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INTRODUCTION 

The present dissertation seeks to answer the question-, 

what is involved in a Philosophy of Religion that attempts to 

interpret religion in a radically empirical way? What becomes 

of religion when it is interpreted concretely and related to 

the whole of experience? It proposes to examine the methodo­

logy, the starting point, the description of religious expe­

rience but especially the role of philosophical reason in a 

philosophy of religion that seeks to remain closed to expe­

rience. One such empirical philosophy of religion is that of 

iCdgar Sheffield Brightman whose lifetime efforts at Boston 

Jniversity to elaborate a methodology of concrete experience 

aakes his particular philosophy of religion an exciting stim-

ilus to ask the right questions on this problem of the in­

terpretation of religion in a radically empirical way. 

The importance of a study of this kind consists prin-

lipally in uncovering the requirements for a philosophy ade­

quate to the interpretation of religion in our own times. 

Mhere are two particularly important issues that need close 

attention in the study of religion today: one is the almost 

exclusive use of experience as a criterion for meaning and 

the other is the need to relate the many facets of life and 

the other is the need to rest upon the exigencies of reason, 

a position that involves certain consequences for religious 

, — -
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thought into some kind of coherent whole. On both of these 

issues Brightman's Empirical Philosophy of Religion is very 

revealing. William Ernest Hocking said of him that he 

emphasized two points in his philosophy; the concrete and 

the need for rational understanding. In striving to be 

concrete Brightman examined religion as it appeared in human 

experience of the person but at the same time he sought for 

coherence and so attempted to avoid abstract and partial 

positions. A study then of his Philosophy of Religion 

especially in the light of the shift of emphasis from the 

abstract to the concerete can be helpful in evaluating the 

requirements of a philosophical interpretation of religion 

in our times. 

Edgar Sheffield Brightman was born in Holbrook, 

Massachusetts, the son' of a New England Methodist parson; 

as a boy "he was subjected to unceasing religious influences 
2 

from the start". He later studied at Brown University where 

le received his B.A. and M.A. degrees; at Brown under the 

influence of Alexander Meiklejohn he became a determinist but 

•'-William Ernest HOCKING/Edgar Sheffield Brightman, 
friend and Colleague/' The Personalist, 54 (1955), p.565. 

2Edgar Sheffield BRIGHTMAN ,' Religion as Truth, 
Ifirgilius Perm, Contemporary American Theology, N. Y.: The 
3ound Table Press, 1952, p.61. 
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his first philosophical allegiance was to Royce•s absolutism 

which he accepted as a whole for two or three years, until 

In my graduate days, James's Pragmatism appeared and swept me 

off my feet". Althought the errors of pragmatism were quick­

ly brought to his attention leaving him permanently critical 

of that side of James, Brightman was influenced by William 

James as our study will show. He continued his studies at Bos 

ton University where he received a theological degree in 1910 

and the doctorate in philosophy in 1912. The strong interplay 

and cross-fertilization of religious and philosophical in­

fluences continued at Boston University's School of Theology 

which could boast not only of its well known religious fervor 

and activity in Methodist circles but also of a first rate 

philosopher in the person of Borden Parker Bowne as its dean. 

Under his guidance and his influence Brightman studied Per-

sonalism "which seemed to me to combine the truth that there 

was in Royce and James with a criticism of the errors of e 
4 

each." As a disciple of Bowne, Brightman went on to teach 

philosophy at Nebraska Wesleyan University and Wesleyan Univ. 

in Connecticut; in 1919 he succeeded Borden P- Bowne in , , 

5IBID., p.57. 

4IBID., p.57. 
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philosophy at Boston University where he stayed until his 
5 

death in 1953. 

Since the purpose of this study is to define what 

is meant by an empirical philosophy of religion,we will 

restrict our introductory definitions to the above bio­

graphical notes except to point out that if the Philosophy 

of Religion of Bowne is basically Kantian, that of 

Brightman's Is clearly that of Hegel's. Reason considered 

as concrete, inclusive, and evolutionary in the interpreta** 

tion of religion constitutes the core of his Philosophy of 

Religion. As we shall see his empiricism is based on Hegel's 

methodology. 

In the light of James Collin's statement that "the 

only intrinsically satisfactory critique of a philosophy of 

religion is one which keeps in sight the relationship be­

tween the specific position taken on religion and the foun-

dational conception of method and human reality" , the focus 

of this study will be on the starting point and basic meth­

odology of Brightman's 'empirical philosophy of religion. 

5jannette E. NEWHALL, "Edgar Sheffield Brightman, 
A Biographical Sketch", The Philosophical Forum, 12 (1954), 
p. 9-21. 

6Edgar S. BRIGHTMAN, A Philosophy of Religion, 
Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1940, p.26. 

'James Collins, The Emergence of Philosophy of 
Religion, Chicago: Henry Regnery Co., 1967, p.451. 

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA SCHOOL OF G R A D U A T E S T U D I E S 



UNIVERSITE D O T T A W A ECOLE P E S GRADUES 

INTRODUCTION vii. 

The first chapter will deal with his method of radical empir­

icism while the second chapter will examine his specific 

position on religion both as an experience In itself and as 

related to the whole of experience. The third chapter will 

treat of the self as a metaphysical principle in as much as 

Brightman1s conception of the self is foundational to his 

entire philosophy of religion. In the final chapter an 

attempt will be made to draw out the implications and conse­

quences for religious truth when subjected to an empirical 

type interpretation. 

As regards the general background and previous work 

done upon this problem the gneral position of Personalism 

is known well enough. A. C. Knudson for example, in addition 

to his volume: The Philosophy of Personalism, which clearly 

shows the theistic position of Bowne, attempts to show in his 

other volume: Present Tendencies in Religious Thought that 

religion is a kind of aprioriT^ value "that refuses to admit 

that there is an external rational standard by means of which 

the truth of religion can be judged".8 In this view the 

foundations of religion rest upon the exigencies of the 

practical reason and as such are independent of theoretical 

reason either scientific or philosophical. Where this is 

clearly a position derived from Kant, Brightman's position 

Albert C. KNUDSON, Present Tendencies in Religious 
rhought, New York: the Abington Press, 1924, p.185.. 
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is derived from Hegel; the examination of the explicit dif­

ferences between these two approaches is precisely where 

work remains to be done. Studies on Brightman's Philosophy 

of Religion began shortly after he made public his theory 

of a Finite God back in the 1930's. A considerable number 

of dissertations, periodical articles, and monographs have 

been published and deal with specific doctrinal issues in 

his Philosophy of Religion such as his doctrine on God and 

his theory on evil. Special focus was given the Brightman's 

methodology in J .A. Martin's dissertation: Empirical 
9 

Philosophies of Heligion; in this work he outlines the basic 

elements of Brightman's radical empiricism but as Walter 

Meulder points out in his review of the work, "he failed to 

analyze the internal development of his (Brightman's) 

» 10 

thought". A precise analysis of the inner workings of 

Brightman's methodology and its effect upon the autonomy of 

religious truth still remains to be done. 

The general method followed in this study of 

Brightman's Philosophy of religion is then that of moving 

from antecedents to consequents; the philosophical interpre­

tation of religion presupposes the whole of experience as 

9James A. MARTIN, Empirical Philosophies of Religion 
with Special Reference to Boodin, Brightman, Hocking, 
Macintosh and Wieman, Morningsides Heights, N.Y.rKing's 
Crown Press, 1945. 

Walter MUELDER, "Review of J. A. Martin's Empirical 
Philosophies of Religion" The Phil. Forum, 4 (1946), p.44. 
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well as other pre-philosophical conditions which we will 

analyze in the first chapter- On the other hand, the 

methodology in a philosophy of religion presupposes an entire 

metaphysical system as its logical antecedent. And finally 

the methodology and positions taken in the Philosophy imply 

certain consequences for religious thought and life. 

My acknowledgements and gratitude are extended to 

Dr- Peter A. Bertocci of Boston University for assisting me 

in so many ways but especially for providing orientation into 

Brightman's thought. My thanks also to Dr- Jannette Newhall 

for tracking down unpublished materials in the Boston 

University library and also for providing guidance into 

Brightman's philosophy of religion. And finally a note of 

gratitude to Dr- Benoit Garceau, OMI, my thesis director, for 

guiding me through this work and for providing the encourage­

ment to complete it. 

* " & t^h 
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CHAPTER ONE 

RADICAL EMPIRICISM 

Much of the interest in Brightman's thought arises 

out of his honest attempt to integrate the findings of the 

sciences both physical and human into his personalist meta-

physica. He states for example in the preface of his 

Philosophy of Religion that it "is an objective and rational 

interpretation of experience, perhaps more or less •.'cold­

blooded', as emotionalists, shy of reason, sometimes say". 

Living in a culture steeped in science where truth has for 

its archetype the truth of scienec and where valid knowledge 

is delivered through the empirical methods of science, 

Brightman realized that religion oftentimes fears a rational 

scientific investigation of itself but to postpone the issue 

is to leave the impression that "something is rotten in 

Denmark". Taking a tough-minded attitude toward religion, 

therefore, Brightman will attempt to interpret religion 

scientifically as well as philosophically. 

But what does it mean to be empirical? This is the 

question and one perhaps only the philosopher is equipped to 

answer. According to Brightman, the quarrel involved here is 

E.S.Brightman, A Philosophy of Religion, Englewood 

Cliffs, N.J. : Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1940, p.Vlll. 
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not so much the struggle between science and religion so pre­

dominant during the latter part of the 19th Century, but 

rather the death struggle between philosophy and science as 

2 

regards the meaning of empiricism. Neo-realists and Instru­

mentalists in their effort to avoid all abstractions, pure 

theoretical constructions, unfounded absolutes and eternal 

truths, had reduced the starting point of philosophy to pure 

sense data; it is this narrow conception of philosophy's 

starting point that is the real threat to religion. Hence, 

the task, as Brightman saw it, was to clarify the real start­

ing point of human thought. Once this was established, the 

role of science in relation to philosophy could be better un­

derstood and the true implications of a radical empiricism 

could then be drawn out. 

l.-THE DATUM SELF AS THE STARTING POINT OF BOTH SCIENCE 
AND RELIGION: 

The first proble in establishing the starting point of 

philosophy relevant for a scientific age was to refefine em­

piricism In such a way as to avoid the narrow reductionist 

position of limiting starting points to sense data. Bright-

man's intention here is to broaden the initial first given in 

IDEM, "Why is Personalism Unpopular", Meth. Rev., 
104 (1921), p.532. 
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such a way as to include both sense data and value experience; i 

as well as rational and ideal elements. Brightman goal as a 

philosopher of religion was to find a starting point common 

and prior to both science and religion. To achieve this goal 

he sought to show how the datum self in all its complexity 

was the real basis for radical empiricism. 

The attempt on the part of behaviorists to eliminate 

the fact of self consciousness forms the context and back­

ground to Brightman*s explanation of the self as a given. In 

an on-going discussion with Prof. Williams of Harvard Univ. 

concerning the givenness of the self he argued: "Personalism 

is radically empirical in building on the experienced fact 
4 

that every item of experience belongs to a self". 

The denial on the part of the Instrumentalists and 

Neo-realists of self-consciousness--that the self is given 

immediately in experience,Brightman felt was based on their 

narrow conception of experience; and so by clarifying the na­

ture of the self, Brightman felt he could be in a position 

to characterize in what sense the datum self is the common 

starting point for both science and religion. 

According to Brightman conscious experience is not a 
theory but a fact and a fact "which is the necessary st. pt. 
of both science and religion". Personality and Religion, p.15 

4IDEM, "The Self, Given and Implied—A Discussion", 
Jour.Phil., 51 (1954), p.267. 
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He proceeded to eliminate the narrow conceptions of 

experience, by pointing out that many times in the history 

of philosophy the conception of experience has been reduced 

to sensory content; this is exnrnplified In the sense qualitiei 

of the Critical Realists, the essences or qualities of the 

English Realists, and the biological situation of the Instru­

mentalists. Brightman objects to these starting points in tha-

empirical and concrete as they may be, they are still abstrac" 

and one-sided since "the starting point rather is the whole 

complex of experience, including rational, affective and vo-

ii 5 

litional processes, as well as sensory qualities . Indeed 

there is absolutely no evidence that the shining present or 

present moment of experience consists of sensations alone but 

on the contrary every sensation is accompanied by some sort 

6 of belief. In other words, experience is not the antiseptic 

experience of the scientist but the buzzing, blooming confu­

sion of everyday experience. 

What we immediately experience at the starting point 
of all our thought and action and present fact at all 
times is our own self. All our perceptions, feelings, 
thoughts, desires, volitions—every so-called state of 
consciousness—belongs to the complex whole which is 

IDEM, A Philosophy of Ideals, N.Y. : Henry Holt & Co., 
1928, p.15. 

6IDEM, Person and Reality, N.Y. : The Ronald Press, 
1958, p.59. 
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the total fact of experience for each one of us and 
is called the self. 

Brightman is arguing that most so-called empirical starting 

points "retain an 'empiricism' minus the full context of ex-

perience" and so these positions suffer from abstractionism 

and reductionism. The immediately first given according to 

Brightman is the present moment of conscious experience. It 

is an act of awareness in which I am conscious of something. 

As William James contended in his Principles of Psychology; 

the universal conscious fact is not feelings and thoughts 

exist, but 'I think' and 'I feel'. The items of experience 

are perceived in a field of awareness which is personal, in­

dividual, particular, and identifiable as my act. The mind or 

self, therefore, is not a thing or mysterious substance to 

which the items belong. This misunderstanding was the upshot 

of Brightman' s discussion with Prof. Williams. Underscoring 

one.of the latter's statements: "given to human minds...in­

gredients of a conscious experience", Brightman raises the 

question as to what these minds are in addition to or apart 

from what is given to them: "do minds consist of their ingre­

dients or is there an unmentioned or ungiven something that 
9 

is the real mind"? 

IDEM, "Personalism as a Philosophy of Religion", 
Crozier Quarterly, 5 (1928), p.383. 

8IDEM, Person and Reality, p.10-11. 

"IDEM. "The Self, Given and Implied—A Discussion'; 
Jour.Phil.. 31 (1954), p.263. 

A G U > £ ^ * W 
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3rightman's answer to the question is quite clear; the self is 

fhat is immediately experienced. "The given, present consciou 

less, specious present, time-span, present self-experience, 

Field of attention, datum-self are all synonymous." To sum 

ip the issue, he affirms with Descartes "that the only fact i 

that is actually and unconditionally given is self-conscious-

less" . 

Finally, after avoiding the abstract, narrow starting 

joints of scientific empiricism and clarifying the real nature 

Df the self as a stream of consciousness rather than a thing 

Dr substance, Brightman characterizes the essential trait of 

the given self as "a genuine organic whole,(a self experience, 

12 * 

a self experience , and not a sum of parts". The mind or sell 

as we live it and find it before the work of analysis is not 

bare isolated fact or sum of facts but a complex active 
whole. Indeed "experiences exist only as functions of a whole 

13 
nind". In opposition to the purely analytical and mechanis­
tic approach Brightman suggests "that no one fact is as im-

lOIDEM, "The Self, Given and Implied--A Discussion",i 
p.267. 

IDEM, "The Importance of Being Conscious", Jour- of 
Phil.Studies, 4 (1929), p.497. 

12IDEM, "Personalism as a Philosophy of Religion", 
Crozier Quarterly, 5 (1928), p.385. 

l3IDEM, A Philosophy of ideals, loo, cit. p.12. 
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portant as the whole structure of facts. The bricks of realit;-

are not significant; it is the way the bricks are put toge-

14 

ther that counts". The self then is the experimental start­

ing point but it is experienced as a 'unitas complex' or or­

ganic whole. He/defines it as "a complex organization of inter­

dependent parts, which together constitute a unity with pro-
15 

perties of its own, not defined by the parts." 

Two important results stand out so far in Brightman's 

description of the common starting point for both science and 

religion. The first is that there is no such a thing as a purs 

experience; any one experience contains elements of thought 

and above all is related to the other items of experience. 

The second important result is that conscious experience or 

thought is the common starting point for both science and re­

ligion; to be empirical is not synonymous with science. If 

the datum self is, then a whole new perspective emerges, one 

in which the datum self becomes the locus for a dialectic be­

tween the various components of experience: the sensory, the 

rational, and the valuational. 

At one point in the orientation section of his book 

on philosophy of religion, Brightman asks himself the question 

IDEM, Immortality in Post-Kantian Idealism, Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1925, p.5. 

IDEM, "universals and Particulars", The Phil Forum, 
I (1945), p.7. 
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what and whose experience should the philsopher deal with? Or' 

dinary experience is so confused, Inaccurate, and narrow that 

it is untrustworthy and so it would seem that "only the ex­

perience investigated by scientific method is worthy of se-

rious attention". 

2.-THE ROLE PLAYED BY THE SCIENCES: 

Throughtout all his works, Brightman distinguishes 

between phenomena and noumena; the former is that which appeals 

in conscious experience in any given moment of immediate ex-

>erience prior to rational inquiry. The latter, is that which 

17 
is the result of critical investigation. In other words, the 

datum self despite all its complexity, activity, and self-

awareness, does not provide any real knowledge; knowledge, 

IB 
not even self-knowledge, can be immediate. The need arises, 

therefore, for the critical work of reason; facts must be as­

certained, hypotheses formulated, and the whole of experience 

organized coherently. After having expanded then the defini­

tion of experience from that of pure sense data to the full 

complexity of conscious life, Brightman makes it clear that 

16IDEM, A Philosophy of Religion, p.a. 

17IDEM, An Introduction to Philosophy, N.v.: Holt, 
Rinehart, 'Winston, 1925, p.10. 

1BIBID., p.550. 
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a radical empiricism in philosophy of religion requires that 

the philosopher depend on the sciences for his facts. He de­

fines science as a description of the laws of behavior dis-

19 

closed by some particular field of experience. Ordinary ex­

perience is too confused and incoherent. The mediation of a 

first moment of organization is required before the work of 

the philosopher can begin. The scientist's use of instruments 

to filter out irrelevant data and his translation of confus­

ed materials into precise measurements alone with the process 

of selection,cataloging under determinate headings, and cor­

relation of data provide the needed mediation. The sciences 

then in summarizing the facts of experience, constitute a 

first moment of organization and as such provide the philoso­

pher with his first organized subject matter, Thus according 

to Brightman, personal experience is the real starting point 

of the philosopher but this same personal experience must be 

analyzed as thoroughly as possible. "The shadowy-foggy whole 

acquires firm outlines and definite content only by proces-
..20 

ses of scientific analysis and synthesis." 

The sciences according to Brightman, establish mean­

ings by formulating judgments. He defines judgment as "any 

aspect of the datum which describes something other than 

IDEM, A Philosophy of Religion, p.11. 

'IDEM, An Introduction to Philosophy,p^H7. 
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„ 21 
itself, either before or after the inquiry". The judgment is 

that factor of experience which attempts to describe what the 

present moment means in terms of outside reality. The scientist 

is not alone however in making judgments; the artist, the mo­

ral .and religious man, and the man In the street all make 

judgments and so what constitutes then the unique contributio: 1 

of the scientist? The special work of the scientist is analy 

sis, that is, he seeks to explain things in terms of their 

causes. The scientist experiences x as a complex whole in­

volving a chaos of elements; by a process of analysis, he pro> 

ceeds to break up this x into as many significant parts as 

possible, reducing them to their simplest components. He then 

relates them according to classes and attempts to determine 

whether there is any general factor running through them all. 

On this basis laws will be formulated indicating the causes 

believed to account for x as experienced. Analysis then is th 

key function of the sciences. 

In view of the dependency of the philosopher upon the 

analytic function of the sciences, Brightman makes it very 

clear that a radically empirical philosophy of religion can­

not do its work without a good knowledge of the sciences of 

religion, namely: history, psychology, and sociology. 

21IDEM, "Some Definitions for Personalists" Personalis 
27 (1946), p.568. 
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The philosopher of religion must make a thorough study of 

these sciences; a mere summary or second hand acquaintance is 

not sufficient. 

This chapter (a summary of the findings of the sciences 
on religion) is no substitute for a thorough study of 
the sciences themselves; likewise, the sciences of histor 
psychology, and sociology are no substitutes for philoso­
phy. Yet they are essential to it. So essential are they 
that the Ideal student will master them before undertak­
ing philosophy and will continually go back to them for 
rootage in the soil of experience.22 

To sum up then the relationship of science to experien­

ce, the philosopher must go to the sciences for his facts; it 

is experience as organized by the sciences that he must look 

into. The work of interpreting religion requires the analy­

sis made by the sciences of religion. Philosophy's intrinsic 

dependence upon the sciences makes It imperative for the phil• 

osooher of religion to have a first hand acquaintance with th; 

sciences of religion. This insistance on scientific rigor 

gave Brightman a hearing in the U.S. 

Once the facts have been ascertained by the sciences, 

the next step to be taken in determining the true nature of 

things is to ask the question; "of what ideally past and fu-

25 
ture data are present datum-elements the signs?" Each datum 

is a problem which asks the question: what does this mean? 

And so all critical knowledge is problematic that entails: 

^'IDEM, A Philosophy of Religion, p.vii. 

23IDEM, "The Dialectic of Religious Experience", Phil. 
Rev. . 28 (1929) , p.568. 
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1) experimentation to arrive at working hypotheses or solu­

tions to the questions raised by the datum; 2) the formula­

tion of new hypotheses whenever new facts enter into the pic­

ture, and 3) an on-going search rather than any final abso­

lute solutions. 

As for the first issue of experimentation when search­

ing for a solution to the problematic datum, Brightman means 

that the evidence of the datum self does not interpret it­

self; it is as we saw oftentimes obscure and problematic. 

24 
"By experiH«nt with the evidence we discover the meaning." 

In this process of subjecting the data to test and experiment i 

an hypothesis is formulated. He defines an hypothesis as a 

"process initiated in a datum-self, which proposes a judgment 

as possibly (thinably) true, defines the conditions under 

which it could be true, and sets forth its implications and 

25 
involvements (see Dewey of these terms)". Experience is al-

26 
ways "the seat of verification and process and life". As 

facts are considered In various settings and perspectives or 

moments themselves of the life stream , new meanings suggest 

themselves or rather the essential meaning is determined. 

IDEM, Person and Reality, p.52. 
25 
IDEM, "Some Definitions for Personalists", 27 (1946), 

p.369. 
p c 

IDEM, An Introduction to Philosophy, p.41. 
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"Appearance i s a p rob lem p r e s e n t e d t o u s , r e a l i t y i s what 
27 

s o l v e s t h e p r o b l e m . " 

If the initial set of facts requires experimentation 

to arrive at a working hupothesis, the introduction of new 

facts into the datum self entails a reviewing of all the per­

tinent evidence in order to arrive at a new hypothesis. Bright-

man sees this process of formuJating new hypotheses as in -

volving three stages which he describes as the flight of the 

arrow of intelligibility; then in a second stage it flies 

toward the mark of anlysis but discovers tha its first hypo­

thesis is not completely intelligible, Finally in a third 

stage it flies back to the starting point but enriched now 

with a new set of facts it reformulates a new type hypothesis 

And so, this process goes on forever; as new facts thrust 

themselves into consciousness and are subjected to analysis, 

original hypotheses must be re-examined and possibly refor­

mulated. William James felt that the fundamental empiricist 

maxim was that the most assured conclusions concerning matter 

of fact should be considered as hypotheses liable to modifi-

29 
cation in the course of future experience. 'Like James, 

28 

97 
IDEM, A Philosophy of Ideals, p.120. 

28IDEM, Introduction to Philosophy, p.41. 

29R.B. PERRY, The Thought and Character of William 
James, Vol. I., Boston: Little Brown Co., 1935, p.557. 
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Brightman wants to find his facts in experience, test these 

facts in experience, and learce his hypotheses open to modifi­

cation in the course of future experience. Indeed Brightman 

is a firm adherent of James's radical empiricism in all three 

aspects described above. 

The consequence for his philosophy of religion as it 

insists on a radical empiricism that is experiemental, is to 

eliminate the possibility of absolute truth. He entitles his 

work A Philosophy of Religion because he presents it not as tue 

final-truth or the philosophy of religion but rather as a ten 

30 
tative, plausible hypothesis. 

I have a system of my own, but I am convinced that my 
views are not absolute truth, I present them as hypo­
theses to stimulate thought and as stepping stones to „. 
higher truth, rather than as the last word on any issue. A 

It LS precisely on this issue of open-ended enquiry rather 

than the assumption of dogmatic positions that Brightman re­

jects the title of Theologian because "too often theology has 

meant a mere systematization of tradtion of a supposed abso-

52 

lute revelation". Experience is a growing thing: new facts 

come up all the time, hence the philosopher of religion must 

leave his solutions open so as to be able to account for 

30IDEM, A Phifosophy of Religion, loc.cit.. p.vii. 

51 
IBID., p.vii. 

52 
IDEM, "Religion as Truth", in FTnRM, Contemporary 

American Theology, N.Y.: The Round Table Press, 1932, p.55, 
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future developments. As he himself points out: "it is not the 

part of wisdom to pursue the liberal and open-minded path 

of the empiricist? This is the path of genuine investigation--

55 

as John Dewey says, of 'inquiry'". The philosopher of reli­

gion therefore cannot accept uncritically dogmas or inspired 

intuitions, as he must examine and test all propositions. The 

discovery of religious truth implies a method that is induc­

tive, that takes data, formulates hypotheses as to their 

meaning, tests these hypotheses in the light of further exa­

mination of facts, and finally verifies in the light of ex­

perience as a whole. Reason thus is empirical, examining each 

fact, every belief, every problem in order to reach out for 

hypthetical truth. 

Implicit in Brightman's effort to redefine experience 

was the idea that scientific empiricism is not empirical 

enough in that it abstracted from personal conscious experien^, 

the scientist is a person before he is a scientist. Likewise, 

in this second section we have seen that the philosopher of 

religion cannot be empirical unless he become a scientist of 

religion. The work of interpretation if it is to be critical, 

must begin not only with the datum self as it is given in a 

pre-analytical moment of experience, but also with the facts 

as analyzed and ascertained by the sciences of religion. 

IDEM, A Philosophy of Religion, p.7-8, 
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In addition to this, the philosopher must adopt the model of 

experimentation used by the scientist; all facts are so many 

problems that ask the question: what does this mean, what doe; 

it say about reality? Hypotheses must be formulated and re­

examined in the light of new facts. The most characteristic 

trait, however, of Brightman's radical empiricism in philo­

sophy of religion is his agreement with James that hypothe­

ses should be left open to modification in the light of fu­

ture experience. 

5.-HEGEL, THE EMPIRICIST OF CONSCIOUSNESS: 

In adopting a radical empiricism of the Jamesian type 

Frightman's main concern was to define the role played by 

reason in the datMm self. A man's criterion for truth he con-

sedered to be the most important thing in a man's philosophy-' 

On this question he faced two possible extreme solutions 

which he sought to avoid; on hte one hand he sought to avoid 

the position of irrationalism with its typical disregard for 

the need of critical validation of personal or religious ex­

periences; he complained especially to some of his fellow re­

ligionists that in their desire for a new social orde their 

rejection of the need for philosophy or critical thought 

IDEM, Dissertation (for Ph.D.) "The Criterion of 
Truth in Albert Ritschl's Theology", Boston: Typescript, 1912, 
p.212. 
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55 
could lead to a loss in the belief in God. On the other hand 

he sought to avoid the adoption of a rationalistic, apriori 

conception of reason which did not and could not take into 

account the new developments in the sciences and the on-going 

nature of personal experience; "Bowne must not be erected 

into the St. Thomas of Methodism". The discovery of Hegel 

as the empiricist of consciousness during the latter part of 

the 1920's gave Brightman the solution he was looking for; 

Hegel's conception of reason as concrete, as a function of 

experience, lead him to adopt Hegel'd methodology in phil­

osophy of religion. 

Underlying the search for a radical empiricism in phil­

osophy is the function of reason within and so Brightman felt 

that"the key question in philosophy Is not whether the present 

57 

can be transcended, but how it can be transcended"? Bright-

nan in other words, considers the datum self as rich in ele­

ments that transcend the immediate present but the question is 

IOW exactly can the present be transcended in a critical, ra­

tional way? Is experience taken in all its concreteness rich 

55IDEM, "The Unpopularity of Personalism", Meth. Rev., 
3IV (1921) , p.12. 

IDEM, "The Tasks Confronting a Personaiistic Phil.," 
Personalist, II (1921), p.164-165. 

37IDEM, Person and Reality, p.48-49, 
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enough in rational and methodological elements to avoid the 

inevitable drift toward radical pluralism? William James 

had struggled throughout his career with the problem of unity 

and coherence but in the end he never did resolve the question 

58 of the true nature of consciousness, and eventually came to 

hold the position of radical pluralism. Brightman, as we have 

seen, is very close to James in many aspects but felt that he 

did not offer an adequate view of reason. 

While I still hold the main principles of personalistic 
philosophy, I felt the need of supplementing and correc­
ting Bowne's thought by greater attention to empirical 
fact, both in psychology and in the physical and biolo­
gical sciences, and slso by a more concrete and adequate 
view of the work of reason; in other words, by more James 
and more Hegel. 9 

Being on the look-out for a more adequate view of rea­

son, Brightman began giving a series of annual seminars on 

Hegel in the school year of 1925-1924 which he continued until, 

about 1950. Prior to that time, his knowledge of Hegel had 

been second hand and as a result he considered Hegel to be 

the arch rationalist, the system builder of the Encyclopedia 

But a touch of the empiricist conscience lead him to begin 

40 
reading Hegel directly in his works. In the latter part of 

58H.SCHNEIDER, A History of American Philosophy, N.Y.: 
Columbia Univ., 1946, p.BTUT "" 

E.S.BRIGHTMAN, "Religion as Truth", loc.cit. , p.57. 

40 
IDEM, "The Present Outlook in Phil, of Rel.; From 

the Standpoint of an Idealist", in WIEMAN s, Meland (eds.) 
American Philosophies of Religion. Chicago, 1956, p.321-22. 
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the 19th Century and the early part of the 20th Century, com­

mentators of Hegel had begun studying not only the Encyclope-

dia. but also the Phenomenology of Mind and in so doing were 

discovering Hegel the empiricist of consciousness; Josiah 

Royce in his Lectures on Modern Idealism and in his The Spiri 

of Modern Philosophy explains how experience for Hegel is the 

core of reality and consequently agrees with Theodor Haering 

that Hegel is the empiricist of consciousness, 

Theodor Haering calls Hegel 'the empiricist of conscious­
ness'. Kent's realm of Mogliche Erfahrung was the basis 
of Royce's idealism. Experience is the very stuff of 
reality for almost any idealist.4^ 

In this study of Hegel, Brightman came to discover that the 

heart of riegel lies in the words: "the truth is in the whole" 

In other words, experience despite its character as an on-r-oi:i 

process remains an organic unity. And so the possibility of a 

methodology that would be at the same time empirical and ra­

tional (coherent) presented itself. Like Dewey I disapproved 

Hegel's schematism but his method of constantly relating each 

piece of experience to others until all has been surveyed is 

42 
for me the fundamental road to religious insight". 

4^-IDEM, "From Rationalism to Empiricism", Christian 
Century 56 (1939), p.277. 

42IBID., p.277. 
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Awakened by this direct study of Hegel, Brightman set 

out to explore the meaning Hegel gave to rationalism and em­

piricism. He Discovered that "true rationalism is simply 

the priciple of confronting every part of experience with our 

view of the whole, while true empiricism is the principle of 

accepting only that view of the whole which is honestly built 

up by observation of the accessible parts of experience". 

Unlike James and Dewey, Brightman is convinced with Hegel tha 

conscious experience is an organic whole made up of the va­

rious elements, phases, and moments of experience; by cons­

ciously relating these parts to the whole, reason can arrive 

at some kind of rational, coherent meaning without sacrificin 

one iota of the empiricism of the pragmatists or instrumenta­

lists. Reason can thus achieve coherence without becoming 

abstract or rationalistic. As he himself says, "it may be tha 

a science of mind, in the strict sense, is impossible because 

science is always abstract, whole mind is the most concrete 

of objects. It is concrete not as being visible to the sense, 

44 
but as being a rich system of connected experience". Pro­
perly understood experience includes coherent organization 

and so "reason can exist only as experienced ordering and in-

45 terpreting of the experienced". 

43IBID., p.277. 

44 IDEM, A Philosophy of Ideals, p.12. 
45 

IDEM. P-£J2.sxirL-aiid-_ILeA1JJl̂ , p. 12. 
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By adopting Hegel's view of reason as concrete and in-

:lusive of experience, Brightman had discovered a way to adopt 

i methodology of radical empiricism that was both prior and 

supplementary to analysis. The datum self is rich in possibi-

.ities of reltionships of all kinds but in this pfe-analyti-

;al state all is confusion and chaos; analysis is needed to 

)rder experience but at the same time analysis alone is part-

.al and sterile. Now, if reason is understood as the concrete 

>rdering of the .elements of experience into a coherent whole 

^ather than as abstract and apriori reasoning then rational 

tieaning becomes possible without sacrificing concreteness. 

'his position Brightman adopts as his methodology of radical 

empiricism. 

His method is the empirical-rational one of exploring 
what is now given (the thesis) in relation to which is 
not now given, but is implied by, or involved in, what 
is given (the antithesis), and then going on to disco­
ver what follows from the relation of the thesis to the 
antithesis (the synthesis). Tne goal of this method is 
to move (by rationally connected steps) from the given 
situation in which man finds himself until thought reaches 
the most inclusive, the most adequate, and the most inter­
connected account it can give of the whole range of expe­
rience and its implications, this goal is truth, and the 
true in the whole.46 

IBID., p.94. 
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CONCLUSION TO CHAPTER ONE 

Brightman's definition of empiricism can be summed up 

.n one word: experience. Experience is a unique act, so unique 

;hat all subsequent efforts to explore reality are but a searc 

.nto the meaning of experience, Conscious personal experience 

Is at once the starting point of all investigation and the 

joint of arrival; as the present moment of consciousness is 

;ranscended and the circle of known reality becomes wider and 

irider, all of being is explained and understood in terms of 

jxperience. Implied here is the Personalist conviction that 

;he self is the key of all reality. 

The traits or characteristics then of personal cons­

ciousness as given in the datum self such as those of unity 

md activity will form the backbone of the new methodology of 

smpirical coherence. The unity of the self makes all experien­

ces inter-related; the implicit presence of reason within 

consciousness makes it possible to relate these experiences 

into a complex coherent whole. It is the ability of the self 

bo be self-reflexive that awakens thought in its specific 

function of reason; immediate conscious experience is chaotic, 

Analytical reason turns this immediate experience into know­

ledge; but it can only do so because it discovers the self 

s relational by its very nature. Reason will move experience 

towards unity both by its analytical function which is the 
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vork of science and by its synoptic function which will move 

Lt to full philosophical coherence. The relational character 

jf experience in its very immediacy is the basis for an em­

piricism that considers reason concrete. 

The other trait which is characteristic of the datum 

self is that of activity or process. The strong emphasis giver 

Dy Brightman to the experimental, to the constant need to re­

formulate hypotheses; in the light of new fqcts, and the empha­

sis given to on-going search rather than to absolute truth, 

ill arise out of his awareness of evolutionary characteristics. 

Experience is truly active and evolutionary and so a real em­

piricism must remain open to future development. 

Given the importance then of the initial starting point, 

for Brightman's definition of empiricism, it becomes evident 

vhy he insists on avoiding all artificial, abstract, or par­

tial starting points. The danger besetting all scientists and 

Dhilosophers is to forget that they are first of all men be­

fore they exercize the specific function of their respective 

iisciplines. We can conclude then that the real meaning of 

smpiricism for Brightman lies not in his close adherence to 

the results of the sciences but rather to the central role 

accorded to experience in his philosophy. It will be conscious 

personal experience understood as unitary and active that will 

De the key to the self. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

EMPIRICAL COHERENCE AND RELIGIOUS TRUTH 

In an early article summarizing the results of his 

doctoral dissertation, Brightman states that "a man's crite­

rion of truth is the key to the understanding of all his 
1 

thought". True knowledge is more than immediate awareness or 

conscious perception; the empirical spirit demands tested be­

lief. Since warranted beliefs require standards or criteria 

to be judged by, the question of the criterion of truth is 

central to Brightman1s conception of how religious truth 

3hould be interpreted. 

We saw how the method of radical empiricism led Bright-

nan to consider the datum self as an organic whole involving 

;he continuous interplay of sensory, scientific, artistic, anc 

?eligious experiences in an on-going process of related acti­

vities. In this perspective, what is the importance and spe-

lific truth contribution of religion? How is religious truth 

;o be interpreted? Is religious experience an autonomous 
p 

jource of knowledge, or is religion a problem to be analyzed 

ind explained away. 

1E. S. BRIQHTMAN, "Ritschl's Criterion of Religious 
Truth", American Journal of Theology, 21 (1917), p.212. 

2IDEM, "The Dialectic of Religious Experience", 
>hil. Rev., 58 (1929), p.558. 

5IBID., p.559. 
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Radical Empiricism will seek to take each item of ex­

perience and relate it to the other items of experience in 

order to arrive at a coherent view of experience as a whole. 

Consequently, in Brightman's empirical philosophy of religion 

the specifically philosophical interpretation requires in the 

first place, a close examination of the religious experience 

itself and, in the second place, it must examine the question 

of the autonomy or independence of religious truth from the 

other items of experience; and finally, it must integrate re­

ligious experience into experience as a whole. This chapter 

then will be divided into three paragraphs: the meaning of 

religious experience by itself, the claims of' religious truth 

bo independence from other criteria of truth, and the questior 

jf empirical coherence or organic integration. 

1.- THE MEANING OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE 

In an early statement, Brightman states that "in any 

Dhilosophical enquiry, it is wise to begin with experience".4 

The attempt must be made to "cling closely to the facts of 

jxperience, and subtract the additions made by faith, belief 
5 

and reasoning". 

4IDEM, Religious Values (N.Y.: The Abington Press, 
.925), p.57. 

5IBID., p.57. 

_ 
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The very concreteness of all experiences makes it almost im­

possible to separate any one experience from our thought aboul 

it; indeed, "'pure' religious experience, purged of all admix­

ture of idea and belief, is an abstraction as unreal as a 

'pure' sensation in psychology". The very conviction, how-

sver, that all items of experience are interrelated makes it 

Imperative that each item be examined for its truth content. 

Once abstraction is made of the inevitable thought 

slements present to all experiences, the philosopher in searcl: 

3f the objective validity of the religious experience comes 

;o perceive that "less of either faith or reason is involved 

7 .n acknowledging an obligation than in believing in God". 

is the philosopher examines the complex whole of his personal 

;onsciousness for a datum that is immediately given beyond 

my shadow of a doubt, it is the experience of values in gene­

ral and of moral values in particular that stands out as the 

mdeniable fact: values exist whether we believe in God or 

g 

lot; quite clearly we see Brightman straining to find an un­

deniable fact that will resist the skeptical glance of the 

scientist; the empirical temper of the times requires facts, 

6IBID., p.9. 

7IBID., p.57. 

8IBID., p.58. 
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and so he is determined to build his philosophy of religion on 

a foundation that resists doubt. Following the tradition of 

empirical theologians who in post-Kantian times were seeking 
9 

to find a firm foundation for faith in experience, he applie; 

the empirical principle in theology which leads him to study 

religion rather than God directly; "it is proper for the theo­

logian to remember that he can never stand save at the human 

end of this relationship (commerce between the human and the 

divine) and that he can have no knowledge of what stands at 

the Divine end save that which is given him in and through 

the relationship itself". In any case, in searching for the 

smpirical fact of religion as it appears in consciousness, 

the fundamental datum is found to be that of moral obligation; 

'obligation is self-recognized and self-imposed". 

It is precisely at this juncture--in searching for a 

fact consciously experienced—that religion is connected with 

bhe value-striving self because "our experience of values in 

;eneral and of moral value in particular is an undeniable fact 
.. 12 whatever our further theories may be". 

"James A. MARTIN, Empirical Philosophies of Religion 
yith Special Reference to Boodin, Brightman, Hocking, Macin-
;osh and Wieman, MorningsIdea Heights, N.Y.i King's Crown 
3ress, 1945, p.4-5. 

John BAILLIE, The Interpretation of Religion, N.Y.: 
Jharles Scribner's Sons, 1928, p.10. 

1:LE. S. BRIGHTMAN, Religious Values, p. 58. 
x IBID.. P.58. 
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Special emphasis is given to moral values in that the moral 

obligation impels man to achieve his perfection and consequen 

15 tly implies the "command to realize all values". 

Morality is the condition of the realization of all other 
values in any total and harmonious way. If a man renoun­
ces moral obligation he may have a streak of genius in 
art, in intellect, or even in religion; but he has aban­
doned the power which would unify and perpetuate his 
values. For the personalist, then, the moral will Is the 
center of personality and hence of religion. 

In defining value in general as "whatever is liked, desired, 

or approved", Brightman specifies the moral obligation as 

the basis and foundation of all other values, including that 

of religion because morality consists in the obligation to 

perfect oneself, to improve the personality which is the fun­

damental drive of the conscious self characteristic of the 

conative self. Thus religion is related to morality for two 

reasons: because the moral obligation is the most experien­

tial fact of the conscious self and, secondly, because moral 

obligation is the foundation and basis of all values. 

15IBID., p.58. 
14 
IDEM, "Personalism as a Philosophy of Religion", 

^rozier Quarterly, 5 (1928), p.589. 
15IDEM, Religious Values, p.15. 
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Having related religion very closely to moral values 

and value striving in general, Brightman with Hoffding "holds 

that religion is essentially a belief in the axiom of the con 

servation of values; faith asserts that, come what may, the 
1 6 

truly worthful will never perish". A close examination of 

all the facts concerning value experiences indicate that the 

strivings of the self for betterment cannot be illusory or 

futile but rather point to an ultimate reality which embodies 

the objectivity of value as well as their permanence. Thus, 

he says, all facts observable in the value experience point 
17 

toward faith. As a result of this diagnosis Brightman puts 

forth the following definition of religion: "concern about 

sxperiences which are regarded as of supreme values devotion 

toward a power of powers believed to originate, increase, and 

18 conserve these values". He presents two other definitions, 

c-ne descriptive and the other normative but both embodying 

the position that religion is an attitude related to and 

Dased on the value striving experience. 

1 6 
IDEM, "The Unpopularity of Personalism", The Metho-

iist Rev. . 104 (1921), p.16-17. " 

IBID., p.17. 

16IDEM, A Philosophy of Religion, p.18, 

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA SCHOOL OF GRADUATE S T U D I E S 



UNIVERSITE D OTTAWA ECOLE DES GRADUES 

EMPIRICAL COHERENCE AND RELIGIOUS TRUTH 50 

Religion is the total attitude of man toward what he 
considers to be superhuman, and worthy of worship, or 
devotion, or propitiation, or at least, of reverence. 
Religion ought to be characterized by the feeling of de­
pendence on a personal God and dominated by the will to 
co-operate with God in the conservation and increase of 
values. 

What then is the function of religion? Granted its 

experiential basis and rootage in the value experience, what 

precise role does religion play within the personality, ac­

cording to Brightman? Any question about religion or about 

God, he feels, necessarily derives from the question about 

20 nan and man's possibilities. In answer to the question, 

3rightman conceives the true function of religion as helping 

the person realize the full dimensions of his personality: 

lis worth as a human person in contrast to lower forms of 

conscious experience and his harmony and union with other 

persons, especially the divine person. 

The chief function of religion is to bring man to 
realize in feeling, in thought, and in action, a due 
sense of the worth of personality, individual and social 
human and divine. 

19 
IDEM, An Introduction to Philosophy, 5rd ed., 1965, 

D. 256-257. 
20 

IDEM, P e r s o n a l i t y and Re l ig ion , N.Y.: Abington Press 
L954, p.11. 

21IBID., p.11. 
22 
Brightman defines person as a self capable of reason 

and value. "Personalism as a Philosophy of Religion", 
Crozier Quarterly, 5 (1928), p.585. 
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The very nature of person cannot be determined just 

from the momentary self but only "through the development of 

23 
its potentialities". In other words, it is through the valu< 

striving experience that a self begins to realize its po­

tentialities and, consequently, its personhood, since Bright-

man defines a person "as any member of the class of selves 

24 

vho is capable of achieving value". What religion accom­

plishes in this perspective is to make the person realize the 

full dimensions of its potentialities. More specifically, 

the religious experience seeks the harmony of the whole per­

sonality with itself and with God. When the personality is 

fully itself: conscious of its ideals and relations to other 

selves, living in harmony with God, it embodies value, "It is 

what we mean by value". The goodness of the person can only 

ce realized by its internal and external harmony; and since 

'religion is an expression of man's total personality, his 

thought, will, and feeling, it is the expression of a total 

larmony". This is why Brightman speaks of religion as the 
27 value of values. 

23IBID., p.585. 

24 
IDEM, Personality and Religion, p.14. 

25IDEM, Religious Values, p.9-14. 

26 
IDEM, "Is Christianity Reasonable", Religion in the 

Haking, 1 (1941), p.401. 
27 
IDEM, A Philosophy of Religion, p.21. 

UNIVERSITY OF O T T A W A SCHOOL OF G R A D U A T E STUDIES 



UNIVERSITE D'OTTAWA ECOLE DES GRADUES 

EMPIRICAL COHERENCE AND RELIGIOUS TRUTH 32 

What unique truth does religious experience provide 

that neither science nor philosophy can provide? Brightman 

feels that as an experience of and by itself "the religious 
28 

datum is not a problem but a revelation". All the data in 

conscious experience are problems for the analytical, scienti 

fie mind but at the same time each data is a clue or sign to 

the larger meaning of reality. The religious experience as 

the expression of the full range of possibilities open to the 

person, especially communal life with other selves and God, 

reveals something of the full dimensions of reality- It 

speaks very clearly of the harmony of the universe and the 

unity between all things; indeed, it confers unity on life by 

repressing the strivings of the total personality. 

Religion aims at unity in human life and in fact confers 
an actual unity to life that no other type of human ex­
perience can approximate. Religion is all-inclusive. 
The philosopher aims at the Intellectual unification of 
human life- Religion seeks the harmony of the whole 
personality with the whole God. 9 

The unique truth and special task that religion would seem to 

contribute then, is to prevent the moral man from any artifi­

cial narrowing of his range of needs; the knowledge which the 

religious experience furnishes in not scientific or even 

philosophical but nonetheless prevents our ignorance from 

IDEM, "The Dialectic of Religious Experience", Phil. 
Rev., 38 (1929), p.558. 

29 
IDEM, Religious Values, p.98. 
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cutting itself from the truly real. "The task which religion 

imposes on man under the actual conditions of life is that of 

finding in himself the clew of something more than himself." 

Brightman upholds that when approached and studied em­

pirically, religion as given in human experience is related 

to the moral striving self and functions as a revelation of 

nan's fullest possibilities, that is, his potential harmony 

within himself, with God, and with other persons. The impli­

cations and questions raised by this immanentist position will 

be studied later but for the moment, our task is to continue 

to follow Brightman in his search for a completely empirical 

approach in the interpretation of the meaning of religion. 

2.-RELIGIOUS TRUTH CANNOT REMAIN ISOLATED 

The constant thread running through Brightman's thought 

and methodology is the idea that empiricism means coherence 

or unity as his adoption of the Hegelian methodology clearly 

Lndicates; his empirical analysis of the religious experience 

Leads him to see the function and truth of religion as achiev­

ing unity: harmony within and harmony without. It is in this 

same light that he will find the traditional positions of 

bheologians, both old and new, deficient. He will critize 

30IBID., p.109. 
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them as abstract, that is, as failing to relate religion to 

the whole of experience. 

In his doctoral dissertation on the criterion of reli­

gious truth in Ritschl, he distinguishes two main streams of 

thought in the Christian tradition. The first upholds that 

"truth is to be won out of history--the historical revelation 
51 

in Christ and His community". Religious truth is this view 

is autonomous and independent because it is guarenteed by a 

higher authority than man. The second stream of thought up­

holds that "Christian truth is not simply a relation in his­

tory, an empirical process, but also a relation to the supra-

historical; in this view, religious truth is connected "with 

svery other activity of thought that aims to know the supra-

historical" and consequently the truth content of historical 

revelation must at least be compared and made coherent with 

other sources of truth. Brightman sees Ritschl along with 

Luther as belonging to the first position and trying to break 

with the second traditon of which Aquinas and orthodox Luthe— 
52 

rans are examples. From the very beginning of his philoso­

phic career under the guidance of Bowne, Brightman opposed 

the position of theologians such as Ritschl who maintained 

the autonomy of religious truth and who failed to relate it 

3IIDEM, Ph.D. Dissertation, p.49-50. 

IBID., p.50. 
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to other activites of thought: he felt that the authority of 

historical revelation itself had been shaken by the historica 

criticism and that the dogma taught by the structured Church 

failed to take into account the developments in human culture 

Purthemore, as his own thought developed and as he became 

more and more empirical he found the position of his own mas­

ter to be over-rational in that it still depended on apriori 

principles. 

The first abstract position which Brightman criticises 

then is that of the fundamentalists who accept the literal 

aistorical account of the Bible as authoritative, Brightman 

understands Luther as teaching that genuine and sincere faith 

is exercized only in reference to the genuine revelation of 

God and that the exclusive authority of the Christian revela-

55 
tion and history is the only supreme authority of truth. 

The skepticism of modern thought toward the security of histo^ 

rical fact as a basis of religion in addition to the findings 

of higher Biblical criticism, of which Brightman was very wel! 
54 

acquainted, certainly make historical revelation a very du­

bious starting point for the philospher of religion seeking 

to be scientific and empirical. In addition to the unreliabi­

lity of historical fact, Brightman feels that the claims of 

33IBID., p.49-50. 

54 
Brightman published a text-book on the subject: 

The Sources of the Hexateuch, N.Y. : Abington Press, 1918, 
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historical Christianity seems to "exclude any solution of the 

fate of those nations that stand outside the course of the 

55 
historical development of Christianity". As a consequence, 

Brightman concludes that, with the breakdown of these tradi­

tions standards of belief, the idea of a dogmatic authority 

in Biblical revelation is unsatisfactory because dependent on 

IU- 4- 3 6 

history. 

The second abstract position to be criticized by Brigh' 

man is that of Church authority teaching dogma based on reve­

lation and tradition; he finds this dogmatic stance to be un-

enpirical because it erects truths elaborated in the past into 

binding first principles thereby subordinating the present to 

the past. The truth to be believed here is considered to be 

a completed whole truth which is once and for all believed 
57 

and is to be retained rather than to be discovered. 
The Christian revelation is viewed as a completed whole, 
demanding acquiescence, rather than as the seeds of a new 
life or as the spirit which will guide us into all the 
truth. The perspective of history as the gradual unfolding 
of the purposes of God, the advance of time as genuinely 
creative...If Jesus founded the Church, then the whole of 
the Church is essential to an understanding of his reli-
rion,; and if God made the world, its development reveals 
God.38 

55 
IDEM, Dissertation, p.22. 

36 
IDEM, A Philosophy of Religion, p.25-24. 

37Eenry WIEMAN, American Philosophies of_Religion, 
Chicago: Willett, Clark x Co., 1936, p. ""35. 

38S.S.BRIGHTMAN, "Is Christianity Reasonable", Fel. in 
the Making, I (1941), p.404. 
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Brightman upholds a conception of revelation which is not 

closed after death of the apostles but remains open and deve­

lops in its essentials throughtout time. This position is 

linked to his understanding of religion as the values of va­

lues, the growth of the self. He asks: "Is not the Christian 

revelation first and foremost a revelation of the nature of 

39 

the good?" 'in this perspective, it is not so much the physi­

cal historical facts such as the physical body of the Resur­

rected Christ but the living faith that Jesus triumphed over 

death: the essentials of Christianity are the values embodied 

in them, values which enhance the growth possibilities of the 

self. And so, rather than set up the early dogmas of the 

Church as a series of truths to be accepted and believed, the 

truths of religion should result from a "growing exploration 

of what Jesus means"on the basis of what is happening to the 

self.in our present times. This is much more consonant with 

the Protestant conscience whose ideal is to face the "evi­

dence of Scripture, history, and personal experience and thus 

arrive at a conscientious decision. The seat of authority 

here is the soul; the person's total experience and reason 
41 must speak the final word of assent or dissent". The divorce 

IBID., p.403. 

IBID., p.402. 

IBID., p.405. 
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then of past religious truth from the on-going development of 

life leads Brightman to reject the dogmatist as un-empirical. 

The shift from dogma to life so characteristic of Pro­

testant modernist theologians with its emphasis on a growing 

exploration of the truth rather than the acceptance of a fixe< 

codified doctrine transformed the idea of theology so much 

that the old distinction between natural and revealed theolog; 

came to be largely ignored; the properly philosophical method 

replaced that of theology. According to Schleiermacher "theo­

logy should be a scientific exposition of Christian experienci 

42 
or the Christian consciousness"; Ritschl in turn held that 

"all religious truth must be verifiable in present experience' 

44 
3ut since all experience implies presuppositions, the searcl 

oj these post-Kantian theologians for a firm foundation for 

faith in experience required the elaboration or adoption of a 

philosophy that would enable them to explore the meaning of 

sxperience. It is here that the danger of becoming un-empiri­

cal was strongest. In the case of Ritschl, he adopted Lotze's 

45 
netaphysics of 'esse est agere' but failed to understand 

^Albert KNUDSEN, Present Tendencies, loc.cit.,p.I87. 
43 
E.S.BRIGHTMAN, Dissertation, p.15. 

4Josiah ROYCE, The Spirit of Modern Philosophy, N.Y.; 
W.W.Morton and Co., 1967, p.297. 

45E.S.BRIGHTMAN, Dissertation, p.15. 
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46 
"the essential fact of the unity of self-consciousness". 

The unity of the thinking, willing, and feeling subject make 

it impossible to keep separate the three criteria for reli­

gious truth which Ritschl proposes: historical revelation, 

will and feeling. His toleration of a system of double truth 

and his repudiation of any need for a relation between the 

two demonstrate that he failed to grasp the most important 

empirical fact of all: that of the unity of the self. Conse­

quently he failed to see that the rational needs of the self 

must be respected. "If we correct Ritschl's empiricism by a 

personalism (of Professor Bowne's type), that recognizes the 

unity of the subject, and looks on the harmonious, consistant 

realization of the total personal life as the ultimate crite­

rion of truth, then we shall be enabled to revise the three 

47' 

Ritschlean criteria". In this criticism of Hitachi's phil­

osophy, we see very clearly that for Brightman empiricism 

neans coherence: the concrete unity of the self. It is this 

conception of empiricism that forces him to criticize Ritschl 

as un-empirical. 

Finally, the gradual development in his thought which 

led him to adopt the Hegelian methodology of concrete inclu­

sive reason and consequently to move away from the strictly 

46IBID., p.104. 

47IBID., p.106. 
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rational to the empirical referred to above, forced him to 

abandon and criticize some of the elements in Bowne's thought 

which he found to be too Kantian and aprioristic. The aprior-

ists distinguish between experience and reason: experience 

consists in certain givens such as those in the order of sen­

sation. Reason, on the other hand, produces eternal principles 

of validity which are not derived from experience: the ac­

ceptance of the validity of values, that of religious faith 

in particular, are independent of any other standards, and of 

48 
the flux of time. Brightman considers this un-empirical; 

a truth cannot be independent of experience. To be unquali­

fiedly apriori, a truth must relate necessarily to all expe­

rience in such a way that it is always valid, no matter what 
49 

happens. This fact cannot be known until the whole span of 

experience has been consciously lived through. This is why 

Brightman preferred to speak of omnitemporal truths rather 
50 

than eternal truths. Principles, judgments, truths are 

movements of experience and therefore they are not abstract, 

detached, or autonomous but rather they are relational sub-

48 
"Religious faith refuses to admit that there is an 

external rational standard by means of which the truth of re­
ligion can be judged." Albert KNUDSEN, Present Tendencies, 
loc.,clt., p.184-185. 

49 
E.S.BRIGHTMAN, A Philosophy of Religion, p.3, 

50 
IDEM, "Bowne: Eternallst or Temporallst", Personalis-

XXVIII (1947), p.257. 
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jects to be organized into a coherent whole by reason. Only 

a concrete inclusive understanding of reason can accomplish 

this and so he criticized his master for being un-empirical 

in that Bowne considers reason a source of abstract proposi­

tions . 

Recalling Brightman's statement concerning the two 

streams of thought in the Christian tradition: the making 

first of all of revealed religious truth an independent form 

of truth and second of all seeing religious truth as related 

to other forms of thought, we see very clearly that he stands 

behind the second tradition. Religious truth cannot be inde­

pendent of the whole of experience. Unlike traditional Catho­

lic theologians like Aquinas who see religious truth as hav­

ing relationships to metaphysical truths butponetheless re-

naining autonomous and regulative of all natural truth, Bright 

nan felt that the criterion of religious truth is the harmony 

or coherence of the total personality; religious truth contrl' 

3utes its unique truth but must be judged on the basis of the 

growth of the self in time. Hence philosophy is superior to 

revelation and theology. As historical revelation and dogma 

came to be doubted under the impact of higher criticism, 

theologians turned from the properly theological method to 

the philosophical method or Immanent search for the meaning 

of religion. Theology thus became empirical in its approach, 

striving to draw religious truth from experience. Implied 
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however in this endeavor is a philosophical system, a specifi< 

way of understanding the function of reason within experience 

It is this underlying conception that specifies one philoso­

phy of religion from another. And so in Brightman's case we 

see him criticizing other positions on the basis of their 

faulty understanding of the function of reason within expe­

rience. This is what we will investigate in the following 

paragraphs Brightman's conception of empirical coherence as 

operative in his philosophy of religion. 

3.-EMPIRICAL COHERENCE AS A CRITERION: 

Up to this point in our attempt to define Brightman's 

empirical philosophy of religion, the key word has been that 

of experience; his redefinition of empiricism was seen to 

depend to such an extent on the understanding of experience 

as the entire conscious life that a methodology of concrete 

inclusive reason could be used in the interpretation of reli­

gion. Now that we have seen how Brightman conceives the reli­

gious experience by itself and how he eliminated certain ways 

of interpreting religion because of their abstractedness, it 

is time to enquire into what exactly does an empirically co­

herent interpretation of religion consist in? What is the 

criterion for the evaluation of religious truth? 

According to the preface of his Philosophy of Religion 

volume, all human knowledge begins, continues, and ends in 

I 
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experience: the keynote of the interpretation of religion is 

experience. Indeed, Brightman claimed that all the problems 

of philosophy of religion concerning faith, worship, tradition 

God, revelation, immortality, doubt, skepticism, or secular­

ism were to be considered as stresses and strains within 

51 experience". His controversial theory about a Finite God is 

classic example of his determination to use experience as the 

pivotal axis of his philosophy of religion. But since Bright-

man insists very strongly upon a critical rational interpre­

tation of the religious experience, it becomes clear that 

reason is operative within experience but it is not the whole 

of experience or even the prototype of rationality; the key 

to Brightman's philosophy of religion is his understanding 

of experience as empirical coherence and how he conceives the 

function of philosophical reason within experience as a whole 

The key to the understanding of the specific role of 

reason is Brightman"s notion of empirical coherence. Is em­

pirical coherence synonymous with experience as whole or is 

it synonymous with reason considered as a part of the whole? 

That reason always functions as a part of the self especial­

ly in the light of Brightman's rejection of the apriori, is 

clear but is an empirically coherent self the sole product of 

IDEM, A Philosophy of Religion, p.l. 
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the work of reason alone? It is at least evident from his 

definition of experience as the whole of conscious life rathe 

than the restrictive definition of mere sense data or feeling 

that conscious experience includes both experience taken in 

the restrictive sense and reason taken as a principle of logi 

cal coherence. Experience in other words is synonymous with 

consciousness or thought; since the datum self is defined as 

conscious experience, the self in its immediate givenness is 

identical with thought or consciousness. Now, as we saw, the 

conscious datum self or experience is characterized by its 

activity and unity and is best described as a concrete uni-
52 

versal or gestalt. Of its very nature, the self is a stream 

of consciousness which intends organization: it is movement 

seeking rational totality whose purpose or ideal is a con-

crete incluslveness. As thought or consciousness seeks to be 

reflexively rational, it discovers within itself a principle 

54 
of logical coherence which permits it to move from an initia! 

chaotic starting point to a situation of conscious reasonable­

ness. 

52IDEM, "Personality as a Metaphysical Principle", 
in E.S.BRIGHTMAN (ed.), Personalism in Theology, Boston: 
3oston University Press, 1943, p.44. 

53 
IDEM, "An Empirical Approach to God", Phil. Rev.. 

KLVI (1937), p.154. 
54 

IDEM, "Personalism as a Philosophy of Religion", 
:rozier Quarterly, 5 (1928), p.584. 
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As Brightman himself puts it: reasonable personality 

55 

is the end, reason is the means. Therefore empirical cohe­

rence can be understood to mean both the datum self as a con­

crete universal (growing rational totality) or the self once 

it has been rationally interpreted by synoptic or philoso­

phical reason; in the first case, empirical coherence is the 

pre-analytical self considered as a gestalt In its immediate 

givenness; in the second place, empirical coherence is the 

post-analytical self after it has been rationally interpreted 

and made reflexively coherent by reason. Finally, we could 

perhaps find a third way of understanding empirical coherence 

by referring to it as the ideal towards which the self is 

striving: the completely reasonable personality. Brightman 

tells us that "there is in the depths of human nature an 

ideal of infinity...the conception of reason itself--the 

ideal of perfect coherence--is an essential aspect of this 
56 

ideal". Over and over again then Brightman stresses the es­

sential unity of the conscious self; iti.s-infact the first 

principle of his entire system of personal idealism. 
55IDEM, A Philosophy of Ideals, p.150. 

56 
IDEM, "The Personalistic View of Human Nature", 

Religion in Life, XIV (1944-1945), p.8. 
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Having distinguished the three meanings of empirical 

coherence, we must turn now to the specific function of rea­

son within experience and how empirical coherence is used as 

a criterion of truth. Experience is made up of a series of 

movements towards unity or rational totality but only phil­

osophical reason attempts to organize experience as a whole. 

Science, art, morality, religion, all contribute to the or­

ganization of the self but each works in its own special area 

and therefore the need arises "to interpret the relations of 

all kinds of experience to each other, seeking for some clue 

bo the interrelations of logic, sense experience, and value 

57 sxperience". No truth can stand in isolation because an 

isolated proposition remains unrelated to the rest of expe­

rience and therefore is only half reasonable because to be 

reasonable is to be perfectly related. "The mind cannot exist 

lalf reasonable and half unreasonable any more than the na-
58 

tion can exist half slave and half free." It is the role and 

function of philosophical or synoptic reason to perform the 

task of correlating all the items and facets of the self into 

one coherent whole. Something unrelated is unreasonable and 

consequent^ irrespective of the rationality of any one item 

of experience, that item needs to be related to the whole. 

IDEM, A Philosophy of Religion, p.5. 
58 
IDEM, "Christianity, Philosophy and the Teaching 

jf Religion", The Jour, of Bible and Religion , X (1942), p.l 
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Very clearly then Brightman conceives the role of phil 

osophy as one of synopsis or coherence. "To philosophize is 

to be a human being with one mind instead of a chaos of con-

59 
flicting feelings, prejudices, and opinions." Philosophy 

seeks to be concrete: it aims to see reality in its inter-

60 

connection and interdependence. Implied here is the under­

standing of reason that is not reduced to mere tautological 

analysis or eighteenth century axioms but enlarged to mean 

systematic inclusiveness. Concrete is taken here in its ety-

nological sense: that of growing together or thinking inter-

connectedly and 'holistlcally', parts related to the whole 

to which they belong. Brightman summarizes his conception of 

metaphysics in the following statement: 
It is man's creative effort to rise above the confusion 
of everyday experience, through the descriptive order of 
science and the normative order of art, morality, and 
religion to an orientation that comprehends them in a 
single order of truth in a living and growing unity. -1-

The metaphysician summarizes and grasps as a whole what the 

other Items of experience provide in their respective fields: 

ordinary experience, science, values—art, morality, religion 

59 

IDEM, An Introduction to Philosophy, p.22, 

60IBID., p.12. 

6 IDEM, Person and Reality, p.11. 
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At this point of our analysis, before going to the 

nature of the relationship between philosophical reason and 

religion in a philosophy of religion based on empirical co-

lerence, we should ask ourselves how does empirical coherence 

actually function as a criterion of truth? Brightman sketches 

for us in his article on the empirical approach to God, the 

broad outlines of his dialectical method. 

Personal experience, apprehended as completely as 
possible, analyzed as thoroughly as possible, tested 
as experimentally as a system or totality—that is the 
basis and method of metaphysics.62 

brightman came to emphasize more and more according to Todranl: 
65 

the importance of coherence as empirical. All the data and 

facts of experience must include not just sense data but also 

logical and rational elements in such a way that the whole is 

seen concretely. This is why he came to insist on the neces­

sity of the sciences in order to apprehend the full dimensions 

Df personal experience; the work of anlysis produces initial 

working hypotheses which need to be tested as experimentally 
64 

as possible by verifying them in actual experience. But the 

ultimate test is that of synopsis: all hypotheses grasped 

together as a whole. 

62IDEM, "An Empirical Approach to God", Phil.,Rev., 
XLVI (1957), p.155. 

65 
G.H.TODRANK, The Empirical Evidence for Brightman's 

rheistic Cosmology, Boston: Ph.D. Dissertation, Boston Univ., 1955, p.59. 
64E.S.BRIGHTMAN, An Introduction to Phil., p.41, 
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The criterion of practical consequences as used by the 

pragmatists at first sight appears to be a comprehensive test 

of all situations, but the difficulty is that what is true 

from one point of view is false from another; how does one 

determine the nature of the end that is served by the true 
65 

idea. The criterion of rational consistency Is based on the 

srinciple of contradiction but if the presence of contradic­

tion is a sign of error, mere consistency is not an adequate 

3ign of truth. Having eliminated the criteria of practical 

consequences and of logical consistency as inadequate, Bright-

nan does not deny their role in the work of interpreting ex­

perience but on the contrary attempts to integrate them into 

:he third and only adequate criterion: that of empirical co-

lerence. An adequate test of truth requires: (1) that all the 

facts of experience be considered (quality of inclusiveness); 

and (2) that the propositions about these facts be related in 

an orderly and significant way (Systematic). By coherence 

he means then taking into account all the propositions as 

interconnected in a totality that hangs together; "any pro­

position is true, if it is both self-consistent and coherent-

ly connected with our system of propositions as a whole." 

55IBID., p.60. 
66 
IBID., p.69. 
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To sum up then this section on empirical coherence, we 

may say that religious experience is involved in a kind of 

dialectic. Of and by itself religion is an experience con­

taining its own truth value but because the self is a unitary 

whole, religion is related to all other items of experience. 

One of these items is the presence of reason which operates 

first of all as the analytical reason of the sciences; now 

these sciences form hypotheses concerning religion, and 

indeed if taken by themselves would reduce religion to a non-

sacred type of experience. It is precisely at this point that 

the function of synoptic reason is needed to correlate the 

truth contained in the sciences of religion. In addition to 

this, however, the religious experience contributes something 

unique at the very level of empirical coherence — it points 

to the harmony of the person with all reality—but does so at 

the feeling level, whereas reason achieves empirical coheren­

ce at the rational level. 

CONCLUSION 

In what sense then is religion autonomous and what is 

the precise relationship between.philosophical reason and faitii 

in an empirical philosophy of religion based on empirical 

coherence? Having examined the issues involved in a methodo­

logy based on experience and the specific role played by 

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA SCHOOL OF G R A D U A T E S T U D I E S 



UNIVERSITE D 'OTTAWA E C O L E DES GRADUES 

EMPIRICAL COHERENCE AND RELIGIOUS TRUTH 51 

reason in this scheme of things, it becomes clear that phil­

osophy is the judge of faith and theology but not in the senses 

of contributing a higher kind of truth but rather as assimi­

lating religion into a higher kind of synthesis. The religious 

experience makes its own kind of unique contribution to the 

self which even philosophical reason cannot surpass; but be­

cause the criterion of truth is truth of the whole, the truth:i 

of religion must be transformed by being related and integrat­

ed into a higher synthesis. Brightman is very close to Hegel 

here in that he conceives the role of the philosopher of reli­

gion as one of reshaping the truth of faith and theology so 

as to form a coherent whole. 

Hegel took a developmental view of the theological 
descriptions of a revealing God as being destined for 
assimilation to the philosophical theory of religion. 
The latter is the sole heir and modern reformulation 
of all phases of sacred theology. ' 

And so, in arguing with the upholders of the absolute 

autonomy and independence of religious experience, Brightman 

suggests that this makes religious experience too abstract-

cut off from the other items of experience. - What is needed 

is the complete harmonization and integration of all the items 

Df experience so that the maximum degree of concretization 

3an be achieved, It is only the philosopher that qualifies. 

67 
u ' J a m e s COLLINS, The Emergence of P h i l o s o p h y of R e l i ­

g ion , C h i c a g o : Henry Regnery C o . , 1967 , p . 5 9 5 . 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE SELF AS A METAPHYSICAL PRINCIPLE 

The methodological perspective of the first two chap­

ters did not allow us to enquire into Brightman's notion of 

the self as a growing unity and so, in order to pursue fur­

ther the central role played by the notion of experience and 

subsequently its implication for the interpretation of reli­

gious truth, we will analyze in this third chapter Brightman'n 

conception of the self as a metaphysical principle. For him, 

the self or conscious experience is the source of all truth 

concerning reality; the totality of the person's experience 

Ls somehow the source of all meaning. The fourth and last 

chapter will draw out the full implications of the use of 

sxperience as a criterion for religious truth. 

Our analysis of Brightman's empirical philosophy of 

religion had as its principal focus his empirical methodo-

Logy in the hope of clarifying some of the issues involved 

Ln any attempt to interpret religion concretely; his redefi-

lition of empiricism, the adoption of Hegel's methodology of 

radical empiricism, the understanding of reason as concrete 

md inclusive—a function of experience, the interpretation 

)f religious experience as a contribution to the person's 

growth in unity, and finally the use fo empirical coherence 
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as the criterion of religious truth. The central issue in­

volved in all these questions is that of experience. The 

meaning and possibilities of a concrete or empirical philo­

sophy of religion then rest on the philosopher's foundational 

conception of experience: his notion of the self and reality 

The question before us then in this chapter is to ex­

plore Brightman's determination to make the person (datum-

self or conscious experience) the metaphysical principle or 

*ey to reality in the hope of shedding light on the metho-

iological issues of his philosophy of religion. As a person-

alist trained under Borden Parker Bowne, he conceives the 

3elf as basically conative activity and later, as a result of 

lis discovery of Hegel, he come to stress the temporal charac­

ter of the self; Hegel, as we know, in contrast to Kant, 

3tressed the concrete activity of the mind, especially the 

bemporal aspect involved in the dialectic. It is my conten­

tion that this aspect of temporality in the self provides the 

jlue to understanding Brightman's notion of empirical coherenc 

"Personalism may be defined as that system of philo­
sophy which views personality as the active ground of the 
7orld, and as containing in the mystery of its uniqueness the 
cey to all the antimonies of metaphysics." James Hastings, 
encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, N.Y.,: Charles Scrib-
ier's' Sons, 1917, Vol.9, art. "Personalism" by R.T.Flewelling. 
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1.- THE PERSON AS KEY TO REALITY 

Throughout all of Brightman's thought, the call to 

experience and direct empirical reality is a recurrent theme: 

all philosophizing must begin with a given, an immediate expe• 

rience, and a direct intuitive grasp of a datum. Because of 

this very insistence, however, Brightman was exposing himself 

to the accusation of solipsism. Indeed, Sellars raised tha 

question as to whether we have an intuitive grasp of the self 
2 

as such, let alone that of objects outside the self. 

Brightman, in answer to these objections, seemed to reinforce 

the solipsism of immediate experience by restating a first 

principle of idealism that "direct immediate experience is 

not knowledge". And in answer to Sellars' question he state 

"strictly speaking, we do not have direct knowledge on any-

thing". In other words, it is possible to experience some­

thing directly but this does not mean that we know it. Know­

ledge of something requires that it be related to something 

else and ultimately with a totality of some kind. The ques­

tion then is how did Brightman manage to emphasize conscious 

2E. S. BRIGHTMAN, "Do We Have Knowledge-by-Acquaintanc 
of the Self", Jour. Phil., 41 (1944), p.695. 

3 
IBID., p.694. 

4IBID., p.695. 
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experience as the starting point of all knowledge and still 

manage to obtain knowledge? 

In an article entitled: Personality as a Metaphysical 

Principle, he states the reason why the datum self is able to 

transcend its own immediacy and thereby serve as a metaphysi­

cal principle: "every moment of experience points beyond it-

self". The datum self, according to Brightman, contains an 

objective reference or principle or self-transcendence. This 

objective reference is three-fold: (1) the reference of the 

memory to the past, (2) reference to the future by its anti­

cipation and (5) the reference to the object of thought, "at 

every moment we are thinking something, feeling something, 

related to something that is other than our thinking, feeling 

or act of relating". It is on the basis of the existence of 

this three-fold objective reference which is experienced im­

mediately in the datum self that Brightman makes the claim 

for the self as a metaphysical principle: "No other known 

entity has the three-fold reference of a self in specific con 

creteness; no other, therefore, is so well equipped to estab-
r. 

lish and maintain relations and to serve as a key to reality. 

5IDEM, "Personality as a Metaphysical Principle" in 
BRIGHTMAN (ed.) Personalism in Theology, Boston: Boston Uni­
versity Press, 1945, p.48. 

6IBID., p.48. 

7IBID., p.48. 
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Experience is the only evidence presented in conscious­
ness for belief in the subconscious, the unconscious, 
the social order, mathematics, ideal values, and the 
divine.8 

In other words, Brightman is saying that there may be 

a real world outside of my consciousness but the point is, I 

know only my experience of it in my consciousness, the real­

ity other than my present consciousness mut be inferred or 

believed in. For example, in the case of my eating an apple 

itself is said to exist on the basis of the taste and other 

9 
evidences. Brightman calls the present moment of conscious 

experience the "shining present". The referent is called 

the illuminating absent. 

The first trait of the shining present is that of 

conscious awareness. In using many terms to designate the 

same reality: experience, situation experienced, shining pre 

sent, datum self, Brightman is referring to the same thing: 

the present moment of consciousness. 

The second trait of the shining present it its "inno­

cence". This means "that from the mere presence of the shin­

ing present nothing can be inferred about the rest of the 

t» 11 universe" ,-LJ-

IDEM, An Introduction to Philosophy, loc.cit., p.11. 

9 
IBID., p.12. 

10IDEM, Person and Reality, p.47. 

11 
IBID., p.47. 
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In other words immediate conscious experience does not yield 

knowledge about anything; it is only itself. Intelligence 

and reason must go to work interpreting, analyzing and esta­

blishing workable hypotheses in order to establish any kind 

of real knowledge. Brightman defines knowledge as a "propo-

12 sition confirmed by the facts of reason". Reason's job is 

to bring the chaotic facts of immediate experience into some 

kind of order- Now, the only way to do this, is to explain 

them as signs of a reality other than the present experience 

The third trait of the shining present is its first-

personal aspect. "All experience is somebody's. 

It belongs to the self-whether human or subhuman or 
superhuman. Any experience can include the awareness: 
•This is mine;' it belongs to the unity of my conscious­
ness, my memories, my purposes; and no one else can ex­
perience it immediately as I do.*5 

This trait brings out perhaps the loneliness of the self in 

the shining present and its subsequent desire to reach out tc 

something outside the self. Brightman says elsewhere that as 

a self, "I am a monad with no windows, yet within myself, I 

find the universe mirrored. And, furthermore, I an unable tc 

understand the riches within me if I do not somehow ascribe 

them to a source beyond me." 

12IDEM, An Introduction to Philosophy, p.550. 
13 
IDEM, Person and Reality, p.48-49. 

14IBID., p.49. 
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This trait then of first person aspect is easily combined 

with another trait which Brightman adds, that of privacy; my 

experience cannot be duplicated. "No other being can expe­

rience my experience as I do." 

A fourth trait is that of self-identity. Each single 

act of awareness in a shining present is recognized as belong 

ing to the self, the I. As Brightman puts it, "...the com­

plex present is such that the experient can always say: this 

present whole of consciousness and all its parts are mine ;-
1 fi 

they are what I am at this present moment." The experience 

of self-identity is an experience of unity in plurality. The 

shining present involves as we said a multitude of elements, 

but underlying the experience is the awareness that all this 

belongs to the self. And in addition, as new acts of cons­

ciousness succeed themselves, memory makes it possible to re­

cognize the same self as underlying each separate act. 

Memory does not occur in a shining present until there 
is an experience of recognition that the present expe­
rience is like one, or refers to one, which I—the self 
of the present, one with the self of the past —experien­
ced in some way myself in the past.!''' 

15IDEM, Personality and Religion, N.Y.: Abington Press 
1954, p.57. 

16IDEM, Person and Reality, p.49. 

17IBID., p.51. 
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A fifth trait is what Brightman calls its evidential 

18 character- He means by this that the data contained in the 

shining present are so many signs or clues of realities other 

than the self; they are In short, evidence for the existence 

of other things. The experient just has to begin thinking, 

provided he thinks coherently, and he will find himself, dis­

covering other minds, God, nature, etc. The point Brightman 

is making here is that the human self has no choice but to 

begin inside himself in the present moment of experience and 

that very experience is ground for proving the existence of 

other things, This notion recalls to mind the procedure Des­

cartes used in one of his proofs of the existence of God when 

he indicates that the presence of the idea of the perfect is 

evidence for postulating the existence of a cause capable of 

causing such an effect in the mind. 

A sixth trait is its experimental character- By this, 

Brightman means that the evidence of the shining present does 

not interpret itself; it is oftentimes obscure and problema­

tic and so it must be subjected to all kinds of experiments. 
19 

"By experiment with the evidence we discover the meaning." 

fie saw how Brightman forsakes the naive common sense approach 

every datum of experience is a mere appearance until it is 

18IBID., p.52. 

19IBID., p.52. 
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subjected to tests and experiments. Knowledge as a term is 

used "to distinguish isolated, or prejudiced, or unverified 

assertions from those that have been put to the test of fur-

20 ther experience and reasoning and found to meet the test" . 

A seventh trait is that of its interpersonal character. 

This means that in certain cases of tested evidence the shin­

ing present is discovered to be interpersonal. "It finds 

itfithin itself what it interprets to be communications from 
21 

other persons." This trait also applies to the fact that when 

a thinker achieves testable statements, these statements then 
22 

become accessible to all competent observers. This last poin 

is significant for Brightman's methodology in that he is a 

firm believer in democratic society, a society which requires 

mutual understanding and intelligent communication. 

An eight trait is the element of duration. "No expe­

rience occurs in a single indivisible instant...every actual 

25 present is a present-past-future." This trait is linked with 

that of complexity and the awareness of self-identity;; the 

shining present has to be a 'time-span' of actual experience 

Involving a succession grasped as a whole otherwise the expe-

20IBID., p.20. 

IBID., p.55. 
22 
IBID., p.19. 

25 
IBID., p.55. 
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rience of complexity would be unexplainable. The presence of 

memory guards this succession from becoming a pure multipli­

city. The awareness of self-identity gives the necessary sta­

bility within the change. The significance for methodology 

here is that thought will be essentially considered a process 

an activity constantly developing and moving toward more and 

nore truth or coherence. There is never a moment of completior 

a moment where the mind reaches an absolute truth. For Bright-

nan truth is always open, always tentative. 

And finally, the last trait significant for an under­

standing of Brightman's methodology is the issue of control 

and counter control. In the shining present I am aware of 

choosing and directing certain activities; I am in control of 

the situation. But at other times and even in most experienc-

3d situations, there are factors which I neither choose, nor 

will, nor desire. These factors are grouped under the concept 
24 

of 'counter control'. Control and counter control are not 

synonymous with objective or subjective because at times the 

objective may be in accordance with our plans and hopes; 

it it is under control, whether or not our choice is viewed as 

25 the cause of its amenability to our wishes." In the same way 

24IBID., p.54. 
2S 
IBID., p.54. 
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our subjective emotions: desires as such may be contrary to 

our wishes. And so, the complex time-span of first personal 

consciousness contains actually or potentially two basic type J 

of processes: that which the self controls and that of the 

Given. Now, any one moment of experience "is an indivisible 

whole of some degree of activity controlling some aspects of 

26 the Given". No experience is made up of pure control or pure 

given and so it is up to rational analysis to separate the 

amount or degree of each type of activity. Furthermore, the 

Given is divided into two types: the rational and the non-
27 

rational. By the rational Given, Brightman means the princi­

ples of logic or of necessary inference; he considers them as 

unchangeable. "The validity of logical entailment Is an area 

immune to any force of man or nature or God that may be exert' 
,.2& ed against it. He includes in this category the validity of 

true value. The non rational Given refers to factors which in 

themselves have no logical structure such as sense qualities, 

desires, emotions. These factors are contingent as opposed to 

the necessity of the rational Given. This is the area of brut* 

fact. 

26IBID., p.56. 
27 

IBID., p.56. 
2dIBID., p.57. 
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Having summarized then the traits of the shining pre­

sent we see that each trait has a particular significance for 

Brightman's methodology. It Is said that a philosopher's 

method depends on his theory of knowledge; but then It must 

be added that a theory of knowledge depends on what the phil­

osopher considers to be his first principle or irreducible 

first given. For Brightman this first principle is the datum 

self given as unitary and conative. His entire metaphysics 

consists in analyzing the structure of human experience since 

the person is assumed to be the key to all reality. In a 

sense everything in Brightman's system flows from his psycho-

Logy. As in most idealist positions the first fact is that 

a man who decides to think can only start with himself as the 

Dnly ground of evidence. Everything starts therefore with 

sonscious experience. 

To conclude this paragraph we can summarize Brightman's 

thought by a quotation: 

The heart of the dialectical method is this: I, the meta­
physician—the human person trying to be genuine (exis­
tential, as some would now say)--must start exactly where 
I am. Unless I am blind, solitary, and changeless, I must 
look beyond where I was when I started, I must seek 'the 
other', the negative, the beyond, the more. I must note 
that the root with which I started and the branches which 
grew, have developed bud and blossom, and finally some 
good red apples29 

IBID., p.52. 
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2.-THE BASIS OF EMPIRICAL COHERENCE: 

In paragraph one we saw how, according to Brightman's 

idealistic position, the immediate experience of the self is 

potentially rational and rich in implicit relationships to &1'.. 

things such that its very richness and depth is the key to 

reality. Our study of Brightman's empirical methodology, how­

ever, led to the central role played by empirical coherence. 

The question facing us now then is to ascertain what the root 

and basis is for this insistance on empirical coherence. 

Once this is clear we will be able to proceed to draw out the 

implications or theological consequences involved in this typo 

of philosophy of religion. 

In searching for the foundational underpinnings of 

Brightman's notion of empirical coherence, three characteris­

tics of the self seem to provide the clues needed to interpret 

the central role given to empirical coherence. The first 

characteristic is that of temporality, the second that of 

growth and development, and finally that of search for perfec : 

rationality. 

A.-The temporality of the self: 

The shining present reveals only a present moment of 

consciousness, an almost solipsistic now. The now, however, 

contains clues that lead to problems and solutions. Our major 
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concern here is to clarify how reason confronts the problem 

of the fleeting character of the present. Indeed the term 

'present' has no single literal meaning; it changes as soon 

50 

as it is mentioned. The datum self then involves many pre­

sents. But will there be as many selves as there are diffe­

rent moments? 

Fortunately the shining present furnishes some very 

significant clues for the solution of this problem. The most 

promising clue is that of the presence of memory in the shin­

ing present. Brightman tells us that we have to assume the 

trustworthiness of memory, otherwise our present experience 

would become nonsense. A self without a past does not cohere 

urith the other data found in the shining present. Memory or 

the act of remembering in the present a past event, feeling 

or thought Is not just the re-presenting anew some once cons­

cious scene. It includes a recognition of the self as well. 

Vhen I remember or recall having seen a church steeple I am 

conscious that it was I that saw that church steeple. 

I recognize the scene as an experience of mine that 

I once had. The role of memory is to help me locate a past 

feeling or thought in the series of my past experiences. 

IBID., p.46. 
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Memory is not a repitition of the past; that is impossible. 
The past, as past can never be present. Nor does it con­
sist merely in the occurrence of experiences more or less 
similar to the past one. Memory does not occur in a shin­
ing present until there is an experience of recognition 
that the present experience is like one, or refers to 
one, which I—the self of the present, one with the self 
of the past — experienced in some way in the past. 

As a result of this ability of memory to reach back 

into the past and to re-present in the shining present the 

experiences of the same self, a link is established between 

the past self and the present self. In helping the present 

self to recognize one of its past experiences, an identifi­

cation is made between the two selves. They are seen as the 

same .And so by a series of memory linkages which serves as 

a mediation between the past and the present, a continuity 

Ls established throughout the entire series of presents. They 

all belong to the same selfy the one and the same self then 

underlies them all. 

The self is constantly changing; its very temporality 

forces it ever onward. This creates the problem of orienta­

tion; what is the meaning of it all? Brightman's view of this 

situation will give us the clue that will enlighten the gene­

ral significance of these materials. He says, "change may be 

transient or constant;but all change is temporal and is known 

31IBID., p. bl 
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as change by Its relation to some enduring meaning which is 

52 changeless and omnitemporal." The flow of shining presents 

is precisely such a change; as one now succeeds another there 

nust be some underlying meaning which explains the series of 

points. A little farther on he tells us, "the experience of 

time is a union of change and permanence. Time is usually 

identified with change; yet change could neither occur nor be 

known were there not some permanent meaning in the change... 

The knowledge of the law of change presupposed the permanence 
55 

3f self". The moving-self then needs a frame of reference 

to guide the change. 

It is the unity of the whole self (past-present-future) 

vhich establishes this frame of reference. Everything starts 

Ln the shining present and everything returns to it. In the 

cognitive order reason moves out from the present as from an 

ill-inclusive whole and judges the truth of any proposition 

on the basis of its coherence with the whole of experience 

(that of the whole self). In the order of values the true va-

Lues are distinguished from false values on the basis of sa­

tisfaction to all levels of desire and by relationship with 

the religious aspirations of the self to the ground of all 

value. 

52 
IDEM, Person and Reality, p. 119. 

55 
IBID., p. 122 
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The frame of reference is always that of the self. All proces 1 

and evolution needs a permanent medium of some sort; for 

Brightman that permanent medium is the whole self. 

The order of time is irreversible; each moment In a 

series appears at a certain time and then another replaces 

it. In the case of the human self the stage of immediacy is 

followed by that of mediacy until gradually a very high de­

gree of complexity is reached. This complexity however,is 

always seen against the background of the same self; memory 

allows a continual identification of the identity of the 

self in each of the moments of the flux. The self therefore 

jecomes a unity in complexity; the many moments are unified 

Ln relation to the whole self, the self of the past-present-

Tuture. 

B.- The self as growth and development: 

The temporality of the self is an immediate given 

fact; it is a datum. Now of what total self is this datum a 

3ign? Everything in Brightman's thought would seem to indicate 

;hat he would answer this question with the following tenta-

;ive hypothesis. The full significance of the self is to be a 

Irive toward wholeness and totality, that is, to be related 

/ith all reality both by knowledge and by adherence to values. 

i text taken at random in Brightman seems to indicate this 

.ine of thought. "Man finds himself by finding something else. 
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Pure subjectivity seems to be impossible..Communion with the 

object to which our religious valuations refer will thus 

bring with it also as expansion of the personal conscious-
r-f . 

ness and will satisfy its need for growth." 

If we recall what was said about the durational cha­

racter of the self: that it moved through a series of present 

gradually growing and developing into a very complex orga­

nism due to the accumulation of past experiences, everything 

would seem to indicate a need for wholeness. Conscious awa­

reness starts in the shining present and then proceeds to 

work out from there as from a center- But then as it reverts 

back to the shining present it finds itself transformed and 

enlarged by its very movement out to "theother". This move­

ment from the immediate to the mediate and then back to the 

starting point resulting in development is reminiscent of 

Hegel's spirit.Brightman describes for us the categories of 

Hegel in a way that suggests his application of them to the 

stages of development of the self on its way to wholeness. 

54 
IDEM, Rel ig ious Values, l o c . c i t . . p . 114, 
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As stated earlier, the basic categories are Sein, Wesen, 
and Bregriff:Sein is the principle of immediacy; thought 
must start with the fact of givenness—and always recog­
nize that in every given experience (the shining present) 
reason is at work, striving for completion and wholeness. 
Thought cannot remain satisfied with Sein. Wesen, its ba­
sic antithesis, is the principle of external relations, 
exemplifying the rational need for the 'other' to explain 
the given.(It is the illuminating absent which is the 
very life blood of the sciences.) But a synthesis is need 
ed.Merely to assert a shining present Sein—orSchein' 
and an illuminating absent (Wesen) is not only to leave 
the two unrelated but also to leave unexplored the higher 
structures and values of personal, social,and spiritual 
life. Such exploration leads to the synthesis,Begriff 
(which almost means personality), in which synoptic 
principles both include all that Sein and Wesen have con­
tributed and add new insights into the properties of orga> 
nic wholes and the meaning of ethica.1, aesthetic, reli­
gious and philosophical experience.&S 

The meaning of the self in process would seem to be 

that of wholeness, of totality. The text where Brightman des­

cribes Hegel's categories Indicates that the movement away 

from Sein (immediacy) toward Wesen (mediacy or the principle 

of external relations—complexity) is the work of reason 

striving for completion and wholeness. But reason itself is 

part of a whole and as such it is not the permanent medium 

which underlies the movement. It is the self and the ever-

videning horizons of the self that form the permanent basis 

for the whole process just as Hegel's Absolute Spirit was the 

nedium for him. 

The examination then of the general characteristics of 

bemporality, the successive stages of immediacy and mediacy, 

35 
IDEM, Person and Reality,p.95. 
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and the requirements of all changes all seem to verify the 

hypothesis that the general movement of the self is toward 

totality and wholeness. That this is truly Brightman's though-

is confirmed to some extent by his description of Hegel's 

categories; in Hegel the development is that of an absolute 

spirit whereas in Brightman it is an individual self. But 

in both cases the central issue is that of wholeness and per­

fection. 

C.-Perfect rationality as the ideal of personality: 

Throughtout Brightman's work there is the call to the 

society of our day not to put aside the many types of specia-

Lization which are quite necessary but to make some attempt 

to relate all this to the meaning of life as a whole. He saw 

that it was the task of the philosopher to attempt this in­

terpretation of everything in the light of experience as a 

whole. This effort to synthesize the results of the sciences 

as well as the results of the higher structures of human life 

such as religion, art and philosophy should lead to an en­

largement of the horizons of the self. A study of religion 

for example would lead the self to reinforce its connections 

and relations with God; the study of metaphysics would lead 

to a discovery of the total universe. And finally, the study 

of aesthetics would lead to the domain of beauty. 
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This effort to realize all the possibilities of re-

latedness contained in the self as achieved through religion, 

art and philosophy certainly reflects Brightman's search for 

perfect rationality as the ideal of personality- The movement 

away from immediacy into that of external relations and the 

domain of complexity is balanced off by a return to the self 

in an effort to uncover all the connections and interrelation 3 

which were implicitly contained in both Sein and Wesen. It 

is interesting to note the remark Brightman makes concerning 

Hegel's 'Begriff; he indicates that it almost means perso­

nality. His self or person attempting to interpret the whole 

of experience is very close to Hegel's Spirit in its moment 

of great synthesis when it recaptures both its immediacy and 

its mediacy. 

Brightman would advocate a self whose wholeness in-

and-for itself would be so complete as to be all-inclusive 

of everything. He Is not an absolutist. The double movement 

away from the self into external relations and then back to 

the self to enrich it with this newfound complexity makes of 

the self the model of rationality. By its inner drive to­

wards rationality the self succeeds in discovering all its 

potentialities, its relationships to all of reality. From a 

self-enclosed monad that it was in the beginning it radiates 

its light into all things. 
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CONCLUSION 

The whole concept of the self would seem to revolve 

around the idea of time as duration. In the description of 

the shining present the characteristic trait was seen to be 

that oftemporality. The shining present is a moment of cons­

cious experience. One moment succeeds another in an unending 

series of nows. Each present moment reveals a new aspect 

Df the self because the self is not a mind substance under­

lying all the nows but rather the act of consciousness itself 

At the level of interpretation and investigation the question 

of self-identity arises but the presence of memory linkages 

enable the present self to reach back into the past and dis­

cover there its former moments of awareness. And so, in addi­

tion to present conscious self, the continuity of the same 

is assured. The presence of plans and purposes help to ex­

tend the self into the future. The results of these investi­

gations is the constitution of a total self: past-present-

future. And so again we see Brightman1s conception of the sel;' 

as unitary except that here the present self is unified with 

its total span of experience. The search for coherence is 

Dased on the temporal character of the self. 

At the level of metaphysical interpretation where an 

attempt wa s made to investigate the meaning of the whole self 

the self moves out from the sphere of immediacy into ever 
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growing complexity. The activities of religious, aesthetic, 

and scientific experience reinforce and develop the full po­

tentialities of the self for relatedness. Philosophical rea­

son provides the necessary function of synopsis such that the 

self constitues a gradual process of unitary growth. 

Development and p̂ rowth seem to summarize best Bright-

man's conception of the self. Indeed, the very notion of em­

pirical coherence itself is understood as reasonable persona­

lity and so the search for a concrete,empirical methodology 

literally means finding a way to make the self or person 

whole. The goal of life is to grow out and become so to speak 

all things by knowledge and desire. Fulfillment, maturity, 

growth, wholeness, to be empirically coherent is the goal of 

the self. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

IMPLICATIONS AND EVALUATION 

Two questions have preoccupied us throughout this in­

vestigation: the first is the issue of using experience as a 

criterion of truth and the second Is the relationship of "phi­

losophy to religious truth, This study of Brightman's thought 

up to this point has helped to clarify certain methodological 

issues; the importance of defining experience, the need to 

determine the function of reason within experience, the role 

of the sciences and finally the use of an adequate criterion 

of truth. It is time however to draw out the implications 

for religious truth when interpreted by concrete experience. 

The study of these implications will make it possible to 

assess the strengths and weaknesses of Brightman's philosophy 

of religion. 

Three important results can be distilled from our an­

alysis of Brightman's conception of experience and the role 

he assigns to reason in his empirical philosophy of religion: 

(1) all items of experience, including that of religious ex­

perience, belong to that complex, unitary whole known as the 

datum self; (2) the truth value and validity of all experience 

nust be judged by reason both analytic and synoptic; and (5) 

the final and ultimate criterion of truth is the ability to 

. •• 
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harmonize and contribute to the growth of the person as empi­

rical coherence. On the basis of three general results which 

correspond to the three levels In his methodology: immediacy, 

nediacy, and synthesis, we can draw out the consequences or 

implications involved. 

The procedure in this chapter will be what J.C.Martin 

refers to as drawing out theological consequences."At the 

same time we may raise certain questions concerning the reli­

gious assumptions and the theological consequences involved 

.n these attempts to develop an empirical religious philoso -

jhy". Early references to biographical detail and to intellec­

tual influences have accounted for Brightman's religious as­

sumptions especially his attitude toward revelation, but now 

.t is time to ask;does his methodology of empirical coherence 

.mply any significant modifications or limitations with refe-
g 

'ence to basic theological concepts. 

1.- Some Theological Consequences: 

The strong case that Lrightman builds up for using ex­

perience as a source of religious truth clearly puts him into 

;he camp of the New protestantism or "the religion of seeking 

James A.MARTIN, Empirical Philosophies of Religion, 
•oc.cit•, p. 7-8. 

2 
IBID., p. 7-8 
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God in one's feelings, thinking,experience, volition and this 

in distinction from the Old Protestantism,which found God re-
5 

vealed in Jesus Christ, to whom man responds with faith". 

But as in the case of all the efforts on the part of post-

Kantian theologians to find a firm basis for faith in experi­

ence, the shift from dogma to life meant adopting a philosoph;'-

enabling them to explore the presuppositions of experience. 
4 

Most Modernist theologians came to adopt Hegelian idealism; 

R.J.Cooke defines modernism "as a substitution of philosophi­

cal idealism for New Testament interpretations of historical 

realities, or as Percy Gardner would say, it is an affirma­

tion of a spiritual and evolutionary concept of Christianity 

as opposed to a so-called materialistic and cataclysmic view 

„ 5 
of Christian origins and christian beliefs". The strong 

appeal of Hegelian idealism lay in its claim to a concrete 

methodology capable of organizing and obtaining meaning out 

of growing evolutionary experience. 

George W.Richards, "From the Standpoint of a Superna-
;uralist." American Philosophies of Religion, loc.cit.,p.512. 

Le modernisme a ete une lointaine consequence de la 
critique Kantienne et de ce qu'elle est devenue chez les dis­
ciples, Hegel en particulier. Si 1'on desire dans le concret 
an recoupement bref et combien illuminateur, qu'on se rappel-
Le comment celui qui pretend avoir fonde le modernisme,Loisy, 
i d'abord ete touche par le pantheisme de Hegel, a lui trans-
nis par Renan, dans ses cours au College de France." A.Monette 
'Pour I'avenement d'un nouvel humanisme."R.U.0.22 (L952)p.598. 

5 
R.J.Cooke, "What is Modernism?" Methodist Review, 112 

(1929) p. 187-188. 
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In this evolutionary perspective, the only possibility 

for truth is the kind that emerges out of the development of 

the self—that so harmonizes with the past and the anticipa­

tions of the future self that a meaning emerges from the pre­

sent datum self.Jean Wahl describes contemporary philosophy 

as "le mouvement vers le concret", that is, an attempt on the 

part of present philosophers to eliminate the over-simplified 

attempts of materialism and idealism to interpret reality and 

Instead to attempt an interpretation of reality based on a 

reflection of interior and exterior events in such a way as 

;o transform the event into experience. Of itself the present 

tioment of experience is chaotic and unmeaningful but by the 

ifork of concrete reason working from within to transform the 

jare facts of the event into a meaningful experience. This 

Lmmanent work of reason transforms experience into a history. 

The consequences for religious truth in this view are 

clearly stated in the dictum: life rather dogma. All dogmatic, 

i-priori, systematic truth is abstract, unconnected, detached 

'rom life and hence cannot contain any meaning unless it be 

"Bare facts have no meaning. Knowledge is only of 
things experienced. But knowledge is not concerned merely 
with here and now of experience. Knowledge is concerned with 
the relation of every phenomenon to the whole." 
E.S.Brightman, "The Personalistic Method in Philosophy", 
Meth.Rev., 105 (1920), p. 572. 
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related to the whole which is the growing unity of the self's 

on-going experience. The truths of religion must be related 

to the whole of life and studied in connection with it. The 

authoritative position once held by dogmatic truth is repla­

ced by that of experience. No absolute starting point is gran 

ted to theology or revelation in meaningful experience, ex­

perience is the only authority- Past events, dogmas, Church 

teachings, principles etc. are considered only In so far as 

they contribute to the coherence of the present moment in 

the history of the self. 

In a world of rapid development in the sciences both 

physical and human, in a world of complex personal and social 

problems, and in a world bewildered by an accelerated process 

of change, men feel the need for orientation; men seek a poin; 

of reference, a perspective, a principle to order the many 

elements encountered in life's experience so as to arrive at 

some kind of meaning, some kind of intelligible unity.It is 

in this context that religion's traditional role as source of 

orientation has come to be questioned and re-evaluated. 

Theologians ask is it possible that the truths taught by the 

teaching authority of an institutionalized Church based on a 

Revelation which occurred in the past can be still relevant 

to man's problems today? Could it not be that the complexity 

of present day life has simply outgrov/n the simplicity of the 

Gosple truths? Put in another v/ay, is the orientation offered 
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by religion enough to satisfy the special kind of meaning 

needed by man today? The problem is fundamentally then one of 

pluralism: is one source of truth based in the past sufficient 

to guide our lives today? 

Implicit to the emergent conception of truth where each 

new development in the self gives rise to new meaning is the 

idea that experience itself is a kind of revelation. Each new 

event, each item of experience, each new fact contain possibi-

Lities for new truth about reality.As we recall,Brightman's 

theory of the dialectic makes the items contained in the 

immediate self point out to tilings and realities beyond it­

self so that when reason sets out to interpret the meanings 

jf these events, wider and wider realms of reality are disco­

vered.This means that all avenues of truth must be left open; 

10 one system or doctrine should be favored. "Reason cannot 

accept uncritically dogmas or inspired intuitions, it must 

examine and test all for its possible contents of truth. 

'Reason knows no barriers, no privileges,no separations. Its 

.mpartial eye examines every fact, every belief, every problerr, 
7 

;ith a view to finding the truth wherever it may be". And so 

'n essentially pluralistic approach to truth is adopted; each 

.nd every position is given a good hearing before being judgec 

is to their coherence with the whole of experience. 

''IDEM, "Religion as Truth" loc.cit., p. 55. 
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The dialectical movement of the self makes it that one moment 

of history of the self may be different from another moment 

but always they must be made to hang together—only manifest 
8 

logical contradictions rule out pny one position. 

In terms of consequences for religious truth this plu­

ralist notion of truth means that truth is never absolute. 

Any one position is limited, open to complementation; this is 

why "the varieties of philosophical interpretations are in--" 

evitable because of the limitations of our minds and the inex­

haustibility of the universe, it appears improbable that all 

9 
finite minds will ever see the whole in the same way". 

The quest for truth then is a kind of ideal towards which 

everyone works; Brightman refers to this work of organizing 

and interpreting the chaos of each new experience in order 

to sift out all the truth contained therein as the infinite 

task. "Kant spoke of the unendliche Aufgabe, the infinite 

task, of knowing the world of nature, but the task of builo-

ding a world of spirit in the world of Spirit is even more 

truly infinite". 

"The only absolute is that truths cannot contradict 
each other." Person and Reality, p. 5. 

9 
IDEM, An Introduction to Philosophy, p. 15. 

IDEM, "Chaos and Cosnos; A Meditation for our Times", 
Religion In Life, IX (1940) p. 25. 

I 
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This task of building up the world of Spirit belongs first of 

all to God but He must struggle against the chaos of unintel-

ligibillty and so "perhaps the task of divine cosmos is inex­

haustible, and the perfection of the universe may consist not 

in its being finished at some future time, but rather in its 

11 

ndefinite, eternal perfectibility". Whatever may be our con­

ception of the divinity, in Brightman's case he upheld that 

}od was limited by certain givens and therefore was a Finite 

5od, One thing is clear, on the basis of a pluralistic open-

jnded notion of truth, the search for truth is never ended. 

!n this view, the truth is in the whole and since the whole 

.s never fully present, truth can never be complete. And so, 

.11 positions and differences are welcomed.The differences 

re to be expected and actually make life richer, progress 

nore Inevitable, development freer, when each point of view 

finds its full expression. 

It is precisely because the goal of philosophy is the 
rational, the true, the universal, that finite minds fall 
short and no finite view is completely adequate. We may 
ask, in Hegel's spirit, w.iether every view does not repre­
sent a genuinely needed side of truth; and whether the 
error of anypthesis does not consist in the denial of its 
antithesis. 

One other consequence linked to the pluralistic ap-

iroach to truth is the leading and important role played by 

IBID., p. 25, 
12 

IDEM, An Introduction to Philosophy, p. 15-14, 
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the philosopher of religion. If all other branches of learn­

ing, including that of Theology, are specialized in that they 

exploit one point of view, the philosopher must synthethze 

all the points of view; his task is to make a synthesis with 

all that is given to him. And" if, the only, authority open to 

the critical thinker is that of his own experience, then each 

and every man must be his own philosopher; each individual is 

called upon to make his synthesis. 

The method of radical empiricism by its historical and 

pluralistic approach to truth assimilates religious truth in­

to the multifaceted dimensions of conscious experience and so 

the chief and perhaps the most characteristic consequence is 

that all truth is made relative to the self. The whole method 

Ls centered on man's experience and could be described as a 

<ind of phenomenology which attempts to draw out rational 

neanlng from the events in the shining present; Brightman 

quotes Bowne as saying that psrsonality is not a principle 

that can help us to understand experience but it is rather an 

hypothesis to unify knowledge, experience, values all of life 

such that the categories of tl ought do not explain intelligen­

ce, it is intelligence or personality that explain the cate-

15 
jories. He defines a category as a principle, the denial of 

would make the entire univorse of discourse to which it 

IDEM, "Why is Person?lism Unpopular?" Methodist Rev, 
104 (1921) p. 525-526. 
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applies either impossible or fundamentally incoherent; for 

example time is a category because it is a prominent feature 

of the shining present. All hypotheses and categories then 

are presented in terms of their basis or harmony with the 

whole of experience. The hypothesis concerning nature, for 

example is that of a form of consciousness—divine conscious­

ness to be exact—because this seems to be the most coherent 

explanation of the facts as they appear to the self. 

All the empirical evidence we have for nature is found 
in the form of consciousness, which indicates that nature 
throughout its being is at least related to conscious­
ness, able to appear in it, and harmonious with its con­
ditions. From these facts it is reasonable to infer that 
nature and personality are constituted of one and the 
same kind of stuff, the stuff of personality.1^ 

Irrespective of the strengths inherent In a methodolo­

gy which insists on making all hypotheses cohere with expe­

rience, it is evidence that the price paid will be that of 

explaining all realities in terms of one kind of reality, 

that of human experience. The consequence is one of anthropo­

morphism. The whole issue of the supernatural, of Revelation, 

of dogma are reduced to the idea of religion or what Baillie 

calls the human end of the relationship between God and man. 

•^IDEM, Personality and Religion, p.98. 

i5IDEM, "A Christian View of Nature", in Diffendorfer 
(ed.), Christian Bases of World Order, Nashvill: Abindon Press 
1945, p.75. 
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"All the problems of philosophy of religion concerning faith, 

worship, tradition, God, revelation, immortality, doubt, 

skepticism, or secularism are stresses and strains within ex-

rience." ^Religion is to be interpreted in terms of its pos­

sibilities for growth in the personality. This immanentist 

approach however, narrows considerably the range of issues 

possible. 

Le modernisme a done ete une nouwelle branche et comme 
une extension de 1' idealisms, ̂ i la connaissance affirme 
avant tout le sujet qui connait si les categories sont 
des formes de 1'entendement de 1'homme qui les pose, it 
sera naturellement difficile de savoir comment atteindre 
le monde tel qu'il est. Nos connaissances dites objec­
tives sont affectees d'un incurable relativisme. 

The relativism or subjectivism spoken of here is not 

taken in the sense of opposite to objective; for Brightman 

"objectivity is 'warranted' subjective personal belief, test­

ed by appropriate subjective personal standards of reason, 

18 observation, and experiment". The relativism engendered by 

the method of empirical coherence consists then in its inhe­

rent anthropomorphic reduction of all reality to meanings co­

herent with the human self. And so, very clearly the method 

16IDEM, A Philosophy of Religion, p.l. 
17 

A.MONETTE, " P o u r I ' a v e n e m e n t d ' u n n o u v e l h u m a n i s m e " 
R.TJ.O. 22 ( 1 9 5 2 ) , p . 5 9 9 . 

18 
L'.S.BRIGHTMAN, Persons and Values, p. 10. 
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leads to adopt as true that which coherent with the self 

rather than that which is true in itself. 

The Implications and consequences described so far all 

seem to stem from the idealism inherent in Brightman's em­

pirical Philosophy of Religion; the need for concretion, the 

emphasis on the developmental and dialectical approach to 

truth, and the subjectivism arise out of the author's empir­

ical idealism. Indeed, in order to evaluate properly Bright-

man's work in philosophy of religion not only must we study 

his thought in the context of his whole Philosophy, but also 

In the context of American Philosophy as a whole and the 

special place of idealism in that Philosophy. But since this 

would Involve a whole study in its self, we will not attempt 

to do so here. However, we do know that Brightman was in-

19 
fluenced by Josiah Royce and that despite Royce's adherence 

to a monism, Brightman struggled like Royce to formulate an 

empirical idealism. Royce had stated that "to complete the 

understanding of idealism, you need a theory of the facts of 

nature, so interpreted as to be in harmony with the view that 

1J"I wish that somebody would tell me what my precise 
relation to Bowne is. I suppose that our agreements were 
rather on the increase toward the end of his work. I always 
prized him much; but each of us had many irons in the fire. 
I ought to have come closer to him before he left us." Josiah 
ROYCE, letter to Brightman, July 16, 1915. 
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only ideas are the realities, and yet so adapted to expe­

rience as to free your idealism from the arbitrariness of the 

20 inner life of mere finite selves". And so, like Royce then, 

the two poles of Brightman's thought are the empirical or 

concern for scientific fact and the rational in the sense of 

concrete reason. In our evaluation then we would like to 

keep in mind Brightman's particular form of idealism and 

attempt to make an appreciation of his thoughts on the phi­

losophical interpretation of religion on the basis of his 

empiricism. 

2.- The Limitations of the Idealistic Position: 

The interpretation of religion by Brightman's criterion 

of empirical coherence yields two results; the first, the 

worth of religion consists in its agility and power to ful­

fill the personality; the second is that religious truth is 

never absolute. In order to be able to evaluate these two 

results, it is necessary that they be related to the founda­

tional underpinnings of both of Brightman's method and 

netaphysics. Ps James Collins tells us, "In all these areas 

Lt is difficult to refrain from equating the entire reality 

with what is discovered about it by means of a particular 

Josiah ROYCE, The Spirit of Modern Idealism, loc. cit. 
p.185. 

_______-_--—-___________________________«___^ 
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21 

philosophical study". To uncover the truth-value, there­

fore,of the results, it is necessary to reflect upon them in 

the context of his entire philosophy. In this way, we can 

separate the chaff from the grain. 

Establishing the connection between a particular 

statement on religion and a man's entire S7/-stem is particu­

larly necessary in the case of idealism. For the absolute 

idealist, the real and the ideal coincide. And in the case 

of a personal idealism, such as Brightman1s, the person is 

bhe key to reality: "From the outset of his speculation, 

the philosopher pledges himself to a definite, if incipient, 

view of reality and the function of the mind therein. This 

initial decision will condition all subsequent developments, 

setting appreciable limits to his inquiry, posing problems 

Ln a characteristic way and dictating the main lines of so­

lution in accordance with his original attitude. With special 
22 force do these observations apply to the idealist thinker." 

The method is centered on man's experience; it could 

oe described as a kind of phenomenology if we define phenom­

enology as a reflexive description of human consciousness in 

Drder to arrive at the nature of reality. Brightman does not 

21 
James COLLINS, "The Role of Monistic Idealism in 

Voce's Esthetic" '_. Sch. , XVII (1945), p.52. 
22 

IBID., p.52. 
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attempt to bracket out reality but nevertheless the object 

analyzed and studied is human consciousness. Granting that 

human consciousness refers out to an other, and objective 

order, it still remains true that the object studied is man's 

experience and hence the situation of a partial one-sided ap­

proach. This is a damaging accusation for a method that 

wants to be all Inclusive and comprehensive. 

To answer that the philosopher cannot start with any­

thing but himself is simply to recognize the situation of man 

as a knower: to know man must know according to his manner 

of, according to his powers, but if knowledge is to mean any­

thing it must reach and make present things as they are. The 

"other" must be reached somehow 'quod se' and not 'quod nos'. 

We cannot assume that reality is relative to human conscious­

ness; certainly not at the beginning of a philosophy. Id 

does not make too much sense to say that reality x is such 

and such to-day because of this or that experience situation 

and then to-morrow to say reality x is now something else 

because of a change in my situation. It is possible to grant 

that much of our knowledge is conditioned by our situation 

but this only emphasizes the need to distinguish in our acts 

of knowing the manner of knowing and the thing known. To 

accomplish this, a method must be constructed which respects 

at the outset the givenness of the "other". 

Human consciousness is not the whole of reality and so 
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a method predicated on the capacity of human experience to 

reveal reality is a one-sided approach. For this reason, a 

realist cannot accept Brightman1s method as tool for a 

complete investigation of being. Peter Bertocci suggest that 

the advantage of the radical empiricism is that while casting 

doubt on positivism it does not preclude any other metaphy­

sical system: dualism, realism,idealism, materialism, or 

25 
pantheism. This is true if we consider that all thinking 

must begin with man and his experience but it is not true if 

we consider that man's knowledge is not the whole of being 

and that consequently all being cannot be explained or known 

as it is by a reduction to man's way of knowing. Brightman's 

method is based on the assumption that all reality can be ex­

plained in terms of human personality. But this is an as­

sumption and as such it must be proven. 

The starting point of Brightman's metaphysics is in th< 

shining present. This phenomenological starting point colors 

all his subsequent terminology; in this metaphysics, being as 

known is prior to objective being and all reality is inter­

preted as being experienced. The term 'being' is said to be 

summum genus that includes all that is found in the shining 

23Peter A. BERTOCCI, "The Person as ,Key to Reality" 
Ln Brightman, chap. 18, p. 545. 
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present and all possible referents—even non-being is a kind 

of being because non-being can be mentioned." As to the 

realms of being or kinds of being, their significance must 

be derived from their meaning for experience. 

Time, for example, is a category and a category of 

all possible realms of being. The procedure to establish 

time as such a prominent category is an interesting illus­

tration of personalistic method. It begins naturally in the 

shining present (the self) where the most prominent feature 

is temporality and makes this the basis for establishing 
25 

time as a category at least in the shining present. The pas­

sage from the shining present to the illuminating absent Is 

a crucial one but there are sufficient indications to satis­

fy the requirements defining a category- For an idealist or 

personalist an;/ view of time must be coherent with time as it 

isfound in the shining present.lt is on this basis that 

Brightman concludes that the illuminating absent is also 

temporal.Time then is a category and a category of all possi­

ble realms of being. 

IDEM, Person and Reality, op.cit. p. 75. 

IBID., p. 91. 
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In terms of personalistic terminology experience is 

an immediate given whereas time is more illuminating. And so, 

at the level of Interpretation where light is sought, the 

category of time will be operative. For now It seeks to dis­

cover an hypothesis which, without reducing or explaining ex­

perience away, shows how the relationships between them may 

be most clearly conceived; empirical reasoning does not make 

experience more connected or less connected than it is—it 

attempts an hypothesis which helps us to further relate them 

to each other in order to reduce the mystery. 

Therefore in all this, the purpose of verification is 

not to go outside the experient, but to remain inside the 

datum self in order to bring light into the shining present; 

the philosopher seeks to reduce the obscurity of his expe­

rience by seeking answers to the clues given him in his ex­

perience. Life has two levels; that of sheer living and that 

of reason; both are within the experient. And yet much of the 

answer will be to refer to another because this is the only 

coherent explanation of our experience. 

One final point concerning Brightman's method is the 

fact of its openness. The arrow of intelligibility is always 

on the move. Life brings with it new facts, new experiences 

and as a result new hypotheses must be formed. This makes 

, , .. . _™__™„ 
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philosophy a very experimental affair- As Brightman puts it, 

•"Metaphysics is a series of experiments, an experience as 

a whole and its field extends beyond that of all laboratories 

and all observatories. Yet its method is always experimental, 

since it is forever seeking to enlarge the scope of its ob­

servations and inferences and to connect them carefully with 

each other, as it seeks light on its problems: what is the 

ultimate nature of the world." 

26IBID., p.5. 
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CONCLUSION TO CHAPTER FOUR: 

The attempt to treat experience as a whole Is charac­

teristic of idealism; experience Is conceived of as unitary 

and active. In addition to this the method of radical em­

piricism is geared up to making the most of concrete facts; 

it attempts to be as analytical as possible, gathering up 

all the latest facts from the sciences. And so from these 

two points of view Brightman's methodology and metaphysics 

of experience constitute an attempt to leave neither life 

nor lo^ic aside. He preserves life by stressing experience 

and succeeds in upholding unitary vision by dealing with 

experience as a totality or coherent whole. Ho one can 

accuse brightman of being one-sided; indeed the very method 

is conceived as a movement from whole to parts and then back 

to whole again. At one stage of thought the stress Is on ex­

perience and at another stage the stress is on the whole of 

experience. But nonetheless, the preference is for the whole 

coherence is the objective or target of the arrow of intelli­

gibility. Perfect coherence is impossible for the human mind 

but th-s Is its goal; it aims to diminish the mystery of 

life. 

Coherence always comes out on top—it was coherence or 
chaos, and I never was especially fond of chaos. Nor 
has a purely rigor-and vigor view of coherence as a 
strictly deductive system, derived from fixed postula­
tes, seemed to me a suitable criterion of truth about 
the real world; it leaves no room for the contingent 
facts of experience to cone in through the armor of system. 
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As between Spinoza and Hegel, [>ive me Hegel, who invites 
new facts to come in through every antithesis and syn­
thesis... I am an empiricist, but an empiricist who 
insists on getting the connections among his facts clear 
and his relevant facts as complete as possible.2 

And yet the strongest critique we ct.n make of Bright-

man's position is precisely in regard to the narrow starting 

point which he adopts as an idealist. His first given is the 

conscious self—all else must be inferred from signs and 

clues within consciousness; this is known as epistemolo0Ical 

dualism. In any case it is a position that denies the given­

ness of the oody, of the world, of other selves. There are 

no other facts but the facts for self and so the entire 

system suffers from the narrowness of the starting point of 

idealism* 

For a re&list, reality is not only a fact tor self, it 

is a fact for itself. The real given would seem to oe three 

fold: a conscious experient, an ooject emperienced, and the 

encounter bet.een knower and reality. This last point is 

what constitutes the context or matrix for all thought, 

according to Kierkegaard, there is a fact or datum which 

stands out over all the others; there is so to speak a pri­

mary fact which could be called the fact. Ihis fact is the 

givenness in being of joth the knower and the surrounding 

world. Both the individual knower and the world exist before 

IDEM, "Review of Reviews", Phil. Forum 9 (1951), p.2. 
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:he act of knowing takes place. The first given is that 

jeing is—things are, they exist—and this is the primary 

t'act to which and from which all knowledge flows. We shall 

rxu'iine this issue further in our gentral conclusion. 
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Standing in the midst of three currents or traditions: 

Idealism, modernism, and personalism, Brightman's philosophy 

of religion has deserved close study. Our hope and expec­

tation was that an examination of his thought would yield 

insights into the possibility of using personal conscious 

experience as the ultimate source or criterion of religious 

truth. Our main concern was to determine the issues involved 

in any attempt to use experience as a priviledged starting 

point. Each of our chapters deds with the different aspects 

that seem to constitute the core of Brightman's empirical 

philosophy of religion and in a careful thinker like him, a 

close study of his methodology should be enlightening for any 

attempt to be concrete and empirical In religious matters. 

And so as we summarize our findings, we see that at 

the basis of his entire philosophy lies in his redefinition 

of empiricism that avoids the one-sidedness of British 

empiricism and the transcendentalism of absolute idealism; 

this redefinition allows him to reshape his whole notion of 

experience. An inheritor of jovne's personal idealism which 

stresses the conative activity of the self, he amplified the 

role of value striving in the total experience of the self 

redefining person as a self capaole of values. It is this 

latter emphasis that is reflected in his definition and un­

derstanding of religion. The influence of William James is 
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manifested in Brightman's determination to make use of the 

analytical work of the sciences as a necessary intermediary 

between ordinary experience and philosophy. But it is espe­

cially Brightman's adoption of Hegel's methodology of ration­

al empiricism that colors all the rest and that leads him to 

formulate a philosophy of religion ,jased on empirical cohe­

rence. By uncovering the inner development of his empirical 

approach to religion we have come to see more clearly the 

issues involved in any attempt to be concrete and close to 

life and experience in the search for religious truth. We 

would like to list these results in this final conclusion. 

l.-The need to examine the presuppositions of experi­
ence. 

The first result and perhaps one of the most signifi­

cant comes as a result of analyzing Brightman's determination 

to establish a starting point common to Doth science and. re­

ligion in that this effort points up the all important and 

central role played by one's definition of experience. No one 

understands this better than idealists who by deliberate in­

tention conceive the task of the philosopher as that of 

uncovering the presuppositions of experience. 

No, experience itself is meaningless without presupposi­
tions, every one has an unconscious philosophy. Every 
one has beliefs about the world as world, and in its 
wholeness. One may neglect or even hate a conscious 
philosophy. Nobody is without the faith that it would 
need, a whole philosophy to articulate.1 

Uosiah ROYCE, The Spirit of iu'odern Philosophy, L. .Y.: 
The Norton Library, V/.W. Norton U Co., inc., 1957, p.£94. 
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The history of the modernist movement in both Protes­

tant and Catholic circles seems to bear Royce out. As the 

reliance on the authority of Scripture or official Church 

teaching was gradually abandoned as a starting point for 

religious truth and efforts were made to find a firm founda­

tion for faith in experience, it became quite apparent that 

underlying the word of experience was for the most part 

Hegelian idealism. No less an authority on modernism than 

Baron hriedrick von Hiigel, after realizing pervasive influence 

of I-lê el upon the religious scene of his time, refers to 

"the slender religious power of Hegelian interpretations of 

religion". For the Baron "givenness is the central charac-
3 

teristic of all religion worthy of the name" and so when he 

himself began probing the Hegelian presuppositions of the terrr 

experience, he came to realize the danger of building a whole 

system of religion on an unexamined notion of experience. 

Brightman was very much aware of the need to examine 

and esLaolish one's presuppositions. Indeed it is for this 

very reason that he never considered himself a theologian 

either in the old traditional sense of one who starts with 

revelation or in the modern sense of one who starts with 

2.Baron Friedrick von PlUGEL, The Mystical Element of 
Religion, Vol. I., N.Y.: E.P. Dutton & Co., I927,~p.xvi. 

5IBID., p.xvi. 

U N I V E R S I T Y OF OTTAWA SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES 



UNIVERSITE D'OTTAWA ECOLE DES GRADUES 

FINAL CONCLUSION 100 

experience. He was first and foremost a philosopher of 

religion with the specific task of defining the real meaning 

of experience and seeing how religion fits into that experi­

ence. And so it is to Brightman1s credit that he fully rea­

lized this exigency. The analysis of his philosophy of 

religion bears witness to that necessity. 

2.-religious truth must bvild on both the felt needs 
and real needs of people. 

The second learning drawn from our study, builds 

around Brightman1s contention that the deepest meaning of 

religion is its contribution to the development of the 

person. This strong linkage of religion with personality 

and the growth possibilities of persons raises the question 

whether or not religion can retain its fullest and deepest 

meaning when the needs of persons are made tne criterion of 

true religion. The question is what becomes of the divine 

pole of the religious relationship. An observer of the 

Protestant scene in America of the 1920's makes the following 

observation: 

The primary interest of the Reformation was in vital 
personal religion. Luther staked his case on the decla­
ration that religion finds its real vindication in the 
experience of living people rather than in the declara­
tion of an official Church...underneath his reform is 
the principle that practical vitality and efficiency 
are to be sought first. Recent developments in Protes­
tantism indicate that we are comirg to accept and apply 

41..S. 3-tIGhTl.̂ N, "Religion as Truth" in Fern, loccit, 
p.55. 
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this principle. ;,.ore and more religioi s programs are 
bein^ formulated on the bt-sis of the ascertained needs 
of people rather than on ihe basis of alleged authori­
tative utterances. The distinctions between the deno­
minations are being softened as all alike cease to 
urge their exclusive divine rights»5 

We see expressed here the pragmatic temper so conge­

nial to the American way of life evident as far back as the 

Puritans' need to judge the presence of grace in their souls 

by the observation of exterior fruits in action* The empha­

sis here is on the felt needs of persons and how they can be 

adapt to changing conditions. In other words the suggestion 

is that a person take from religion whatever seems to fit 

the ascertained needs of the moment. 

But on the other hand it has been suggested that the 

real question in religion is not so much what we think we 

need as what we really need In fact. If we start with our­

selves and our ascertained needs, we run the risk of failing 

to see in the truths of ^evel^tion some of our very real 

needs. It may be that when God speaks to man, Ae is not ao 

much speaking aoout Himself, as He is speaking to us aoout 

ourselves as men. Some con-tnentators of the Death of God 

movement have observed that the real issue is not the loss 

of faith in a transcendent uod but the loss of faith in the 

G.B.S^ITH, "The Problem of Authority in Protestant­
ism", Crozier Quarterly, b (1928), p.396. 
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meaning of man. One of the essential needs of man is that of 

openness to another person and that without a response to 

another who speaks to us, we cannot be ourselves. Hocking 

intimates this fact in the following statement. 

It must come as a positive datum, something itself per­
sonally experienced or 'revealed'. It is here that 
religion takes the issue out of the hands of philosophy-
For religion in its historical forms is empirical; it 
appeals to the realistic temper: it deals with facts. 
Its function is not to prove God but to announce Him.... 
it appeals only to man's power to recognize what he 
needs ifl what is real . Hence religion calls upon every 
man for an individual and ultimate 'I believe' which 
means...'I see1.6 

Hocking's position here is very close to von Httgel's 

remark that "givenness is the central character of all 

religion". Brightman in this connection by his decision to 

stick only to the facts experienced in the datum self descri­

bes the core of the religious experience in terms of the 

experienced need to fulfill oneself. In searching for the 

empirical fact of religion he identifies the moral ODli^ation 

to perfect oneself as the primary fact relevating Scripture 

and Tradition to a secondary or Instrumental role of assis­

ting the self in its growth. 

This ties in with what von Hugel calls the slender 

religious inspiration inevitable in a position that makes 

consciousness the first given rather than the "being-with" 

William E. HOCKING, Human Nature and its Remaking, 
Hew Haven: Yale University Press, 1934, p.426-427. 
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situation of the person with a body in the world with other 

persons and with God. And so in response to the question: 

can religion retain its intrinsic meaning if the needs of 

persons are made the criterion of truth, the answer is yes, 

if we include the real needs of persons as well as the felt 

needs. A restriction to felt, conscious needs reduces 

religion to ethics and moral striving. 

5.-Philosophy of religion is a necessity in times of 
cultural transition. 

The third result of our analysis of Brightman thought 

regards the importance and necessity of a philosophy of 

religion. Brightman's empirical philosophy of religion 

teaches us the requirements of such a discipline. 

In times of social stability the chief Function of 
philosophy of religion is to justify the existing 
system and hence in such times philosophy of religion 
tends to become theological. But in times of great 
cultural transition it adopts t\.o functions: to 
theorize in an exploratory and experimental manner in 
an effort to bring to light the outlines of the 
new being born and to criticize the old way and point 
out what seems better. Thus philosophy of religion has 
three functions in respect to the actual conduct of 
religious living: to sustain, to explore, and to trans­
form. 7 

AS the awareness of cultural change grows within us and the 

realization that the knowledge explosions is upon us the 

need arises to orient ourselves, to find out what is happen­

ing around us. Jrightman's remark that ordinary experience 

Henry WIEi'^N, American Philosophies of Religion 

loc.cit., p.61- ^^^ 
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is too confusing and complex for reflexive thought and that 

consequently a study of the sciences both physical and human 

practically imposes itself upon someone who wants to orient 

limself today in the midst of change. Thish/here Brightman's 

demand that the philosopher of religion study the sciences of 

religion: psychology, sociology, and history of religion 

points up the necessity of getting all the facts before any 

kind of synthesis or judgment is made. He saw the great need 

for a more empirical temper if religion was to survive in an 

age of science and technology. And so his empirical philo­

sophy of religion teaches us a valuable learning for the 

study of religion in our own times. 

The other function played by philosophy of religion 

is that of evaluating the new forms of religious expression 

and thought as the world of religion attempts to adapt to 

changing times. Recent commentators observe that we have 

oeen too hasty perhaps in adopting the latest cultural fad as 

a basis for religious expressjon because all too often the fad 

changes leaving religion holding the bag. The need for 

reconstruction looms large on the horizon and so it is abso­

lutely necessary that we establish criteria in order to be 

able to evaluate changes in religion. This Is precisely the 

function of the philosopher of religion; it is for him to 

examine language, the findings of ;he social sciences, the 

value strivings of every day experience, all in the light of 
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critically examined criteria. 

Brightman's own philosophy of religion is a beautiful 

illustration of a philosopher or religion at work. His 

elaboration of the criterion of empirical coherence points • 

up the central role played by a criterion in the evaluation 

of religion and its relationships to the other areas of 

experience, us with Royce however, Brightman stresses the 

internal meaning of ideas^conceiving the process within the 

self as a history possessing organic unity. Although he did 

rejectmonism and the logic of absolute consistency and re­

tained the dualism of Bowne's Personalism on the premise that 

bhe self is the key to all reality, his criterion is still 

immanent to the conscious self; light shines in the shining 

present and radiates out—to the past and to the future. 

It seems to me that given the critical role played by philo­

sophy of religion in furnishing criteria for evaluation of 

religious change, the criterion should be external as well as 

internal, ^s Chesterton once said, everything in reality 

should prove a religious truth. And so while agreeing with 

Brightman on the importance of a criterion, we disagree on 

inclusiveness of empirical coherence, our next point will 

Dear this out. 

4.-The need for a vision or frame of reference: 

Ihe fourth result that can be distilled from this 

present study is the key role played by the notion of 
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temporality in any approach to religion that seeks to be 

concrete and empirical. By definition a thing in process is 

not finished; it is what it is now and v/hat it has been but 

it's future is not yet. In this view the nature of anything 

Is its potentialities—what it can develop Into, what it can 

do. Brightman reminds us that "human nature is v/hat man can 

do within its limits"1.8 In a metaphysics of process there 

are no fixed natures or essences—all is becoming—and so 

the only way to determine who I am is to experiment. 

Experientia docet. The acorn and the man must unfold 
their potentialities by experiment. There is no way 
of determining apriori, by methods either logical or 
theological, the possible limits of growth, of 
knowledge, or love, or of sin. Human nature is a voyage 
of discovery.9 

Brightman is very definitely a philosopher of process 

but unlike many contemporaries, however, he sets limits to 

this voyage of discovery: that laws of logic, the Ideal 

values of truth, beauty, joodness, holiness, and brute fact. 

h.nd so, as the personality seeks perfection and fulfillment, 

It needs reason to determine the limits of its growth possi-

Dilities. 

.iven that all reality is an on-going strug0le of a 
society of Persons and that the ideal of reason is the 
supreme ideal (because broader t. an all man's limits— 
for without it he would not be able to recognize a 
defect, a sin as a sin), oil defects and sins, whatever 

6E.S.BRIGHTMAN, "A Personalistic View of Human Nature", 
leliprion in Life, XIV (1944/45), p.4. 

9IIDID., P-7 
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else they may be, are offenses against the reason of 
man's own nature. Hence, reason is the measure of all 
potential!ties.iU 

The conclusion to be drawn here is that, if tempora­

lity in the self entails growth and development at the very 

core of Its being, then a frame of reference, a vision of 

reality as a whole is needed. Otherwise, perspective is lost 

rendering the self In process incapable of judging its progre 

I would submit however, that the only true frame of reference 

for time is eternity. Brightman rejects the category of eter­

nity and replaces it with the category of the omnitemporal or 

the true for all times and yet we feel this position should 

logically lead to a radical pluralism as in William James. 

There needs to be a reality that transcends time if process 

is to obtain a meaning that is coherent with all of reality. 

Either things hang together or they do not. In this sense 

Royce was correct in maintaining a monism. 

5.-The truth is in the whole: 

This last question concerning the relationship between 

time and eternity leads us into our fifth and final outcome 

of our study: the truth is in the whole. Pascal after Saint 

Augustine says somewhere that we cannot begin to look for 

something unless we have in a certain sense already found it. 

A pure search is impossible. Brightman is perfectly clear on 

is. 

1° 
IBID., p.8-9. 
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this point. His ideal of empirical of coherence is based on 

the initial insight that the self is an organic unity. 

All the rest of his philosophy is premised on this one pre­

liminary intuition of the self as a whole. The first given 

is a preliminary synopsis, so to speak of the whole of reality 

and so in a sense the whole is seen from the very beginning. 

But again the difference between the initial starting 

points of idealism and realism throw the axiom: the truth is 

in the whole, into an entirely new perspective. If being is 

the initial first given, then very truly the whole is given 

in the very beginning. And even if the search or way to 

truth is not always one of absolute certitude, at least the 

goal is absolute in that being is an absolute outside of 

which there is nothing at all. And so while we agree with 

Brightman that the truth is in the whole, the whole must not 

be narrowed to conscious experienced being. There is need 

for a vision, a frame of reference that will unite men in 

their on-going search—not a vision of the purely ideal— 

but a vision of a reality that is at once concrete, 

personal, absolute and eternal. 
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SUMMARY STATEMENT 

The present dissertation seeks to answer the question: what are 

the methodological and epistemological issues involved in a philosophy of 

religion that attempts to interpret religion in a radically empirical way, 

More particularly, this study intends to specify the nature of the rela­

tionship between philosophical reason and experience—the tension between 

abstract and concrete thought when dealing with religion. This thesis tak4s 

up Edgar Sheffield Brightman's empirical philosophy of religion because 

his notion of empirical coherence was considered apt to bring out the 

issues pertinent to our problem. 

One of the first issues, which is analyzed in the first chapter, 

is Brightman's elaboration of a starting point for philosophy that will b< 

common to both science and religion. Hedevelops his own brand of radical 

empiricism but is influenced by Josiah Royce, William James, Borden Parker 

Bowne, and especially by Hegel. It is an empiricism based on concrete 

reason. Experience understood as the datum self with all its items rang­

ing from sensation through ideals, values, and brute facts, but always 

manifesting the characteristics of unity and activity, constitute the 

presupposition to his whole philosophy of religion. 

Aware of the need to be empirical in an age of science, he examines 

religion for what It yields as an empirical fact with the result that he 

finds religion to be based on the fact of moral obligation; religion is 

the foundation of all value striving. This empirical approach forces him 

to reject all traditional positions toward religion as abstract because 

not related to experience. Historical fact in particular he judged to be 
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un-empirical and consequently he rejects Revelation and Church teaching 

as absolute starting points for religious truth. 

By defining empirical coherence as the logical principle which 

functions to make the self coherent by correlating all the items of expe­

rience: sensation, values, science, he sees philosophical reason as per­

forming the necessary task of synthesizing the whole. Religious experienc< 

contributes a unique truth in providing a foundation for all other values 

but nonetheless It needs to be integrated and correlated into the whole 

of experience and so philosophy must take the truth delivered by religion 

and adapt it to the whole. Religion contributes to the harmony and cohe­

rence of the self at a feeling level, whereas philosophy does so at the 

thought level. 

Chapter three attempts to find the basis for Brightman's notion 

of empirical coherence in the idea of duration or temporality. The presence 

of memory and the projection of ideals render the self able to recapture 

Its wholeness over the time span. The self is not a substance with a stable 

self-Identity but a process that grows in unity and coherence by the work 

of reason. Empirical coherence is the very core of the self. 

Given these metaphysical antecedents and the methodology of an 

empirical philosophy of religion, certain consequences follow for religiods 

bruth. Life is more basic than dogma; the needs of the self as felt and as­

certained in conscious experience constitute the starting point rather thajn 

Revelation. A second consequence is that given the experimental approach 

bo truth no view can ever be final or absolute; the category of the omni-

temporal replaces that of eternity. Both consequences imply the limitation^ 

3f idealism in that consciousness is the only given. 
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