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A/10 SEARCH FOR THE ABSOLUTE
AS A POINT OF CONVERGENCE IN WORSHIP

Fr. V. F. Vineeth, cmi..
ntroduction

The human experience is characterized by finitude. All around
s we see finite beings. Body-bound and earth-bound as we are, we
zre plunged into a world of finitude. Signs of limitations surround
2s. Everything that begins comes to an end. The day dawns and
¢ndsin the dusk of the evening; the seasons cease and the vear ends
and inaugurates the next one. Thus the wheel of time rolls on and
on reminding us of the beginning and end of things that are finite.
Man himself moves from his childhood to youth and from youth to
0ld age and death. Of al! these signs of structural limitation of being
perhaps death speaks to us very conspicuously the inner nature of
aur own being characterized by an inevitable tendency of decomposi-
tion which marks the inherent finitude of our nature. At the same
‘ime search for meaning is Spontancous to every human being. This
scarch forces him to rise above all signs and structures of limitaiion.
He tends to that which is beyond and boundless, that which is full-
aess and meaningful, that which is free from all possibilities of
negations and structures of limitation, namely, the Absolute. Is this
notwhat we call prayer in the most radical and genuine sense of the
word” Prayer and worship are expressions of human desire to
transcend the limitations mankind is surrounded by and tend to the
limitless one, the Absolute.

[. Towards Understanding the Absolute

Strictly speaking, the Absolute is ununderstandable. It is the
infinite, incomprehensible fulness of reality about which man can
never form an adequate idea, or any form of representation. That is
why the Absolute was very often described in negative terms. The
Upanishads prefer to speak of the Absolute as neti, neti,' ‘not this,
ot this', since what it really is, is beyond all expression. Buddhism
designated the ultimate as sunya because it refused to give any
name to the ultimate. In the Christian tradition also we see an
approach to the Absolute in a negative way. The Oriental apophatism,
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the cloud of the unknowing, the medieval mystical classic from the
West. the dark night of enlightenment described by John of the
Cross etc., point to the absoluteness of the Absolute which is not
understood by the logic of the thinking mind. Absolute 1s better
known in contempliative thinking which 1s beyond logic and 1s
perhaps experienced in the depth of one's own being in an abounding
sense of mystery and faith rather than in the conceptualized
thinking of one’s own mind. Butsince mankind is in need of prayer
and worship the Absolute is often expressed 1n Names and forms.
Both Hindu and Christian traditions speak about the names of the
Absolute, though both these religions acknowledge the Absolute

as ultimately nameless.

. The Absolute and its Namarupa

In the Chandokya Upanishad, we read the following story ofa

student called Narada who approached his master Sanatkumar

for instruction on reality.

“Let me know what you already know said his teacher

Sanatkumar. Narada said, “1 know all the Vedas. all ancient

stories, all the rituals of ancestors, philosophies, sciences,

astrology. philology and the science of stars and celestial
beings’. Narada was really proud of his vast knowledge. But

Sanatkumar said to him, “All that you have been saying IS

nothing but name. Reality is not contained in any name but is

that which is beyond all names’ .}

This story gives us a clue to the understanding of the
manifoldness of creation which expresses in names and forms that
which is nameless and formless. The Absolute is that nameless and
formless one about whom we use various names:

Not understanding, and yet desirous to do so,

I ask the wise who know, myself not understanding

Who may be he, the One in the form of the unborn,

Who probs in their place, the six universal regions?

They call him Indra. Mitra, Varuna, Agni or the

Sunbird Garutmat, the seers call in many ways that

Which is one; they speak of Agni, Yama, Matarisvan.’

The Absolute is that One beyond all names and forms. He Is

the ultimate substractum of all names, ever present in everything,
yet transcends all their limitations. Prayer and worship inevitably
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s plovs names of the Absolute. Since names are particular, worship
“ten addressed to a particularly manifested form of the Absolute.
« with a spirit of transcendence ol its own particularity we
~each the real Absolute that is addressed in the very same prayer.

I'he Saguna-Nirguna Dynamics in Knowing and Worshipping

the Absolute

Only through names and forms we reach the Absolute who is
mzmeless and formless. The Absolute understood by us in name
2md form is called by Sankara, the saguna-Brahman; namely Brahman
=:th qualities,

Though Brahman is without name and form such things are

seen ascribed to him. And it has been said that though Brahman

is without qualities, still for the sake of meditation it is presented
in these places as a qualified entity, possessed of the characteris-
tics associated with names and forms.*

In the advaitic system of Sankara, worship is offered to this
Szguna Brahman who is considered to be a personal God, the
creator, the Lord of the Universe, the /svara. Sankara writes:

That omniscient and omnipotent source must be Brahman
from which occur the birth, continuance, and dissolution of
this universe. That is manifested through name and form, that
is associated with diverse agents and experience, that provides
the support for action and results, having well-regulated space,
time and causation and that defies all thoughts about the real
nature of its creation.’

The Absolute is declared as omniscient and omnipotent and
#50 as the creator of the universe. We attribute these qualities to
‘%< Absolute. We come to know the Absolute as the wisdom,
mower, and cause from which this universe had its origin; This
Szguna-Brahman is understandable only with the help of attributes
=< ascribe to Him. But Reality in itself is far beyond all of them.
w2 cannot rightly attribute any name to it. This attributeless
“tsolute, Sankara calls the Nirguna Brahman, the ultimate, incom-
srehensible Fullness of being. Saguna-Brahman or personal God is
«orshipped in manifold ways whereas the Nirguna Brahman or the
-zmmate Absolute is to be realized more and more in the depth of
z¢’s own being. Sankara comes to bhakti as a means to worship
»¢ Saguna-Brahman. Though the knowledge of Saguna-Brahman
& wrwer, Sankara admits that it can lead one to the higher knowledge
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of the Absolute. Commenting on devotion to the Lord presented
\n the Gira Sankara writes

By the undistracted devotion it s possible not only to kpow
me as declared in the sasrar, but also to mtuttively realize me
as | am and enter into me’

Warship and devotion are posuble 1o the mantfest Brahman
and would tightly lead one to the Absolute Brahman who s beyond
all forms of mamifestation and hence transcends all forms of worship
Brahman who s thus all transcendent s often spoken of as possessing
mundane quabines for the sake of human worship and adoration’
This 1s quite understandable because worship needs singing of
names and prawsing the Lord for lis wonderful works. Names are
not mere human projections but real attributes with a foundation
on the mamfastative dimension of Brahman which s classically
known as Maia In worship we prase the Lord who manifests
himsclf with lis Mava-powerand are expected to nse abovestinour
orientation to the Absolute who s beyond all manifestative play
(lila) of realhty.

1. The Search for the Absolute in Chrstian Tradition
1) The Israels Search for the Absolute

Israel believed in an absolute God who s all powerful. In a
world of numerous gods, Israel Kept their faith in the one God who
is matched by none. Because this God was beyond all forms. no
image of God was ever allowed m lIsrael. Image worship was
condemned as pagan and abominable. Time and again the Prophets
waged their tremendous fight for the absoluteness of the Absolute.
As Paul Tillich puts it, “Monotheism does not mean that one God s
better than many; it means one is Absolute, the Unconditional. the
Ulumate. It was for this absolute, unconditional, ultimate One that
the idolatric struggle was carried on™.*

But Israel had a name for the Absolute, Yahweh, which is often
translated as the Lord. Itis suggested that the name Yahweh means
“he brings into being whatever comes into being™.” Thus understood,
Yahweh is the Lord of all creation and points to the difference
between the creator and the creatures he has brought into being.
The name Yahweh was considered sacred and not to be used in vain
or invoked in oaths. (Evodus 20:7, 23:10; Deut 5:11; Lev 19:12).
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The Absolute of Israel with the name Lord, seen from the
{~dwuin perspective, is more or less equivalent to fswara or in Sankara’s
‘ermmology Sagunabrahman. The real Absolute, the unnamable
:nd the unfathomable still remains beY¥cnd our grasp. This is not
~ccause the Lord has not revealed himself to his people but because
'~z human conceptualization is always characterized by finitude.
t ¢t for a believing one the vision of the Absolute through this
—odality of revelation can be central to his life. So it was for Israel.
The God of Israel, though Absolute, was anthropomorphic as well.
This made him very personal and involved in human history. As
-2gards the justification of an anthropomorphic God Rahner writes:

Any attempt to justify the use of anthropomorphism on the

basis of our necessary dependence upon perception should

take into account God’s own intervention in history. If we are

to bear witness to this historical intervention we make necessary

use of concepts derived from historical experience and it is

precisely this latter kind of testimony that constitutes a more

exalted justification for the use of anthropomorphisms.*

The anthropomorphic names of God are certainly valid and
-xchly used in worship. The question is whether we have to seek the
Absclute beyond these names and forms.

it The Absolute in Human Flesh

In the fulness of time when the Word became flesh, according

to Christian faith, the Absolute has received name and form.

4ccording to Paul, the Word, though he was in the form of God,

emptied himself taking the form of a servant, being born in the

.xeness of man. (Phil 2:6-7) Though the human flesh is designed as

the medium of God's self-expression, as the incarnational theory of
creation would like to put it, yet it is certain that no finite form,
mowever spotless and supreme, can completely contain the Absolute.
The Absolute is that which transcends all forms and yet is the centre
»f every form. The most Immanent is the most transcendent. The
“ ord which was fromr eternity and which becoming flesh, laid the
‘oundation for all creation 1s seen by Christian faith as the One who
s all Transcendent and all Immanent and thus the Absolute. Yet
Christian Theology also developed positive and negative approaches
‘owards understanding the Absolute. St. Thomas spoke of a via
wegativa along with a via positiva in understanding God. I find
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Dionysius, the Arecopagite with his celebrated works The Divine
Names and Mystical Theology representing both these methods of

approach.

iii) The Dionysian Approach to the Absolute

Inspired by the neo-Platonic mysticism of Plotinus and his
followers, Dionysius outlines a path of mysticism. His book The
Divine Names reminds us of the Namarupa of Brahman in Indian
tradition. Dionysius begins his speculation speaking about the names
in three categories:

i) Names taken from the Sacred scriptures such as “I am that
I am” (Exo 3:14), “I am the Life” (Jn 14:6), “The Light” (Jn 8:12) etc."

i) The names drawn from the whole created universe such as
“Good” (Mt 19:27), “Fair” (Ps 26:4), “Wise” (Rom. 14:27). These
names presupposes that God is the.creator of the universe and
attribute to God perfections of the creatures.”

iii) Names drawn from the manners of acts and functions
performed by God in human form. Thus scriptures speak of the
“eyes” of God (Ps 10:5), “ears” (James 5:4) and “hair” of God.
(Daniel 7:9)."

Though Dionysius speaks about the names of God, he is very
conscious that God, the Absolute is ultimately nameless. But we
need names to worship Him, to sing his praises. We can only
celebrate him as the giver of our being, life, and wisdom to us.'* But
we cannot name him in the ultimate sense. All attributes are affirmed
of him, and yet he is nothing, the nameless."* This takes us to the
threefold path of Dionysius to the Absolute. |

The Threefold Path

Dionysius says that our knowledge of God can be symbolic,
positive or catephatic, negative or apophatic. Since we are dealing
with the problem of the Absolute in the form of worship, these three
ways are of significant importance. Worship is mainly done with the
help of symbolic and catephatic knowledge of God. But the
transcendence of the worship patterns and convergence to the

Absolute is only possible with an apophatic approach to the divine
depth.



. The Symbolic Way of Knowing God

According to Dionysius the symbolic theology f:urrcspond; ?n
the divine procession and emanation. Since §vcry!h1.ng created has
proceeded oremanated from God, anything in creation can be seen
ss ponting to the creator. What is thus seen in the rculm of senses 15
comverted to the service of the divine." This is especially done in
sacramental worship where natural symbols are always \'cllcclcd
+nd employed in order o signify the events that take place in the

nner depth of soul. But a symbol is always a pointer and 1s empty ', iof
't does not contain what it symbolizes. Therefore a symbol by its

very nature asks us to gc beyond the symbol. The Absolute is in the
ssmbol and beyond the symbol.

5

=. The Catephatic Way of Knowing God

Dionysius considered this as a theology of return. That isto say
e return our concepts to God which we have formed from the
world of God. We ascribe to him what He has revealed about him.
Inthis way we celebrate the naty re of God that has been revealed in
fis movement towards us in creation and redemption.” The
Eucharistic Celebration as an anamnesis is mainly the celebration
of the great deeds of God for his people. Dionysius' famous book
The Divine Names is devoted to this purpose. But he constantly
reminds us that our affirmation falls short of God, the Absolute.
None of our concepts reach him, who is the Unknowable and this
leads to the realization that most Divine knowledge of God is that
ne is known as unknowing, “When the mind, turning away from all
things and then leaving even itself behind, is united to the dazzling

rays, being from them and in them, is illumined by the unsearchable
depth of wisdom”.'®

3. The A_;oophatic Way of Knowing God

are ultimately
lisis the core of
knowledge beyond the active and
he mind. This state of utter passivity

transcended and God is known in the unk nowing, Tl

senceptualised knowledge of ¢
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Is sometimes expressed by speaking of pure and absolute ecstasy in
which the intellect goes out of itself and is united with “the Ray of
that Divine darkness™ that is beyond being. It is however to be
noticed that Dionysius stresses also the positive side of ecstasy as
love, union and deification.

This apophatic theology is not rational but intuitive or *hidden’.
Dionysius does not deny the power of discursive reason, but asserts
only the superiority of mystical knowledge. Only with such a mystical
knowledge of the Absolute, can we actually transcend the limitation
of our worship patterns which are well-characterized by the words
of symbolic and catephatic theology. Dionysius advises us as
follows:

Such be my prayer; and thee, dear Timothy, I counsel that, in
the carnest exercise of mystic contemplation, thou leave the
senses and the activities of the intellect and all things that the
senses or the intellect can perceive, and all things in this world
ol nothingness, or in that world of being, and that, thine
understanding ,hcing laid to rest, thou strain (so far as thou
mayest) towards an union with Him whom neither being
nor understanding can contain. For, by the unceasing and
absolute renunciation of thyself, and all things, thou shalt in
purceness cast all things aside, and be released from all, and so
shalt be led upwards to the Ray of that divine Darkness which
exceedeth all existence.®
The symbols and concepts should ultimately give away to a
silent understanding of the mystery ol the ineffable, to a mystic
silence leading to a climax that is union and vision of Him as heisin
Himsell. Our worship pattern is full of symbols and concepts taken
from our Sacred Scriptures and the created universe. Se
Absolute means a quest for transcendence of all n
used in worship in our openness to the nameless.

arch for the
ames and forms

UL Absolute as the point of Convergence in Worship

Our worship isdirected to the Absolute. Y et worship is done to
a God known in name and form. A worship to the Absolute as
Absolute is perhaps practically impossible. However the Absolute,
though all-transcendent, is available for man for his worship in manifold
forms. Religions bring their claims of understanding the Absolute.
These claims vary. Accordingly the worship forms also vary. They use
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rimes and forms of the Absolute they are acquainted with. Thus
‘=iz Absolute is in all patterns of worship, and yet not exhausted by
¢= of them. This takes us to the dual nature of the Absolute In
eiimon such as the Absolute in a particular form of religious

«orship and the Absolute beyond all forms of religious worship.

The Absolute in a Particular form of Religious Worship

Religions as we know them are based on the particular

sxperience of the Absolute by a group of people. They have their
*=1ory of the encounter with the Absolute, their Sacred Scriptures,

LR S,

‘%z traditions and rituals. Their worship-forms will naturally use a
~+=guage (names) flowing from their own particular traditions. In
“= words of Paul Tillich, “such a community expresses the particular
-=aracter of its experience of the Holy in its special rule that
Z=termines its social and ethical life”.?' Here the Absolute is brought
=t0 the realm of particularity. This particularity is its wealth and
mitation. There is a tension in every religion to rise above this
sarucularity, but not abandoning it. This tension is often ignored in

227 to make an easy identification of the Absolute with the
rarticular form. This is dangerous because self-transcendence in its
~mentation to the Absolute is a must for all religions and all forms
+# religious worships.

Yet it could be asked, if the Absolute itself has revealed in a
rarticular and decisive way in a religion and its worship pattern
<=2 absoluteness over others. This claim is more powerfully made
*+ all the three Israel-born religions such as Judaism, Christianity
1= Islam. Here we are confronted with the problem of the Absolute’s
“wm intervention in history. If the Absolute decides to manifest
* rmself historically with a definite name and form, then what is the
razure of the absoluteness of that form. Since Christians see Jesus
‘.2rist as the manifest form of the Absolute once and for all times,

“s guestion is all the more relevant here. “

Christianity absolutizes neither the finite, the conditional, nor
the relative in anything human — even in religion. But since in
Jesus Christ God has absolutely accepted the finite and
communicated himself to it in an absolute manner, Christianity
-1ys claim to being unique among religions, their final fulfilment

=fich in the course of history will in no way ever be super-
weded.?
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This is obviously a faith-claim and faith claim is relevant only
in the group of people characten ized by the same faith. l’.yrn though
this claim is accepted as true from the € hiristinn perspective of fait I.n‘
it can still be asked whether the manifestation of the Absolute in
Tesus Christ is exhaustive? 1s not Jesus, the Absolute associated with
a limited namarupa? OF course not a name and form feigned by the
human ingenuity or drawn from the world of names and forms, but
a real human form hypostatically united to the Word. Yetitis a
name and form characterized by the structures of limitation in and
through which the Absolute is made available to us, that we may
love and worship him and be blessed and saved by him. In worship
we are remembering and praising the Absolute communicated to
us in this particular form. But we are also called to move (o the
Absolute itsell transcending the form. This makes our worship
always a celebration of mystery, an acceptance and transcendence
of all names and symbols in worship.

i) The Absolute Beyond all Forms of Religious Worship

The awareness of the Absolute as Absolute beyond all forms,
yet fully in every form is a corrective principle for all religions and
their patterns of worship. Absolute as absolutely holy, just and true
will judge, transform and even reject any form of religion and its
worship when they are away {rom holiness, justice and truth. Thus
the prophets rejected the ritual of fasting when it was devoid of the
spirit of which it was only asymbol. Jesus warns us not to proceed to
the altar with offering in our hands, when the law of love laid down
by the Absolute calls us back for reconciliation with our fellowmen.
The Absolute refuses to identify itself with any form of religion or
any form ofworship but judges and directs them. Referring to God’s

rejection of Judaism in the beginning of Christianity, Paul Tillich
writes:

The rejection of that nation which represents the Absoluteness

of the Absolute, by the Absolute itself, is the greatest inner-
religious manifestation of Absolute.

Itis to this Absolute, the ultimate convergence is to be made by
all religions and in all their worship. This convergence to the
Ineffable makes us humble, less self-assertive and far less aggressive,
because whatever be the claims of the genunity of our worship, we
know that we are using only finite symbols for expressing the
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stte and the Ineffable, the veracity of which needs to be judged
the Absolute usell. By going beyond the impression of the
emses mages, forms, thoughts an concepts ol the mind we have
moveupwards o the ray of that div

sl forms of existence, May
m Dionysius and Sankara,
NOw we must wholly

matof positive stateme

ine darkness which exceeds
I conclude this paper with quotes

distinguish this negative method from
nts. For when we were making positive
tatements we began with the mos universal statements, and then
SHrough intermediate terms we came at last to particular titles: but
soeaseending upwards from particular (o universal conceptions
“< strip off all qualities in order that we may attain a nake‘d
Lnowledge of (hat Unknowing which in all existent things is
sawrapped by all objects of knowledge, and (hat we may begin to
bee that super-essential Darkness which js hidden by all the light
FRALIS I existent things.?

Moreover Brahman is known through name and form. As
“vers flowing down become indistinguishable reaching the sea by
¢7meup their names ang forms, so also the illumined soul, having

“eeome free from name and form, reaches the self-el'fulgempurusa
a4t s higher than the higher.

Let us remember the words Spoken to the Samaritan woman:

=<t the hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshippers wi]]
worship The Father in spir

“orship Him. God is Spirit, and those w
“orship in spirit and truth, (Jn 4:23 24)
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