THE GOSPEL AND SELF-KNOWLEDGE

Man's religious quest has taken different forns in different ages. In
the M ddl e Ages people were haunted by the spectre of death. Wars and pl agues
of all kinds made |ife short and uncertain. What was sought fromreligion was
confi dence and assurance in the face of the universal eneny -death.

In the Age of Reformation the religious quest changed its direction
I nst ead of preoccupation with death, the nman of the Reformation was
preoccupied with sin and the consequences of sin. Religion that pronmised to
wi pe out the debt to God incurred by sin nade a strong appeal

The Twentieth Century saw the cul mi nation of a nmass assault on the
probl em of death. The resultant problem of natching resources to increasing
popul ati on has been net by maki ng mass production a najor aimof society. The
new man, nmass man, is shaped by this aim He has beconme a cog in the wheel of
the machi nery of nmass production. He does not know who he is, he does not see
purpose in |ife beyond keeping the nmachinery going. Wthin this facel ess nass
of humanity, there are signs of revolt against the suffocating saneness of
nmass exi stence.

Anot her feature of Twentieth Century life has been the concentrated
attack on the ideas of sin and guilt. The evil that people do has been
di ssociated froma God who calls themto righteousness and hol ds them
responsi bl e for what they do. The wong-doer is now regarded as sick and in
need of a doctor. Psychiatry, as an extension of nedical science, attenpts to
deal with the disintegration of personality resulting fromfeelings of guilt.
This is acconplished by denying the presence of real guilt, thus reducing the
sense of guilt in the patient. Wiere this process is followed, there is a

reduction of tension to the point where the disturbed person can resune nore



or less normal living. But reintegration of personality does not result from
this kind of treatment.

Cut off by the Freudian illusion fromany real deliverance froma
guilty relation to God, the burdened souls of today m stakenly believe that
they are cured, when by this neans or that they deafen thenselves to “the
rumbl e of the distant drum” And so the world has becorme filled with rel axed
peopl e who have cl osed their ears to the voice that filled themw th divine
di scontent. These swell the nunbers of the |ost.

These are sone of the features of Twentieth Century life that have made
the religious quest of man today a quest for identity. If nedieval man was
preoccupi ed with death, and Reformation nman was preoccupied with sin, man in
the nucl ear age is preoccupied with his |ostness.

There is something religious about this search for individuality in the
age of mass man, but this search sel domflows al ong established religious
channels. It has a strong antipathy for traditional religion and often is a
search for identity outside of religion and outside of God. Quest for
identity is not peculiar to the Twentieth Century, but it has energed as the
salient feature of the religious consciousness of our tine.

The purpose of this paper is to conpare sone nodern phil osophica
approaches to the probl em of self-know edge to the prophetic Christian
under st andi ng as exenplified by George Fox.

One nodern attenpt to deal in a systematic way with the probl emof self
is based on the ideas of George Gurdjieff (d. 1949). The appeal of this
phil osophy is primarily to the sense of |ostness that has beconme so acute in
nodern man. Since Qurdjieff’'s ideas are not very widely known, | amgoing to
quote fromparts of Gurdjieffian literature that describes the probl em of
sel fhood. Later | will refer to the Qurdjieffian answer to this problem al ong

with sone of the better known answers.



The Qurdjieff systembegins with the assertion that man as we know him
“cannot have a single |I.” H s | changes as quickly as his thoughts,
feelings, and nobods, and he nmakes a profound m stake in considering hinself
always one and the sane person; in reality he is always a different person
not the one he was a nonent ago. P. D. Quspensky, the official interpreter
of the ideas of George Gurdjieff in England in the ‘30s and ‘40s, sets forth

the problemin the fol |l owi ng way:

Man has no individual |I. But there are, instead, hundreds and
t housands of separate small |'s, very often entirely unknown to one
anot her, never comng into (contact, or, on the contrary, hostile

to each other, mutually exclusive and inconpatible..

The alternation of |I's, their continual obvious struggle for suprenacy,
is controlled by accidental external influences...There is nothing in
man able to control this change of the I's, chiefly because nan does
not notice, or know of it; he lives always in the last I. Some I's, of
course, are stronger than others. But it is not their own conscious
strength; they have been created by the strength of accidents or
nmechani cal external stimuli...

[ Each] separate small | is able to call itself by the name of the
Whol e, ... This explains why people so often nake decisions and so
seldomcarry themout. A nan decides to get up early begi nning from
the following day. One |, or group of |I's, decide this. But getting
up i s the business of another | who entirely disagrees with the

deci sion and may even know absol utely nothing about it...It is the
tragedy of the human being that any small | has the right to sign
cheques and promi ssory notes and the man, that is, the Wwole, has to
neet them

[A] great many of our |'s...are divided into certain groups...by

circunstances of life...[which] manifest thenselves as roles that a man



plays in his life... [Each role] corresponds to one set of

conditions...man hinmself sel domnotices these differences...sonetines

they are better hidden or even played only inside w thout any externa

mani festations. All people, whether they know it or not, whether they

wish it or not, have certain roles which they play. This acting is

unconsci ous. .. or...one persuades oneself that one is doing it on

purpose... In reality the change is always controlled by

ci rcumst ances. (2)

Closely allied to the problemof identity is the problemof “wll.”
Where is true freedomto be found? How can the man of today find rel ease from
the forces that woul d captivate hin? How can a bei ng who does not know who he
is say, “I will this?”

The CQurdjieff systemasserts that there is areal | in every man and
that there is a nmethod or technique by which this | can be developed. It is
t he product of continuous conscious effort and intentional suffering. WIIl is
the ability of this | to use and control the entire human nechani sm of which
it is the conscious self. Thus, self-know edge and real will are achi eved by
net hodol ogy al one. Further, nman’s quest for self -consciousness and his
labors to attain it are notivated by self-interest. Man nust believe in the
creator-god , but he need not love or fear him Man is independent of God and
God is indifferent to nman

There is no ought or should in the Gurdjieff system The self-conscious
person, |ike God, “orders all things according to the counsels of his own
will.” Everything that increases self-consciousness is good, and everything
t hat decreases self -consciousness is bad. Fell ow human bei ngs are regarded
as a nmeans to be used for the devel opnment of one’s own consciousness. This

does not lead to a sense of unity in community as a redenptive force in

hi story.



Sonme ot her approaches to sel f-knowl edge that coul d be considered
i nclude the Socratic approach and cl assical western nysticism

The Socratic approach begins with the assunption that |ack of know edge
of the self is sinply a formof ignorance which nmust be overcone in the sane
way that every other formof ignorance is overcone -- that is, by replacing
i gnorance with know edge. “The soul... suffers itself to be dom nated by the
t hi ngs of sense and the objective world and to be drawn by theminto the
illusory reality of flux and finitude...(3) The soul must be recalled from
the many to the one and this is done by the exercise known as “recollection.”
“The soul,...nust be cross-questioned out of its ignorance and into
itself,”(4) This is clearly an act of self-redenption because sel f-know edge
is accessible without recourse to divine help.

In classical Western Mysticism the real self is understood in terns of

t he et aphysi cal proposition that the soul of man is essentially one with the
soul of the universe. The only genuine realization of selfhood comes through
a novenent away fromall personal selfhood and towards nystic absorption of
the particular self into the soul of God or the soul of the universe. In al
nysticismof this sort the “problemof sin as a noral disjunction between God
and man made actual by an act of defiance and di sobedi ence was effectively
sublimated i nto a netaphysical problem”(5) The presence of this kind of
nysticismin the history of Christianity is due to the influence of Plotinus
and Neo- Pl atonismon the medieval Christian mind. We call it “Christian”
nystici smbecause it appeared anong Christians and is a chapter in the
hi story of Christianity, but the source of this kind of religion |ies outside
the Bible and the Christian revelation

This is not to claimthat there is no possibility of experiencing this
ki nd of self-know edge, but it does not lead to a greater understandi ng of

the meaning of life or of the world.



The Christian approach to the problem of self-know edge takes as its
starting point the view of man that is set forth in the Bible: that people
were not created to have a sel f-conscious existence independent of God. It is
the Creator who reveals what is good and what is evil. Man's life is
characterized by his dependence on God. Wen this relationship is broken, the
primary law of man’s being is broken, and his |life becones a deformation of
the life intended for himby the Creator

Em | Brunner says:

The final ground of personality is not to be found in self-

consci ousness, nor even in the act of will; to begin there means to

desire to understand man severed from God as person, and that neans, to

fall a prey to that prinmal m sunderstandi ng about oneself...the right
religious self-consciousness of man is this: Man becones consci ous of
himself in the Wrd of God. The isolated self-consciousness, the

‘cogito ergo sum’ is the result of apostasy. (6)

Sartre’s existentialismis the ultimate of this “isolated self-
consci ousness.” Wen each nan builds a universe of nmeaning that is valid for
hi rsel f alone this is Babel. This is insanity.

Sel f - know edge fromthe Christian standpoint is only a possibility
where the relation of dependence is experienced. This is an experience of

“

heari ng and obeying. Brunner says, “...self-know edge can only be conplete
when God really speaks to man.”(7) “Man who cannot avoid desiring to
understand hinself...can only understand hinself truly when he understands
hinmself in the light of faith in the creator revealed in Jesus Christ.”(8)
“...faith is a definite experience of self-know edge;...we learn to
understand ourselves in the light of God and in his revelation.”(9) “Fromthe
point of view of Christian faith, personality is not sonething given, which

only needs devel opnent, but it is a relation. Personality is rooted in the

relation to God. It is that “self” of man which is called into existence by



the divine “Thou.” Its centre is responsibility, understood as the response
to God's call.”(10)

In the Seventeenth Century, George Fox experienced all the terrors of
t hose who know thensel ves to be guilty in God' s sight, but he found a way
through to peace with God without denying the reality of his guilt feelings.
He came through the gate guarded by a flam ng sword. (Gen. 3:24) It is no
accident that the device he chose for his personal seal was a flam ng sword.

Fox sees the problemof self-know edge entirely in ternms of the
relation of man to his Creator. He, like the Bible witers, speaks of the
“Light,” God’'s Wrd to us which is Jesus Christ. Fox experienced this “light
that enlightens every man...” (John 1:9) as God' s son speaking to God's
people. He says, “Wth the light man sees hinself, which |light conmes from
Christ.” (11) Self-discovery through the light of Christ is experienced as
obedi ence to the call for righteousness.

Ri ght eousness is the right behavior that God calls for and it often
appears in conflict with right behavior according to human standards. The
call of God is not only to do the good_ gather than the bad, but to do the
“good” that God requires rather than some other kind of good.

Fox sees the light of Christ as a revealer and teacher of a new
ri ght eousness. Not only deeds that are nmanifestly evil but deeds that arise
fromour attenpt to live a noral |ife outside of God and Christ are brought
under condemation by the light. He says that “the light |lets you see your
deeds. .. whet her they be wought in God or no.”(12)

The light of Christ also requires that “self be denied.” What is this
“sel f” that nmust be deni ed? The self that Fox is drawing our attention to is
that self that is gradually fornmed in us as we attenpt to find oursel ves
outsi de of God and God’s word to us. He says that they that turn fromthe
light of God in them take on the nature of brute beasts, (13) but that the

light will throw the searchlight on these sub-human features in us. In every



case, Fox tells us that human personality is a deformati on of what God
intended and is the result of turning fromthe |ight of God and God’'s good
spirit and the consequent |oss of God' s inage.

To @urdjieff, personality is a kind of shell which man has acquired in
the course of his Iife and which becones thicker and harder with the passage
of, tine. It seldomhas any vital connection with the true potential or
“essence” of a person. This essence can be actualized only through consci ous
cul tivation.

To dept h psychol ogy, essence is perceived as a seedling that has a life
and destiny of its own that will unfold and growto maturity if it can be
reached and freed fromthe hanpering domination of false personality. In
ei ther case, natural growh or conscious cultivation, essence has a life of
its owmn. It is the true self or real |, as opposed to counterfeit self or
fal se personality.

For George Fox this essence is neither a potentiality that is to be
cultivated nor a seedling that can be brought into natural growth. “Wat is
that,” asks Fox, “which the... children of disobedi ence are disobedi ent
to?...1s not this sonmething of God that is disobeyed? Is it not that which is
of God manifest in them which God hath shown them which lets them see God’ s
judgenments are upon such when they act unrighteously?” (Romans 1:18-19) (14)
“Mnd that which is pure [in you] which keeps you in the fear of the Lord
God.”(15) Further, he says, “Dwelling in that which is pure...it conmands
your own reason to keep silent, and to cast your own thoughts out,”(16) and,
“The pure eye and ear will be opened to hear God.”(17)

The seat of true identity is found only in hearing and obeying the
speaking God. It is found through a relationship to God and not through self-
realization. The self that stands all by itself and nourishes a self-
conscious life of its own apart fromGod is not acceptable to God. In God and

Christ we can find out who we are without plunging into the depths of



despair. Fox says, “The light will let you see [your] evil deeds...and

whet her your deeds be wought in God, and if you believe in the light...you

will...receive power from Christ, fromwhence the |ight cones,...to stand
against the evil, which he hath given you a light to see,”(18) and “...it is
the light that discovers all this, and the love of God to you,...So, wait
upon God in that which is pure,...and stand still init... to see your

saviour to nmake you free fromthat which the light doth discover to you to be
evil.”(19)
Fox saw t he connection between denyi ng oneself and taking up the cross.
In his Journal he describes the first workings of the Lord with himin these
wor ds:
There did a pure fire appear in nme;...and then the spiritual discerning
cane into ne, by which | did discern ny own thoughts,...and what it was
that did veil me and what it was that did open ne. And that which
could not abide in the patience nor endure the fire, in the Light |
found to be the groans of the flesh (that could not give up to the wll
of God), which had veiled ne, and that could not be patient in al
trials,...and could not give up self to die by the cross. (20) (ltalics
nm ne).
The “giving up self to die,” the “giving up to the will of God,” and
the “patience to endure the fire” are the terns by which Fox describes the
i nner change that cane over himand transforned himfroma being in the

dept hs of despair, to a being with faith and hope. He felt the presence of

God as a refining fire which “...trieth all things, (21) but which was, none
the less, the love of God as it “...let nme see nyself as | was w thout
him " (22)

The self or false personality is “judged out” by the light and a new
life appears in themwho “...walk in himthe new and |iving way, out of the

old way.”(23) He says, “...all nay be nade God’'s free nen and wonen, to serve



God inthe newlife, and in the new and |iving way, showing forth the fruits
of the new heart and new spirit,”(24) for, “...it is the life, and the living
and wal king in the truth that nust answer the witness of God in all
peopl e. (25) Fox describes the Christians vocation as “...showing the newlife
to themthat be in the old.”(26)

To be made “God’ s free men and wonen” neans to be made:...free fromthe
devil, free fromall false ways, false worships and teachers, free from being
subj ect fromthe serpent and old Adam so free nmen [and] wonen to serve the
Lord inthe newlife...and there is your joy, peace, and confort and that
whi ch makes you free is the truth and the truth is Christ. (27)

The truth that nmakes free is not a private truth but it is the truth
that comes from God and Christ and it is given freely to all nen and wonen
and it is the same in its appearance to all people. “The light,” says Fox,
“is but one...and walking in it, you have unity one with another.” (28) Here
also is true free will. It is grounded in a disciple-master relationship to
God and Christ. |saac Penington says,

“The will is not of itself but stands in another, and is servant to

that in whomit stands, and there its freedomis bound and

conprehended. For there is no nmddle state between both [good and

evil] wherein the will stands of itself.” (29)

The new man or wonman in Christ is not a super-being, nor is the new man
or worman an isolated individual. Turning from self-centeredness, self-wll,
and sel f-righteousness to the light of God neans that there is fellowship
with all who believe in the light, hear the light, obey the light, and wal k

“

in the light. Fox says, .all loving the light here no self can stand, but
it is judged with the light; and here all are in unity,” (30) and this is the
light “...that brings you into peace, and unity with God, and one with

anot her, and with Christ.”(31)
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