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3UDOLF OTTO'S CATAGORY OF "TIHE EOLY" ZVALUATED AND APPLIED

by Enilio Chdvez

In The Idea of tne Holy, Rudolf Otto discusses an ineffable

"overplus of meaning" (p. 5) in tne idea of "the holy," an ele-

zment which transcends the notion of complete goodness which is

part of the idea of tke holy. Quite apart from etnics and other
related aspects, the holy evokes a "unique original feeling-res-
vonse" (p. 6) which "claims corsideration in its own right.®"
Otto coined the word "nurminous" for tnis unigue "category of va-
lue" and for the corresponding state of mind it elicits. "This
mertal stace 1§$§§§°§éﬁeris and irreducible to any other" (p. 7%.
Otto also calls this "creature-consciousness or creature-feeling":
"It is the emotion of & creature, submerged and overwhelmed by
its own nothingness in contrast to tnat which is suyrsme above
all creatures." (p. 10) Ctto says that the characrter of tiiis
feeling cannot te verbally expressed; some indicaiion of what it
1s like might be conveyed indirectly, but it is sometning which
must te exverienced in order to be rezlly understood.

In contrest to Scaldermacher, who steeks of a "feeling of
derendernce" fror which we infer a cause (God), Ctto believes
thet creature-feeling "is itself a first subjective concommitant
end effect of srother feeling-=lement, waich cests it like & she-
dow, tut which in itself irdubitebly has inmeiiste erd rrimary
reference to an otject outside the seif," (o200,

Tne "ooject to wnich the numinous comscicusness is directed"

is for Otto a "mystspiumitremendum et fescirans" (pp. 24rf.) ihe




nysterium refers to the numinous as "wholly other," as different
from anything in our usual experience, as unintelligible and

from another world (p. 26). Cur reaction to it is "blank wonder*

o

or stupor. Iremendum refers to the uncanny, wierd and eerie as-

pect of the numinous; it is aweful, and evokes in the experiencer
"the holy fear of God", dread, a shudder before the august ma-
jesty of God which absolutely overpowers us (p. 19) ¥e acutely
feel our creaturehood and notningness before God. Thie is no na-
tural fear; it is the daemonic dread of primitive humans, dif-
fering from natural fear not in intensity but in its element of
uncanniness (p. 16). If we recoil from the tremendun, the fasci-
neng aspect of the numinous attracts us uniquely. Wwe begin to
long for it &s an end in itself; "the vita religiosa begins" (p.33)
"The mysterium is experienced in its essential, positive and
svecific character, as sounething which bestows upon man a beati-
tude veyond corpare'. Solemnness is%leoa part of our attitude towad
the numinous.

For Otto the noly is an a priori category "not to be evolved
from any sort of sense verception," "an criginel and underivable
capacity of the mind implanted in the 'pure reasor' indevendently
of all rverceprtion" (p. 112). "ihe nuninous .,. igsues from tne
deerest foundation of the cogaltive apprenension tast tne soul
possessss, and, though it of cdourse comes into cteing in and emid
tne seunsory <ate and empiricel meterial of the znaturel world end
cannot anticivpate or dispense with trose, yet it doces not arise
out of ther, buv only by their meens." (p. 113) 4 sort of pre-

dispositior is awakensd by sensory data causing excitetions,
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I shall now recount an experience of the numinous which I
had when I wes four or five years o0ld in Cuba. I attended a nuns’
school near my house, and one day as ny mother was speaking to
ore of the sisters I wandered into the cloister or the sacristy
(where priests prepare themselves for the celebration of mass).

I recall that the room was somewhat off-limits to the students;
it was for priests and nurs and those who had to do with the holy
things of God. I was themfore venturing into more or less forbid-
den territory. It was very qiet and there was no one else thnere.
I was very curious about this prohibited place, but shortly after
entering something absorbed my whole curioslty and ny whole be-
ing: I was at the foot of & huge Spenish crucifix, with an almost
lifesize bloodied Jesus on it (to me he seemed much lerger than
lifesize). “hat an impression he made on mel It touched me to

tne neart, but it was also extrenely grisly. What I nost recall
atout tnis experience is how dumbfounded I was. I was face to
face with en ultimete reality, there could be nothing nore im-
portant Than wnat I wes sesing. Here was & representation --
thougn to me it was very real, at least in terms of its evoca-
tive powers-- of 2 terribly suffering man, &ll dloody. L rerem-
Ter being close to his feet, plerced bty a nell with & poirnted
nead. The skin looked real, oul with That eery color of deeath,
sonewnat bluish or gray. 411 kinds of feelings ceme to me all at
once: I 4xxzew this was Jesus Christ Crucified, the Soxn of Cod Al-
mignhty. It was not just & poor man suffering. Lhis was important

and impregssive enoush to my sensitive nature, tut Joined with



all that I had teen taught about Jesus, how good he was, how he
died for us, now innocent, how much he suffered --it was all
very overwhelning. There was smething uncenny gbout this, uwierd
(what other words are there to describe it?); it was & peculiar
mixture of paradoxes that the crucifix represented, and no one
of its elements could be separated from tre others. To me it was
the Suffering Servent on the cross, the Son in anguish, innocent
and thus evoking the evil tragicness of it all. Did I also feel
tlame before this crucifix? Wno knows what unconscious reservoir
of feelings may have contributed to my stupor before Jesus cruci-
fied.

And yet there wes an attractive element in the crucifix and
ir the place where it was. Eoth were holy. I had been taugnt to
revere crucifixes, to feel good about them, they protected us.
It was that I had never seen such &n immense one{ here, magnified
neny times in e concentratsd menner were ell the asvects of my
infant religiosity. The place, the sacristy or cloister, was al-
so sacred and very culet. I was all alone witr Jesus; not that
tune idea of privacy or of a special favor occurei to me, ctut the
circunstances were indeed very apt for a spzcial religiocus expe-
rience. I nad wander=d intc ar eerie place, full of curiosity
and, behold, I c3pe uron Jesus hingelf on the cross. I felt onri-
viledged, besczuse being a srmell child I rned eantered the place
reserved for holy priests erd nuns and hed sesn the mystery that
Gwelt in that place. And as aweful as the crucified man wes, s0

big ard bloodied, re was Jesus-God who protected me always.



(:> . I' To the person who has had "a numinous experience" Rudolf
bﬁﬁf i Otto's concept of the holy is very meaningful and elucidative.
What is a numinous experience? Its outstanding characteristic is
first of all its uriqueness and indescribability. It relates to
something outside of oneself, something terribly overpowering,
giving an irresistible impression of great force or immenseness.
We here have already been forced to use words which do not apply:
there is no "force" that moves or "immenseness" which is seen.
Yet the words attempt to connote tne "ultimacy" or supreme "va-
iue" or "ereatness of being" of tne object of the numinous expe-
rience, And it is important to note that tne experience which
"the numinous" elicits does indeed refer primerily to an object
outside the self. Truly the numinous overrides in capacity to
(:) command attention anything in tane self; in face of it we los=
self-consciousness at least for a time, since the numinous cre-
VA%&* sents 1tself as supremely "interesting" and absorbing. This, at
least, is one important way to describe or to define "tne holy".
In other words, we may with Otto def'ine the noly e&s a catnzory
which 1s unloue in thnat it in & unique vwey is capaple of commend-
Qﬁ*&‘ ing our full sttention, and tnis because it is intulted or felt
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~er 0 be or reprasent "the ground of beling", the "ultirate", the
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most importast or 'powerful" thiag, thst cepable of "holding" us
conpletely, thet in the face of which we suspend everythning else,
that waich is more importent than 1ife itself, znd so oan. :y de-
finition, then, the noly refers to something wnich can evcke tne

atove-mentioned responses as nothing else (or esrthly) can. he
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(:) may essert that empirically nothing wnicn is not "the noly" does

in fact cause such suspension of activity and all-absorbing stu-

L

refaction. We ther distinguish sharply between those things which?;t‘”i' 4

can enthrall and absordb us (e.g., certain movie stars, music, ot wla
z if /
§:=;?§; the Fope, an immensely rich man or his mansion, certain theolo-

rerlr Dyelontongt
v (1} ] f ]
b« _Cdgg“%}ans, power, etc.) in a "natural" or "earthly” way and that

which in enfralling and absorbing us is intuited or apperceived
to be preternatural or "not earthly.”

Is this distinction valid? Otto and many persons who have
had experierices of the "numinous" say tnat these experiences are
qualitatively and essentially different from any other, non-nu-
minous exverience. Presumebly the "earthly" exveriences of those
individuals wno nave had numinous experiences (let us cell them

(:) "Ottonians") are the same as the exveriences of tliose who have
had only earthly experiences (tne "non-Ottonians")., "ne Cttoniens
would therefore te &ble to authoritatively affirm thaet the numi-
nous experience fer surrassss in "absorbingness" end sense of
"ultimacy" (ard the accompanying feelings of crsaturehood, etc.)
all esrthly experience. Ur perheps more modestly the Cttonians
would assert that the numinous sxperience ig unigue and irredu-
cible to any other exryerierce, and this clelm is hard to contest,
In the true, full numinous exverience, in waich the elements of
oth the tremendum and the fascinsns are present in tne form of
mysterium, the feelings of aYsolute dependence and creaturenood
and of veing in front of sovething anot of thils world would indeed
seen to be unique end distingulshable from anj cther feelings

C:) that eartnly thiags evoke in us.
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(:> It is theﬁﬁggto's claim that the holy is an a& priori catego-
ry corresponding to "an original and underiveble capacity of the
mind" is seen to be useful. Those persons who have had a numi-
nous experience cannot pe satisfied with comparing it to some
other experience or category. There remains "an overplus of
meaning" that can only be correlated to the other-worldly. It
is telling of what Otto is on to that those persons who have not
_ had such an experience readily indicate as much in any discussion;
9fﬁﬁ hearing such talk of the numinous does not ring a bell. From the
other categories with which they are familiar they cannot draw
much help. The Ottoniens, however, can "relate" to what Rudolf is
talking atout.
This much having been said, let me return to my numinous
(:) experience. Certainly all the sensory, ambiential and psycho-
cultural factors were optimally present. I wes & nighly impres-
slorel boy of four or five being educated by devout, possibly
Srenish nuns. I nad wendered into a more or less forcidden, holy
vlace with which I was unfamiliar. I had never seen such a large
Spanish crucifix cefore, at least not so close or usnder similar
>}A¢MM' circurmstences. This was tne coutext, tae xeires, for my numinous
exrerience. Apart from Otto's sorewnhat muddled explaneticns on
pp. 113f., there does seem to te something quite over and above
the erely rpsycnolcgical," if Lty this we mean something whnich is
preporderantly an effect in our mind, such as we mey have when
contemplating nature or seeing a wounded or dyilng child. Cercain-
1y the object of our perception in these cases is "fascinating"

being
C:) ir the sense of holding our ettention asAsxcrerely interesting.



-8-

It may even suspend our faculties or create in us a sense of ur-
gency, e.g., to help. But if it is not numinous it lacks the un-
earthly quality that the crucifix represented for and elicited
in me, Certainly my upbringing and my formed attitudes toward
religious objects and places were necessary conditions for my
experience. Fut ig is precisely bvecause I was able to recognize
what ~--or rather, who-- the crucifix represented that its great
(1f not full) force came down upon me ir & way that the explana-
tions of a psychiatrist or a cultural anthrorlogist do not miti-
pate, It is the "overplus" which does not allow itself to be put
in 8 category like our "earthly" categories which the word "nu-
minous® attempts to label.

I have tried to present more or less comprenensively the
category of the numinous as the gxstefium trerendum et fascinans
in relation to a religious experience I had. Both aspects of the
nysterium seem to be found in 1y experierce of the lifesize cru-
cifix. Therefore, even in this ample notion of Ctto's I found
great applicebility to my exderience. As QOtlo expénded on his
topic his exposition bescame more and more gusstloneble and inap-
plicable to what may be the varierzated experiences of uany peo-
ple, Otto himself speaks of primitlive people as perheps experien-
cing cnly tne dread aspsct of the mysterium (p. 32). In some
mysticel experiences verhaps only the fescirarns asrect is expe-
rierced, witn its concommitent solemnity. Zut taking Utto's mein
corcept of the numinous as neving tne two aspects of overpowering-
ness ani Teerlinducing awe end an irresistible "tlies"-creating
attraction, I found it characterized well tre unigueness of the

exverience I had.
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