional sense of the 
word. In the encounter with the holy an experience of the Absolute as such is not only implied 
but intended, and this is decisive for the meaning of religion. It is this intention to encounter the 
Absolute as such which makes religion religion and at the same time transcends religion 
infinitely. 

The religious absolute is most sharply expressed in the Great Commandment: "You shall love 
the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all 
your strength." This is absoluteness in religious language, and it is the basis of my definition of 
religion as "the state of being grasped by an ultimate concern." The Great Commandment is 
Jewish and Christian, but there are similar expressions of absoluteness in all religions… 

This agrees with Rudolph Otto’s analysis of "the idea of the holy”… The first thing he said in his 
analysis of the meaning of the term "holy" was that "the holy" is "mystery" and means the 
Absolute itself… It cannot be derived from our finite experience, nor can it be grasped in its 
essence by finite minds at all. Nevertheless, we can be related to and know we are related to 
that which is mystery to us and to every human being, a mystery of man’s own being in 
universal being… 

Otto expresses the relation of our mind to the Ultimate and its mystery in two terms: 
"tremendum" -- that which produces trembling, fear, and awe; and "fascinosum" -- that which 
produces fascination, attraction, and desire. 

The Two Concepts of Religion 

Now a question arises that is decisive for our whole cultural situation today. Is the encounter 
with the Absolute-itself restricted to experiences within what traditionally is called "religion"? 

My answer is: Certainly not. I have already discovered and described absolutes outside religion 
in my two previous chapters. Here I can say that something is holy to everyone, even to those 
who deny that they have experienced the holy. 

This leads us to distinguish two concepts of religion, a larger concept and a narrower one, and 
the different ways in which the Absolute is experienced in them. The larger concept of religion 
has appeared as the dimension of ultimate reality in the different realms of man’s encounter with 
reality. It is, to use a metaphor, the dimension of depth itself, the inexhaustible depth of being, 
but it appeared indirectly in these realms. What was experienced directly was knowledge, or the 
moral imperative, or social justice, or aesthetic expressiveness; but the holy was present in all 



these secular structures, although hidden in them. For this is how one experiences the holy, 
through secular structures. Religion in this basic and universal sense I have called "being 
grasped by an ultimate concern.” 

This definition, however, is also valid for the narrower concept of religion. The difference is that 
here the experience of the Ultimate is direct. I have usually described it as the experience of the 
holy in a particular presence, place, or time, in a particular person, book, or image, in a 
particular ritual act, spoken word, or sacramental object. These direct experiences are found in 
unity with a sacred community, in the Western world usually called a church, a monastic group, 
or a religious movement. Such a community expresses the particular character of its experience 
of the holy in its special symbols of imagination and cult and in special rules that determine its 
ethical and social life. This is religion in the narrower, the traditional sense. 

The relation of the two concepts is obvious. The first, the larger one, represents the Absolute 
beyond religion and non-religion. The second, the narrower one, represents the Absolute in a 
direct concrete symbolization. This relationship has many consequences for human existence, 
of which the most important is that the Absolute, the Holy- itself, transcends and judges every 
religion. The ultimate in being and meaning cannot be limited, cannot be caught in any particular 
religion, in any particular sacred place or by any particular sacred action. 

But even this statement, that God cannot be caught in any particular religion, could have been 
made only on the basis of a particular religion, a religion able to transcend its own particularity 
and, because it can do this, having perhaps a critical power in relation to other religions. 

In any case, the larger concept of religion is the basis of the narrower concept and judges those 
religions described by the narrower concept. This insight has important consequences, both for 
the relation of religions to one another and for their relation to the secular realm. It gives, among 
other things, a positive religious meaning to secularism, which usually is condemned in sermons 
and publications of the church. 

Demonization of Religion 

There is a phenomenon we could call "the demonization of religion." When we speak of "the 
demonic" we mean more than failure and distortion, more than intentional evil. The demonic is a 
negative absolute. It is the elevation of something relative and ambiguous (something in which 
the negative and the positive are united) to absoluteness. The ambiguous, in which positive and 
negative, creative and destructive elements are mingled, is considered sacred in itself, is 
deified. In the case of religion, the deification of the relative and the ambiguous means that a 
particular religion claims to be identical with the religious Absolute and rejects judgment against 
itself. This leads, internally, to demonic suppression of doubt, criticism, and honest search for 
truth within the particular religion itself; and it leads, externally, to the most demonic and 
destructive of all wars, religious wars. Such evils are unavoidable if a particular manifestation of 
the holy is identified with the holy itself… 

The Quasi-Religions 

Anyone who has seen, as I have, the rush toward new absolutes in the period of the rise of 
Fascism, Nazism, and Communism, especially by the younger generation of that time, has 
understood the quasi-religious character of these movements. Like traditional religions, they 
elevate their basic dogmas beyond question and make them refer to all areas of man’s life. 
Ethical decisions are determined by commandments imposed externally at first, then (and this is 
more dangerous) internalized in the consciences of the people. These commandments are also 
internalized in the legal and social structures which now depend on the implications of the basic 
dogma, in the ritual forms which sanction the whole, and in the artistic expressions which are 



now means to propagate the system’s truth and glory. The result is systems of life with an all-
pervasive absolute, under an authority that is absolute, and generating absolutes in all parts of 
themselves. We live among such systems today… 

Man’s Search for an Ultimate Meaning 

The struggle for the absolute in a secularized world is an inner process in the secular realms. It 
is not imposed by religious aspirations but is man’s reaction against being without a structure of 
meaning. The religions of the world must acknowledge this struggle and not destroy it by an 
arrogant dogmatism. They must open themselves to those who ask the question of the absolute 
with passion and unconditional seriousness, both inside and outside the churches. 

If no human being can live without something he takes with unconditional seriousness in 
whatever language he expresses it, then we in our liberal humanist culture should look for this. 
We should look for it without the fanatical and desperate drive which in Europe led to the 
destruction of much of that continent; we should look for it as long as time is given to us, in a 
unity of theoretical understanding and practical actualization; and we should look for it in 
awareness that we ourselves need, far more than we have now, an ultimate meaning in our 
daily lives.


