

[image: image]





[image: image]





[image: image]





[image: Image]

First published by Christian Alternative Books, 2025

Christian Alternative Books is an imprint of Collective Ink, Ltd.

Unit 11, Shepperton House, 89

Shepperton Road, London, N1 3DF

office@collectiveinkbooks.com

www.collectiveinkbooks.com

www.christian-alternative.com

For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.

Text copyright: Sean J. McGrath

ISBN: 978 1 80341 273 3

978 1 80341 274 0 (ebook)

Library of Congress Control Number: 2024904835

All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.

The rights of Sean J. McGrath as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Design: Lapiz Digital Services

UK: Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY

US: Printed and bound by Thomson-Shore, 7300 West Joy Road, Dexter, MI 48130

We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.





Other Books by Sean J. McGrath

The Early Heidegger and Medieval Philosophy

ISBN-10: 0813214718

Heidegger: A (Very) Critical Introduction

ISBN-10: 0802860079

The Dark Ground of Spirit: Schelling and the Unconscious

ISBN-10: 0415492122

Thinking Nature: An Essay in Negative Ecology

ISBN-10: 1474449271

The Philosophical Foundations of the Late Schelling: The Turn to the Positive

ISBN-10: 139951119X

Political Eschatology

ISBN-10: 1666738093





Contents

Preface

Acknowledgments

Part One My Search for Truth

Chapter One How I Found the Road

Chapter Two The Art of Being Human

Chapter Three The Christ Event

Conclusion

to Part One The No and the Yes to Life

Part Two The End of the West

Chapter Four A Greek Mind, a Jewish Heart

Chapter Five The Decline of Christendom

Conclusion

References





For Esther, who met me on the road and stayed with me.





In time, we shall have the whole Christian Church in our unconscious.

C.G. Jung





Preface

Writing a book is a bit like raising a child. One nurtures the child in order to set her free on her own course as an adult, without any idea of where she will go, what she will do in the world, and whom she will meet along the way. Nevertheless, an author should have some sense of to whom he is speaking or, at least, to whom he imagines he is speaking.

I completed this book in broad outlines ten years ago. It was first conceived as a popular book in the history of Western religious philosophy. My target audience was ordinary people who shared my cultural background (Western, secular, post-Christendom) with a desire for spiritual life but without a church, either because they can no longer believe in the forms of religion in which they were raised, or, ever more commonly, because they have never set foot in a church. I wanted to write a book on religion for de-churched Westerners.

I had as material the transcript of an undergraduate lecture course in philosophy I had given at Memorial University of Newfoundland in 2010. The course was called “Introduction to Western Spirituality.” It was more or less a survey of Greek philosophy, Jewish and Christian theology, and psychoanalysis simplified for beginners. The basic idea was that the secular West was no accident or defection from religion but the product of the synthesis of Greek thinking and Hebrew faith. The unraveling of Christendom in the early modern period was the end of one era of religion and the beginning of another. I had not yet read Gauchet’s defense of the same thesis (Gauchet 1999). My point of access was German philosophy, C.G. Jung, and the twentieth-century Christian writers who had more or less guided me my whole life (G.K. Chesterton, C.S. Lewis, Thomas Merton, Charles Williams, Nicholas Berdeyaev). I pursued the thesis with the students that our secular age is still religious in its way and lives from its religious roots in Plato, the Bible, and medieval spirituality.

The students liked the course but it was clear to me that the transcript did not quite hang together as a book. During a sabbatical in Sri Lanka in 2014, I revised the whole thing by including, upon the insistence of my wife, biographical details and personal reflections. The biographical narrative gave the manuscript unity, for it was in my life that these seemingly heterogenous things—existentialism, the Buddha, Greek philosophy, the New Testament, Christian monasticism, C.G. Jung—had become one. Writing in the early mornings in an office on the second floor of a house we rented in Kandy, with a bank of windows open to the jungle, which at dawn, was resonant with the noise of animals, I became more inspired. I wrote my story for those who, like me, still harbor a hope that there is something more to life than the sugar rush of a new Apple gadget, an “exotic” trip curated by AirBnB, or a new pair of designer jeans. I wrote to make a case for Western religion as a living tradition that is as relevant today as it was 800 or 2000 years ago. The irony was not lost on me that this apology for the West was being written in the heart of the East, in the center of the island of the former colony of Ceylon, where the Pali canon, the oldest Buddhist scriptures were preserved and still studied. I wrote of the Christ in the mornings; in the afternoons I visited the ancient stone buddhas—some several stories high—that are scattered throughout the jungles of Sri Lanka.

I was conscious that I was fighting against the current. No one I knew wanted this book. To do something toward securing a reception for the book, I needed to correct two misconceptions. First, I needed to make the case for an authentically contemplative Western tradition originating in the fusion of the horizons of Athens and Jerusalem in orthodox Christianity and persisting through the transformations the Christian tradition underwent from the Latin Middle Ages to early modernity. Westerners and post-Christian seekers continue to choose to believe that the East has found and sheltered that which was lost to us long ago, the secret to genuine spiritual life, the divine truth behind the play of illusions that is the world. While I would never dissuade anyone from undertaking such a quest, I wanted to suggest that the West has its own contemplative tradition and its recovery might prove even more effective as an antidote to nihilism than the journey to the East.

Second, I needed to tackle the elephant in the room, the chief historical-political effect of the Western tradition, which is lustily alive and growing: consumerism. I needed to concede to the critics of the West that consumerism genuinely belongs to the Western tradition, but not as its logical outcome; rather as its perversion, as the anti-Christ belongs to the biblical revelation (without the Christ he would not appear; see Rev. 19–20). One must recognize the true in the false if the false is to be known as false, the true twisted and turned upside down. As is the case with the anti-Christ of the Bible, the false has its role to play. It makes the true all the more sharply distinct and undeniable and forces a decision, for the one, or the other.

Contrary to popular misconception, consumerism is not a form of materialism. Rather, it is a form of spirituality—a false spirituality, to be sure, one that promises what it does not give, namely freedom, transcendence, and love, but a spirituality nonetheless. Consumerism works because it appeals to all aspects of human desire, both to what is lowest in us—the craving for pleasure, recognition, and power—and to what is highest in us: the drive toward the good. Consumerism is not an expression of a universal human desire. It is not merely another manifestation of age-old human ignorance and greed. It has its history. If consumerism enjoys such success in Asia, it is not because it is native to the great spiritual cultures of China, Japan, and India—quite the contrary. Its success in these countries has more or less obliterated their once-great philosophical and religious traditions.

I revisited the manuscript periodically over the past decade and struggled with how to better integrate the biographic and didactic elements. In preparing for publication with Collective Ink, I struck upon the solution. The two themes, the biographical and the historical, constitute two parts of a whole. The two parts can be read separately, but they were written together, the one intended as a commentary on the other. My model became Augustine’s Confessions. The first nine books of the Confessions are biographical, an account of Augustine’s conversion; the last four books are didactic, four inter-connected treatises, on memory, time, creation, and Genesis, which function as a theological meditation on Augustine’s conversion story. So too is Part Two of this book a theological meditation on Part One.

With Augustine as my model, I have only included those aspects of my life that are necessary to explain the occasion for a particular insight or for the discovery of the contemporary relevance of some aspect of the Western tradition. The Confessions is not an autobiography; neither is The Lost Road. This book is a personal testament to a path of discovery, not an authoritative study of Western philosophy and religion or contemplative Christianity.1

It came out of my life, and I struggled to render every sentence of it true to that life. Like the child come of age who heads out alone into the world, I let it go trusting that it will find its friends.

1 October 2023

The Hermitage at Burnt Head, Conception Bay, Newfoundland

Endnotes

1. For readers seeking something more authoritative on these matters than this present book offers, I can still recommend Copleston’s History of Philosophy (1946–1975)—a classic academic resource that I, like many professors, use regularly in my teaching. For the history of Christian spirituality and theology, there are too many places to turn, with each historian having his or her peculiar agenda. If scholarship on Christian mysticism is wanted, the place to turn is Bernard McGinn’s seven-volume series, The Presence of God: A History of Western Christian Mysticism (see volume one, McGinn 1991). Early in my search, C.S. Lewis helped me overcome certain rationalistic, twentieth-century prejudices that prevented me for a while from taking my first steps along the road. See especially his magnificent little book, Mere Christianity (Lewis 1952), and his quirky spiritual autobiography, Surprised by Joy (Lewis 1955). Crucial to my re-discovery of my Catholic theological heritage were Rosemary Haughton’s The Catholic Thing (Haughton 1979), Thomas Merton’s Seven Storey Mountain (Merton 1948), Peter Brown’s Saint Augustine (Brown 1969), and G.K. Chesterton’s Orthodoxy (Chesterton 1908), St. Thomas Aquinas (Chesterton 1933), and St. Francis (Chesterton 1923). Discovering Nikos Kazantzakis’s works, The Last Temptation of Christ (Kazantzakis 1960; forget the movie) and Saint Francis (Kazantzakis 1962), was pivotal for me. Anyone struggling with Nietzsche’s critique of Christianity, as I once did, will benefit from reading Kazantzakis. On the New Testament, I devoured C.H. Dodd’s The Meaning of Paul for Today (Dodd 1920) and Daniel-Rops’s Jesus and His Times (Daniel-Rops 1960). Both are dated in terms of New Testament scholarship but remain incomparably more inspiring than most of what is published today. Without Dostoevsky’s novels, especially Crime and Punishment, The Idiot, and Brothers Karamazov, I would never have found my way to the road.
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Part One

My Search for Truth



“It’s a toss-up when you decide to leave the beaten track. Many are called, few are chosen.”

W. Somerset Maugham





Chapter One

How I Found the Road

Himalaya

When I was twenty years old, I took a semester off from school and traveled. I was struggling through an English degree at the University of Ottawa at the time. I shelved my books and bought a pair of sturdy Italian hiking boots, a backpack, and a plane ticket to India. It was 1987, and traveling then, as I say on occasion to my students, was still possible. One could get lost. I went East with no clear plan to return. I carried with me an already well-read copy of Lonely Planet India, a little leather journal my grandmother had given me on departure, and a money belt stuffed with 3,000 US dollars—my entire savings after a year of mind-numbing bureaucratic drudgery in a government office.

I had grown up in Ottawa, one of six kids, and had more or less happily occupied my teenage years, skipping school, skateboarding, and watching mob movies. Then, at eighteen, something happened that changed me and set me on the lost road, which is the theme of this book. My twenty-year-old first cousin, whom I loved like the brother I never had, was found hanging from a tree. John had bought a one-way bus ticket from his suburban home in Montreal to a small town in Ontario where, one afternoon, he walked into a patch of woods at the side of a road, climbed a tree in his bare feet (his shoes placed neatly at the trunk), and hanged himself from a length of rope he had purchased that day in a hardware store.

We talked incessantly about why he did it. But none of the offered explanations helped me understand. What shook me to the core was not the possible reasons for his decision, which we will never know, but the fact of the decision itself. John had taken his life.

Until that moment, I had not thought of my life, the world as I found it, as a limited whole, as Wittgenstein once put it. I had never really considered it as one thing.

My life is divided into two distinct and incommensurate periods: before and after John’s death. For better or worse, John made me a philosopher. My intellectual and spiritual journey began with his death. In the pain and sorrow of it, I began to question. Because my intellectual path began in personal tragedy, philosophy could never be for me a merely academic discipline. It may disguise itself as such in order to secure a place in the knowledge industry, as I have disguised myself as a professor for the past two decades, but it really does not belong there. Compared, say, to history or physics, philosophy has little knowledge to disseminate. Philosophy is the practice of reflecting on life as such, of distancing oneself from it (to the extent that one can) in the interest of radically questioning it. What is life? Is it a good thing? There is something essentially human about the capacity to ask this question. It may be the single trait that most distinguishes us from other creatures. Existential reflection might just as readily be considered an imperfection as a virtue. It may be evidence of the dignity and greatness of the human being. But this capacity is also the source of the distinctive way that humans suffer.

John’s death was all the more painful and puzzling, given his cheerful, happy-go-lucky disposition. John was no morbid teenager but a merry prankster, always laughing and finding humor in whatever situation he was in. His was not the type of carefully rehearsed clowning that can be so annoying, the trickery of one who is always a step ahead of the conversation, strategically plotting his next moves. John’s humor was spontaneous, a direct expression of genuine mirth. And he was kind. He was a deeply personal young man who looked you in the eye and recognized your presence. He seemed to take the pressures of his upbringing in his stride, effortlessly acquiring the grades in school that were expected of him. He was no jock, but he played football and basketball well. More interesting to me (I was resolutely unenthused by sports), John had an encyclopedic knowledge of the golden age of rock music. I learned from him the essential bands of the sixties (the Who, the Zombies, the Animals), which I would then further research in secondhand record stores at home.

But at the age of twenty, John stepped back from his life, considered it as such, and concluded that it was not good. What went through his mind as he climbed the tree? Whatever else he believed, he thought that life was not worth the effort it was demanding of him. He believed this with a conviction that overrode his instinct for self-preservation. What did he expect would happen afterward? Did he fear the judgment of the God of Catholicism, traditionally understood to be so severe that suicides would be buried outside church grounds? Or did he expect nothingness? How can one expect nothingness?

Something had given way beneath me that I had, until then, regarded as solid ground. I found myself suspended over an abyss. I could not speak about it with my friends. I tried once, and the result was devastating. They shrugged it off and rolled another joint. And yet nothing was more important to me; nothing occupied my thoughts more. After John died, I no longer laughed at things as I had. The teenage sneer left me, and a pensive sadness took its place. I no longer fitted in.

I began to read, to really read, as though my life depended on it. The books were not particularly scholarly—Herman Hesse novels, mid-twentieth-century travel logs of British sojourners to Tibet, popular introductions to Zen. I was drawn to stories of men who traveled East searching for wisdom, men who could no longer tolerate the lies of the West. The thought that somewhere, hidden from modernity in the highest mountains of the world, an order of spiritual beings existed, as they had for thousands of years, safeguarding the secret to human happiness, entranced me. This fantasy (for that is all it was, as I was to find out) freed up limitless stores of energy in my soul that had lain dormant since my birth, the breakthrough energy, the power to will one thing. It gave me the resolve to break with everything I knew, to throw caution to the wind and risk it all. I pinned a huge, detailed map of India on my wall and studied it daily. I worked in a government office in my spare time and saved every penny for a year. I dreamed about the spiritual breakthrough I would make in the Himalayas at the feet of a lama who had selected me for special training. I would make the breakthrough for John, the breakthrough he couldn’t make. I would do what he tried to do but by the wrong means, to liberate myself from suffering. I would expose the lie that had entrapped him and which also held me and my generation captive.

In the distance that opened between my peers and me, I became a wandering Buddhist. I held myself aloof from my friends. I still partied with them, but more than not, left early or talked of nothing but India and the wisdom of the East until I became a bore to them. I was deliberately following in the footsteps of Larry Darrell, the hero of Somerset Maugham’s The Razor’s Edge. Traumatized by his experiences in the trenches of the First World War and disgusted by the mindless hedonism of the roaring twenties, he travels to India to train at the feet of a guru. After years, he returns to America, to find his old friends middle-aged, neurotic, and miserable. Larry becomes a magic, healing presence among them, a messianic figure whose stillness, depth, and sheer goodness are inscrutable to others. He changes everyone who comes in contact with him. Like Larry, I would find the truth that would set me and others free.

It was not clear to me then why I felt so sure that the answer to the question would be found in the East. It was probably because the lamas of the mountains of northern India, Nepal, and Tibet, were about as far from my familiar world as could be imagined. I was going to the ends of the earth to find the pearl of great price, the one Jesus says the merchant is willing to sell all he has to purchase (Matt. 13: 45–46).

One thing seemed clear to me at the time: the answer to the great matter could not be found in the tradition in which I had been raised, Irish Catholicism. My family was perfunctorily churchgoing, even devout when appropriate, but without much reflection. No one talked of spirituality. I heard nothing much about the saints and certainly nothing at all about Christian mysticism. As a teenager, I found the religion of my home to be mechanical and full of absurd inventions that seemed to me to be designed to make people feel better about their sad lives. It seemed that Western religion, which I identified with my local parish experience, did not ask the question that John had brought to the forefront of my attention. I was wrong about that, as I was about most things then, but my misconception of the situation was powerfully productive. My conviction drove me away from the bourgeois comforts of my family home, from the partying and pleasures of young adulthood in middle-class North America circa 1987.

I backpacked to the sacred sites associated with Buddhism: Lumbini, on the border of Nepal, where the Buddha was born; Bodh Gaya, where he was enlightened sitting under a great Banyan tree that is still there; and Benares, where he taught the Four Noble Truths. I traveled with a pack stuffed with cheap Indian paperbacks on Eastern spirituality: Foundations of Tibetan Mysticism, Hermit in the Himalayas, and a copy of Thomas Merton’s Asian Journal, which I had pinched from my best friend’s father’s bookshelf. I trekked to remote monasteries in the Himalayas and attended every religious ceremony I could. I practiced meditation everywhere, in my budget hotel room in Kathmandu, in a tent by the side of trekking trails through high mountain passes, or under the stars seated on the sand in the Thar desert that stretches between India and Pakistan.

I did not find the Buddha, at least not the Buddha I was looking for. But I found my desire for God, which has guided me ever since, like a star in the night sky.

I also found beauty. I found nature. I found my love for wilderness. The first mountains I ever saw were the Himalayas, the abode of the gods in Hindu mythology. These sacred heights, soaring 20,000 feet into the azure blue Himalayan sky, shall remain forever for me a symbol of infinity. One looks up and sees, at first, nothing but an immeasurably high wall of rock, snow, and ice. The immensity of these mountains cannot be described: one must experience it first-hand. As the eyes become adjusted to the saturated scene, one notices details: countless spires and crags, hidden valleys, and inaccessible dark caves high up in the side of granite walls. Suddenly a small avalanche appears high up, a waterfall of snow tumbling thousands of feet with a distant road. Beyond, one discerns further peaks and unseen landscapes, uninhabitable to us but the home of snow leopards and other spirit creatures. I could not get enough of it. I followed local guides through the mountain passes and stayed in huts I rented for a few dollars a night from the poor mountain people. If I was lucky, a pack mule carried my gear. Most of the time, I shouldered my heavy pack, climbing, always climbing. It was in the Himalayas that I learned that a human being is never more human than when he climbs. We should remain forever climbers. The one-pointedness, the fusion of physical and psychological effort, the strain that issues naturally into a forgetful trance, as the now of each step placed ahead of the last overtakes the mind. And the people of those mountains! Elfin children with leathery skin dressed in dark homespun clothes, watching over goats and sheep. Gaunt young men, sinewy and strong as oxen, ready to help me get to wherever I was going. People living in small stone shelters perched on the edge of steep ravines thick with cedars. And everywhere, little shrines, painted white, sparkling in the blinding sunlight and the thin mountain air, housing perhaps a Buddha surrounded by candles and the remains of incense sticks or a Shiva lingam.

After a month in the mountains, I descended to the plains and funneled alongside thousands of other train passengers into the great cities of northern India: Delhi, Varanasi, Calcutta. I saw for the first time in my life what poverty looks like: lepers waving rotting stumps in my face, heaps of reeking trash on street corners crawling with rats and children picking through it, hoards of people pressing in on me everywhere—a great mass of humanity in excess of all proportion, of all possibility of love. Who could care for such a multitude? They all seemed to demand care so desperately. Who could satisfy such infinite need? If it could not be satisfied, why did it exist?

Before I got on the plane home five months later, I had a few things that I wanted to give away: a woolen blanket and a huge unopened jar of peanut butter that I had brought with me because I believed stupidly that I would not be able to eat the local food. I decided to take my humble offerings directly to one of the bigger slums in Delhi, which I had looked at often from a distance. Slums have a fortress-like quality: the tin roofs and cardboard walls mound up around each other, forming an almost impenetrable ramshackle wall concealing the life of the community inside. I wanted to see inside. I did not realize that even a slum has its sense of itself, possessing as much dignity and self-respect in its way as a gated community in the US. It had not occurred to me that, without an invitation, I would be trespassing. I walked in through a narrow opening and into a labyrinth of shacks. Garbage was everywhere. Children peered at me from the darkened doorways of huts leaning in every direction. Mangy dogs sniffed about in the gutter.

I was only a few steps in when I was confronted by a young man with a fierce look on his face. “Mister,” he said sternly. “You should not be here. Go.” He was right, of course. I had no right to be there, voyeuristically gaping at others’ suffering. I passed him the blanket and dropped the jar of peanut butter into the arms of the tiny, wide-eyed girl who was watching our exchange. Her thin arms coiled around the jar like a sea anemone. She did not know what it was, but she saw that it was big and bright and new and from the West. She turned and ran home with it.

The degree of human misery I encountered exceeded anything I had previously imagined. It was not the mysticism of India that impressed me but the crushing poverty of the masses. Still, there was mysterious serenity amongst the poor. I saw it in the faces of the beggars, young and old, an inner freedom from their situation, a lightness that seemed to take everything in its stride. Was their religion at work in this, stressing, as it did, Shiva’s ritual dance of death and rebirth? Did recognizing the circularity of life enable the average believer to approach suffering and death with lightness? Or was it that the caste system, with its rigid social determinism, alleviated them of the anxiety of upward mobility? Everyone, according to the law of karma, is exactly where they should be.

When I returned to my privileged home in Canada, I was an atheist. What I found in the East, however different from anything I had seen before, struck me as no more authentic than what I knew back home. Princely monks in red robes lorded it over the peasants who supported them. When I approached them for spiritual advice, they asked me for money. The sadhus with dreadlocks and painted bodies hung around the Hindu temples avoiding work. Young Indians treated me like a king from a land of promise. On the trails and in the budget hotels, I jostled with droves of other Westerners backpacking through Asia with the same Lonely Planet guidebooks.

Now that I reflect, thirty-five years later, it strikes me that Buddhism taught me something crucial. This path I was on, this search for the truth that transforms, I had to walk alone. Five centuries before Christ, Siddhartha Gautama, the historical Buddha, renounced his princely lifestyle along with the conventions of Brahmanism and the ancient religion of the Vedas and resolved to find the truth for himself. Nothing short of a personal experience of reality, he believed, could count as truth. No one could save him. No ritual passed down through countless generations was of any use to him. He needed to learn the secret of life, death, and liberation for himself. He had nothing to help him in this search other than his intellect, his will, and his experience.

I felt decidedly unenlightened upon my return and sunk into the worst depressions I have ever known. I could not resume my old life but had yet to find a replacement. When I wasn’t studying, I spent my time roaming around the national parks of Ontario, Quebec, and Newfoundland with a large disobedient Golden Retriever named Ben. But I had made a significant advance since returning from India. I knew what I had to do: I would dedicate what abilities and energies I had to the question John had put before me. I would ask with my whole existence whether life as such was any good. I would ask what the question itself meant. What was life such that I could question it? What was “the good” that I demanded of life, as John had? Buddhism taught me that no one could answer this question for me. Later I would learn that my inner resources were woefully inadequate, that without what Christians call “grace,” and Shin Buddhists call “other-power,” nothing genuinely spiritual takes hold. But I would only come to this understanding by first believing that I could, indeed that I must, proceed on my own.

Buddhism, or more generally India, taught me a second thing, perhaps even more important. It taught me that I would not find the answer in a distant land. Wherever I went, I brought myself with me and my land and my culture. I could no more leave these than I could step out of my skin. The answer, if there was one, would have to come from home.

At the age of 20, I realized that I could not become a Buddhist without disowning my tradition, Roman Catholicism—which I scarcely understood, for I had never really looked into it. I was moved by T.S. Eliot’s writings about his own failed journey to the East. After completing a dissertation at Harvard on Buddhist philosophy and writing The Waste Land (his most Buddhist poem), Eliot made an about-face and converted to Anglicanism. He felt that he could not become a Buddhist without abandoning his Western identity. And this he was not ready to do. Since my experience so closely matched his, I quote him at length.


Two years spent in the study of Sanskrit … left me in a state of enlightened mystification. A good half of the effort of understanding what the Indian philosophers were after—and their subtleties make most of the great European philosophers look like schoolboys—lay in trying to erase from my mind all the categories and kinds of distinction common to European philosophy from the time of the Greeks. My previous and concomitant study of European philosophy was hardly better than an obstacle … My only hope of really penetrating to the heart of that mystery would lie in forgetting how to think and feel as an American or a European: which, for practical as well as sentimental reasons, I did not wish to do. (Eliot 1934, 40–41)



I felt something like this when I was 20 years old. I would only add that, from the perspective of middle age, it seems to me that we can never really forget “how to think and feel as an American or a European.” It was not that I did not want to surrender my spiritual heritage for “practical as well as sentimental reasons.” It was rather than I could not. Raised by devout Catholic parents, I knew just enough about it to know that I did not know enough about it to make such a decision. My European spiritual ancestry was like the bedrock of my soul: I was standing on it but had never examined it. And yet it was immovably there all the same. With the best of intentions, I could not become a Buddhist then, and even less so now. My ideals collided with the factual reality of my historically situated soul. We might be able to bring unconscious cultural assumptions into consciousness through study and reflection, critiquing and refining them over time—and I have dedicated myself to little else in the past thirty-five years—but we will never succeed in totally uprooting them.

Tradition is the vehicle for understanding. Because cultural presuppositions are always relative and finite, they can never be the only way—but without them, there is no way.

I spent my twenties investing myself in Western philosophical and theological traditions. First, I immersed myself in the study of philosophy; theology would come later. My days and nights were spent in the company of Aristotle, Kant, Kierkegaard, Spinoza, Hegel, and Husserl. My obsessive approach to study caught the attention of some of my teachers. For the first time in my life, I was at the top of my class. But the academic achievement was not what I was after. Scholarships and academic posts were not part of the razor’s edge that I sought. Academic philosophy, however useful it was to me then, struck me as a compromise with a world whose value I was putting into question.

One situation in particular summed up for me the problem with university studies. I was particularly taken by the lectures of a certain professor whose specialization was modern European philosophy. I was not unaware that I had become something of a favorite student of his, although we scarcely knew each other and rarely talked. He read my papers and graded them. I would pour over his handwritten comments and read them repeatedly, looking for hints between the lines indicating which direction I should take in my life. Instead, I would find things like, “Your account of the synthetic judgment a priori is spot on.” Or, less flattering, “Hegel’s notion of mediation seems to be eluding you.” I felt as though we were communicating in code; I wrote papers summarizing the ideas of the philosophers we studied but searching in them for the truth of my life, he scribbled terse responses not about what was most important but about something else—related to but not it.

The moment came when it was time to speak to him. I asked him if I could meet with him during his office hours. We had met before on occasion to discuss such things as the synthetic judgment a priori and Hegel’s notion of mediation. He expected further talk of this sort. When I sat in his cramped book-lined office and faced his question, “What did you want to see me about?” my heart pounded in my chest. I felt like I was asking a girl out on a date (a skill I have never mastered). But the thing was too important, and so I plunged ahead. “Would it be all right,” I proceeded cautiously, “if we met occasionally to talk?” He hesitated, looking startled and uncomfortable. In that hesitation, the game was up. I saw instantly that he was not the one to talk to, that there was nothing I could talk to him about aside from the synthetic judgment a priori. So I beat a retreat. “What exactly did you have in mind?” he asked awkwardly. “Oh, philosophical problems that come up in class,” I lied. He was visibly relieved.

I left his office and, within a matter of months, left the university. I would return five years later to pursue the degrees and distinctions necessary for a university career. But I no longer expected truth from academic philosophy. I returned to gain a livelihood.

The Buddha Leads Me to the Christ

At 20 years old, I realized with a steadily growing despair that my life was a series of lies. At the center of it all was the lie of consumerism: the deception cultivated through advertisement, social attitudes, and that nebulous cloud of unstated cultural assumptions which Hegel called “ethical life,” that my future was an infinite horizon of possibilities for self-construction through shopping, travel and accumulated, exotic experiences. I could no longer pretend that I had not been living based on this assumption. The consumer lie was not someone else’s problem, someone else’s self-deception. It was my problem. I was not different from my contemporaries. I, too, lived in faith that my self could be endlessly varied and steadily improved through shopping, recreation, and experimenting with sex and drugs. Disgusted by my self and the age in which I was condemned to live, I turned away from the world and fled to the wilderness.

I started in the Himalayas and finished three years later in the woods of Nova Scotia, with many detours through the Rocky Mountains, the lakes and rivers of Northern Ontario, and the barrens of Newfoundland. I hiked, climbed, and paddled into the wild wherever I could find it, always with a backpack full of books. I was not only traveling externally; I had begun the inner quest, the search for my true self, and I was no longer interested in associating with anyone who did not know what that meant. I started in Kashmir, Ladakh, and Nepal. A profound spiritual awakening motivated this pivotal turn to the East. The Buddha appeared to me in the darkest moments of my youth like a beacon in a stormy sea, calling me to leave the safe and the familiar and to seek the path of wisdom, whatever the risk. I read everything I could get my hands on that spoke to this call.

Convinced for no particularly good scholarly reasons that authentic Buddhism had gone north into Tibet, I headed directly to the mountains, where photos of monasteries clinging to the sides of cliffs surrounded by the highest peaks in the world enraptured me with hope. The symbolism of climbing, physical climbing, was necessary to me. I needed to physically express what I was internally undertaking, an ascent into the truth that required leaving most of humanity below in the valleys and the lowlands of ignorance and craving.

A glow of transcendence emanated from the symbol of the Buddha wherever I encountered it. At first, the meeting was through books. I had never been much of a student, but now I started to read. Hesse’s Siddhartha and Kerouac’s Dharma Bums caught me up to speed with the counter-culture, for I soon discovered, much to my annoyance, that I was not the first to head East in search of the self. I also gobbled up travel diaries, especially those that led into Tibet: The Way of the White Clouds, Seven Years in Tibet, and The Asian Journals of Thomas Merton. I began a meditation practice.

The Buddha inspired in me an indescribable hunger for truth. When I got to India, I was delirious with excitement to be in a culture where art and architecture were shaped by the figure. At first, I felt the Buddha’s














































































































OPS/images/title.jpg
The Lost Road

A Search for the Soul of the West

Sean J. McGrath

@

CHRISTIAN ALTERNATIVE
BOOKS

Winchester, UK
Washington, USA





OPS/images/copy.jpg
®

Collectivelnk





OPS/images/cover.jpg
The
[Lost
Road

A Search for the Soul of the West

Sean
McGrath





OPS/images/half.jpg
The Lost Road

A Search for the Soul of the West





