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SALVATION AND ENLIGHTENMENT

BEING SAVED

A New York newspaper reported Eddie's story not
long ago. The paper noted that by the time Eddie was 16

he had been a:rested 9 times. The charges included rape,
assault, battery and drug dealing. What made this story
unusual, for in today's climate such facts are nearly ordinary,
was that Eddie had gone straight. No longer in and out of
juvenile hall, no longer finding himself in the custody of
the police and before judges, Eddie was now a reformed
young man, a model of sorts, a person on the road towards
a useful life. The reason for Eddie's new-found success,
the paper noted, was that Eddie had found religion. As the
leader of the therapy group for teen gang members Rev.
Wayne Muller said, "One day Eddie came into our group
and announced he'd been saved. He said he felt happy all
the time. He'd given up drugs and crime, and was going to
nightly revival meetings."

Eddie had been saved from a life of crime, drugs and
almost assuredly early death. Evidently he couldn't be saved
by the counselors, therapists, social workers, family and
friends before. The source of Eddie's salvation was that he
had been born-again because he now accepted Jesus Christ
as his savior.

Whether Eddie will remain happy all the time, stays
off drugs for the rest of his life, whether he becomes a good
citizen we cannot know. Jesus does not make such promises.
Jesus does not promise a fulfilled life or even a meaningful
one; the promise is for the next life, not this one. It is a

salvation not from the ravages of the world, a protection
against a deadly existence as it is played out of the hard

1



streets of the city. It is salvation from the fires of hell. The
promise is the promise for eternity, to be spared the torments
and tortures of hell. To be saved is to keep the soul from
forever standing outside the gates of paradise.

This is a wonderful promise. And if I believed in a
soul that has an existence independent of my body, one that
will continue on after I'm dead - 

in other words , if I believe
in the good news that I will never die, than I too would
want to join that great train to heaven. I'd want the assurances

that a belief in Jesus would bring. But I hold no such belief
and am therefore therefore shut out of such wonders.

But I do understand how the concept of salvation is
a compelling one and how salvific religions appeal to huge

masses of people. Yet the idea of salvation is not without
its own problems. What is it that I am being saved from,
how do I become saved and who is it that saves me? As
with many religious ideas, its potency varies from religion
to religion, from time to time, sometimes radically so.

All of us know pain and bitterness, oppression and
betrayal, illness and death, set-backs and sorrow. We also
know that some of the most upright and just people suffer
and receive little reward for their noble character, while
some who earn nothing but opprobrium from their fellow
beings are rewarded and prosper. The world just isn't fair
all the time. There are accidents and disasters, some natural
and some human-made. When this is perpetrated by human
beings, the religious will call it sin.

Salvation is one of the religious responses to this lived
experience of humankind. It prevents some people from
falling into hopelessness since it says that there will be
rewards, those rewards will be great and they will be eternal.
One just needs to wait.

If salvation is the answer to life's travails, it is because
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certain assumptions about the nature of reality are accepted,
in particular the reality of human nature. This leads to exhor-
tations and guidance regarding the proper methods by which
the frustrations of life can be transcended.

THE CHRISTIAN VIEW

Religious salvation, as we know it, is primarily a
Christian concept.r We need only realize the absurdity of
seeing a neon sign flashing "Moses Saves,,, or .,Allah

Saves," or "Brahma Saves." Yet perhaps no aphorism bet-
ter captures the spirit of a Christian than "Jesus Saves.,, In
but two words the essence of the religious message is encap-
sulated. It is one of the hallmarks and distinguishing charac-
teristics of Christianity.

In Christian theology, Jesus is the savior who suffered
and died for the sins of all humankind. Salvation, that is,
being saved from the torments of hell, is mediated through
Jesus Christ in either one of two ways: l. The sacraments
are dispensed by a priest who allows the believer to partici-
pate in the literal partaking of the blood and body of Chirst
(as exemplified by the Roman Catholic Church) or;2. by
accepting Jesus as one's personal savior (as exemplified by
Evangelical Protestants).

Christians contend that all humankind is in need of
salvation since their belief holds that everyone, with the
exception of Mary and Jesus himself, is born in'sin. The
story of Adam and Eve serves as the source for such a belief.
In the beginning, the bible says, Adam was created sinless,
but his and his companion's defiance of God,s command-
ment by being seduced by the snake to eat from the tree of
knowledge caused all humans to follow to be born with their
ancestors' stain upon their own soul. Since we are all chil-
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dren of Adam and Eve, we are all born in sin. This blight
can be lifted only by Jesus Christ, who by his own suffering
and death offered the way towards eternal life. This is the

good news proclaimed by Christians - that is, escape from
suffering because Jesus died for our sins. Human efforts
only are doomed to failure since sin is intrinsic to the human

being. Only the miracle of Jesus' intervention can remove

a congenital condition. The crack in the human soul can be

mended only by turning one's self over to God, specifically
the God as manifested on earth by Jesus Christ.

THE JEWISH VIEW

While many Jews today share the Christian view re-

garding the nature of heaven, in fact this is a relatively late

development in Judaism. Not until the Middle Ages is the

idea of life-after-death spelled out in any detail. Even now

Judaism is far less explicit about the promise of heaven than

is Christianity. It remains an ambiguous category. At the

burial service, the ritual prayer states that the deceased is

"being bound up in the bond of life," a thought that can as

easily be accepted by a naturalist.
Judaism does not focus much upon salvation but rather

pays attention to redemption. Salvation implies an expung-

ing, a getting rid of and a cleansing; redemption, on the

other hand, emphasizes a re-claiming, a getting back and a

starting over. Certainly, the two concepts overlap at points

but they are distinctive nevertheless.
The Judaic view of human nature differs from that of

Christianity. Judaism teaches that people are far from perfect

not because they are born sinful but because the potential
and the temptation to do harm is ever-present. It is easy to
rationalize, to concern one's self only with one's self, to
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think that one's own needs are more important than anyone
else's and so forth. Pleasures of the flesh are strong, the
allure of power, wealth and prestige are potent forces, all
of which can easily lead us towards self-indulgence, selfish-
ness, injustice and disregard for the fate of our fellow human
beings.

But we are not determined to do wrongly because of
the in-born quality of sinfulness. Good and evil are latent
tendencies and which will be realized during our lifetime is
a matter of one's character. People are capable of resisting
sin and overcoming it through their own efforts. It does not
rely upon God's intervention, it does not rely upon God's
grace. Evil needs to be resisted and fought against and
the way in which this is done is by practicing the ethical
precepts which should guide all human behavior. The right-
eous life, the life the overcomes the potential for sinfulness,
is achieved through a number of actions which help keep
one's thoughts concentrated upon living righteously. Prayer
and the study of Torah are two methods, the first being a

form of meditation upon God's will for human living and
the second being the study of the meaning of that will and
how to rightly interpret it. Another way in which a righteous
life can be achieved is by being in the company of those
who are wise. This is learning through exemplification.
Most important, however, is will power. It is the exertion
of the individual, his or her sincerity and effort that makes
the difference between righteous and sinful behavior.

Given this approach, it follows that anyone can over-
come evil, not just Jews but gentiles and non-believers alike.
A person redeems him or herself through doing rightly. It
does not depend upon divine intervention but upon human
effort. Furthermore, evil and redemption are not viewed as

individual concerns, since it isn't a personal heaven which
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is held out. Rather redemption is a communal matter. By
following God's commandments and the strictures of the

Torah, that is, by living an ethical life, Jews work toward
the creation of a just society and it that which prepares the

way for the Messiah. There is no personal intercession be-

cause redemption comes only when the entire community
has prepared for it.

THE CONFUCIAN VIEW

In addition to salvation and redemption, there is

another tradition that responds to one of life's great ques-

tions, How shall I live? While salvation and redemption
rely upon the concepts of sinfulness and repentance, the

tradition of enlightenment relies upon the concepts of ignor-
ance and education. Salvific images are that of being lost
and being saved, the sheep and the shepherd; redemptive
images are that of repairing and returning, preparing the
ground for paradise. Enlightenment images are that of lost

and found, confusion and knowledge.
A number of Asian religions ignore both salvation

and redemption, for example, Taoists, Shintoists and

Confucianists. Just as their are differences within the

branches Judaism and within the denominations of Chris-
tianity regarding their central religious metaphors, there are

differences within Asian religions as well. 'None is
monolithic and it is possible to find strands of enlightenment
within western religions, just as salvation and redemption

can be discovered within eastern religions. But there is a

differnce in emphasis and their approaches are qualitatively
different. The guiding image of the enlightenment path is
that of student and teacher, ignorance and wisdom.
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I take Confucianism as my reference point primarily

because I find its teachings most fitting with my own temp-

erament and taste. I therefore know it better than other

eastern religions. What's more, the further I delve into Con-

fucianism the more convinced I become that it is truly an

ethical culture philosophy.2 The heart of Confucianism is

the need for the cultivation of ethical practices through

human effort. It calls upon no supernatural power and it

offers no eternal reward (although, like the Ethical Move-

ment, it is technically agnostic on the existence of God and

a hereafter). The cultivation of ethical conduct is best

achieved by education which encompasses both self-knowl-

edge and the knowledge of society as a whole' Indeed, the

realization of one's highest level is possible only in relation

to others. This, therefore, requires self-scrutiny, as well as

an understanding of the nature of society' In this regard,

Confucianism more closely resembles Greek philosophy

than it does western religion. This has led to endless debates

as to whether or not Confucianism is a religion or a

philosophy, the same argument which has plagued the

Ethical Movement since its inception.
Enlightenment also contains within it a premise re-

garding the nature of human nature. No Confucianist claims

itrat pe-opte are born sinful. Instead, the main body of Con-

fucianisi teaching contends that children are born good and

must learn to do evil. In schoolrooms throughout the cen-

turies, Chinese children recited a poem making such a claim'

However, Confucianism isn't naively romantic' Although

children may be born innocent, without proper education

that innocence is comrptible. Confucianism acknowledges

the complexity of social life and the difficulty embedded in

all human relations. Therefore, children must learn how to

maintain their good character by understanding what it
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means to be a virtuous person and acquiring the habits that
allow one to act upon that knowledge. Goodness is learned
through both example and study. To live as a "profound"
person, that is living generously and with great understand-
ing, is no easy task. The road is difficult but not impossible;
to negotiate that road requires wisdom.

The cultivation of the self is an ethical cultivation.
This is so because the self can never be separated from the
web of relationships in which we all live 

- family, neigh-
bors, nation. We always live as historic beings and therefore
part of self-knowledge must be learned from others who
serve as guides, not saints, as examples, not templates upon
which we cut ourselves. Knowledge is cumulative, begin-
ning before we were bom. It is acquired over time through
a strenuous learning process of understanding mind and
body. Education begins when we are children but it never
ends. A human being is not a thing but a process, part of
a continuous creation in the stream of humanity.

ETHICAL CULTURE

Ethical humanism is in the enlightenment tradition,
for this is a religion not of revelation but education, not
saviors but sages, not salvation but wisdom. This wisdom
is based upon appeals to experience, observation and reflec-
tion. It teaches a respect for- people because it recognizes
that each experience is unique and therefore each person is
unique. Furthermore, wisdom is available to all people since
the capacity to acquire it is innate in the structure of human
personality, spirit and mind.

The goal of humanist education is learning the art of
living; the goal of humanist religion is living well. Spiritual
emancipation is reached through the application and practice
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of virtuous living in an intense self-consciousness that is
full of feeling. Living well is being fully alive, in this world,
in this day, as part of a larger pattern we call humanity. We
are dependent upon the care of others and it becomes our
obligation to care for others. It is impossible for us to'fully
reach this enlightened state but we can approach it as we
cultivate a sense of the good, the true and the beautiful. We
do this always in relation to others, for there can be no

self-fulfillment that is selfish, indifferent or uncaring.
Ethical humanism cannot offer serenity as its goal.

Rather the goal is sensitivity to the lives of others and to
the world in which we live. Love, knowledge, service and
quiet contemplation are all paths for the humanist life. This
is very different than the promises held out by otherreligions
and it is a promise of modest expectations.

Will this ever help the Eddie's of the world, those

dragged down by the brutal aspects of living? Perhaps not.
They may need a more vivid and immediate sense of hope

than we can provide. But the humanist way may create a

world in which the Eddies will no longer be in need of
salvation in the first place.

I Hindu and Buddhist concepts of salvation differ radically from that found in the westem

world. While in the west salvation implies a continuation of the self as we know it on

earth, for Hindus and Buddhists salvation consists in the complete disappearance of the

self. In the heaven of the west, we are promised that we will remain the people we have

been; in Asia, the promise is the complete absorption of self and consciousness into the

totality of (he universe.

2 To the best of my knowledge, Felix Adler, the founder of the Ethical Movement in
1876, did not write much about Confucianism. In the one reference with which I am

familiar, he dismissed it with only a t'ew paragraphs, in a somewhat unsympathetic way.

Confucianism, as practiced at that time, presented many problems, in particular its static

view of society and the role of people in it. But this is no more reason to dismiss

Confucianism out of hand than is rejecting Christianity on the basis of the Inquisition.
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