il The Religious Attitude

a. Mysticism and Fanaticism

When Cunninghame Graham, dealing with mysticism, speaks favourably of an
rational attitude of lfe, this must be immediately related to his desire to preserve the
sense of mystery and grace in life. Arid dialectics, which subject everything to reason's
scrutiny and put everything in its duc place, emptics life of its miraculous nature, and
chills the sense of wonder.
"Religion, once made understandable to all, Toses it authenticity, and soon degenerates
into the arid dialectcs of the selfrighteous nonconformist. What so consoling to a
religious man, as in a building (with the entry free) to join in singing praises to and
Unknown God, in an uncomprehended tongue™

Gabrele was a myst e mysiciam must pary secoun foher sbands conil
for an interior illumination to which he could not lay claim o his

experience. He was very prepared to believe that there were people who had access 3
realm of knowledge to which he had denied the key, and that this was a realm of
genuine knowledge?. Speaking of the faires, described by the author of "The Secret
Commontwealth', he says:

"He saw them, for what we are convinced we see exists for us as cerainly as if we
touched it.... - with the interior vision, that vision a thousand times more vivid than the
exterior eye”,

Yet he must also speak for himself. His own atttude to mysiicism is one of tonic
distrust. The following quotations may sufficiently represent the feeling that it is
unreliable and n o be compared withthe claim of simple duty:

> who always have from the first ages sought relief from facts and theories
i haptodics, n mysichm, stiving to buld & wall of cobwehs up berween that which
they knew and that which they wished to be the case™. and
"How many men before the Rev. Arthur Bannerman have failed to see that there i
nothing so materialistic as the mystic and supematural, and tht the dullst dutes of the

in reality are mor than the dreams of

The ofher side of imationaiity in religion, fanaticism and madness, also met him in his
experience. He contents himself with setting down his impressions of i, with litle more:
judgement than his descriptions in themselves contain. He approved the practice in the
East of keeping madmen and eccentrics in community with others (madness, being
abnomal, was akin to divinity; "....madness and faith are the same thing....")". But of
the religious fanatic he writes in cold irony:

T prece o "Mogreb-el-Acks'; o, "The Conguest of Nev Granada', p.43,
i detested G B Shves St . 1 b ot inherked the o st lminaion,
does not prove it non-existent or invalid, he would assert,
il 6ok
ol

¢ "Ml;grebel—Acksa“, p8: cf. "Charity”, p 215 and "A Brazilian Mystic?, p.69.



"When once a man is well convinced that all he docs comes from the Holy Ghost, there:
is butlittle that he cannot do with satisfaction to himself".

‘His main study of fanaticism was of Antonio Conselhciro, a Brazilian Grostic of the
19" century, who led a whole tribe of disciples and renegades into the scrub country of
the Sertao, and defeated two Brazilian government expeditions before being wiped out
with all his crew. His millenarian doctrines both threatened the foundations of the
existent state and encouraged the sexual licence which accompanied the religious
upsurge. Cunninghame Graham speaks of an earlier manifestation of fanaticism under
an Numinado in Sera Talhada in 1831 where women sacrificed their children in a fury
of religious ecstasy. It wes a land and a people which was easily set alight. When
Conselheiro spoke, "a thril as of religious erotomana....." went through his hearers
they ".....rilled and shivered in an orgasm of faith™; "Orgasms of piety", "wild intensity
of faith™, marked their life. Cunninghame Graham recogaises this irational element in
lfe a5 one o be foundallover the worid. I s soen a5

e mysterious agitation which in such cases, whether at rvivals in Port Glasgow,
camp in the United States or pilgrimages to holy places in Calabria, seems to
wmform them, making them just as irresponsible as the Bacchantes of the older
worl

‘He makes the same comparison to the Bacchanalia concerning the people of South Ttaly
who "with staring eyes and mouths distorted in ecstasy"™, fll under a similax spell: and
notices the mixture of Christianity and fetish worship which made up Negro worship,
where, aftr religious services, they abandoned themselves to the Phallic dance at their
Candombles’. He calls this " state of excitation of the senses in which the mind ceases
1o work or works subservicnt 1o the nerves'.

With such discernment as de Maupassant shows in his tale "La Maison de Madame
Tellier", (Madame Teller's Establishment), Cunninghame Graharm understands the thin
line which may be drawn between religious cestasy and sexual abandonment. As does
de Maupassant he describes and passcs on, counting the record itself a sufficient means
of judgement. But we have difficulty in distinguishing the double assertion he makes.
He distrusts the stimulus to which people respond by throwing their minds o the wind".
He distrusts equally the rational approach, which would extract the wonder and
elusiveness from life". Life for him was to be taken lustly yet reverendy. It had the
unfathomableness of a good, lively woman who, when her being s not made simply
subsidiary to one's own, continually eludes and delights, who harbours in her soul the
inexhaustible multitudinous fire of cut diamond.
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Had religion any part to play in life?

"Courage, prudence and unalierable kindness", he deseribes as the things which count
for most inlife. But then he thinks religion a barrier against these, not their source. Heis
prepared to state  preference between relgious atitudes:

"With us, religion is a personal thing, we take it, according to our individual
et 2 oy i ey oot bt s o ot s n vt
of mumbo-jumbo whereby 1o save their souls. Others, again, regard it as a means
‘whercby lf: is cnnobled, deathls terror exorcised and the world improved"”.

‘He approves the second altemative. But would he really prefer to dispense with both?

Religion,  believe, in the end appears to Cunninghame Graham 1o offer no way out. In
the end one had to deal with integrity with life as it presented itself 10 one, and. shrug
one's shoulders at questions too bafling to gain an answer from mere limited man:

"All principles to which men turn for assistance in their struggle with their lives seem
‘greatly fallacious. Faith often leads straight to fanaticisim, and to a distegard for works,
plunging its votaries into an abyss of selEabsorption, leaving their brethren starving in
‘the mire whilst the believer saved his miserable soul. Good works, pursued for their own
sale alone, induce arrogance and a self-satisfaction which shrivels up the soul.....

When faith and works, philosophy, logic and the rest of the panaceas that have been
preached, accepted and been found wanting during the past two thousand years or so,
have fuiled, allthat is left to reasonable men s to pay bootmaker' and tailof's bills with
regularity, give alms to the deserving and undeserving poor, and then live humbly
underneath the sun, taking example by other animals'”.

‘mixture of agnosticism and integrity, I believe, reflects his true mind. "1 can think
of o secular wrier swho was constantly and sensitively preoccupied with the rights and
wrongs of human behaviour than Graham”, says Paul Bloomfield", as was stated earlier
Yet for all his acute insights, religion remained to him an enigma.
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