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A FIRST GLANCE 

The Importance of the Difference 
Between Having and Being 

The alternative of having versus being does not appeal to 
common !lense. To have, so it would seem, is a normal 
function of our life: in order to live we must have things. 
Moreover, we must have things in order to enjoy them. In 
a culture in which the supreme goal is to have-and to 
have more and more-and in which one can speak of 
someone as "being worth a million dollars," how can 
there be an alternative between having and being? On the 
contrary, it would seem that the very essence of being is 
having; that if one has nothing, one is nothing. 

Yet the great Masters of Living have made 'the alterna
tive between having and being a central issue of their 
respective systems. The Buddha teaches that in order to 
arrive at the highest stage of human development, we 
must not crave possessions. Jesus teaches: "For whosoev
er will save his life shall lose it; but whosoever will lose 
his life for my sake, the same shall save it. For what is a 
man advantaged, if he gain the whole world, and lose 
himself, or be cast away?" (Luke 9:24-25). Master Eck
hart taught that to have nothing and make oneself open 
and "empty," not to let one's ego stand in one's way, is 
the condition for achieving !lpiritual wealth and strength. 
Marx taught that luxury is as much a vice as poverty 
and that our goal should be to be much, not to have 
much. (1 refer here to the real Marx, the radical human-
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4 TO HAVE OR TO BE? 

ist, not to the vulgar forgery presented by Soviet com. 
munism.) 

For many years I had been deeply impressed by this 
distinction and was seeking its empirical basis in the 
concrete study of individuals and groups by the psycho. 
analytic method. What I saw has led me to conclude that 
this distinction, together with that between love of life and 
love of the dead, represents the most crucial problem of 

- existence; that empirical anthropological and psychoana. 
lytic data tend to demonstrate that having and being are 
two fundamental modes of experience, the respective 
strengths of which determine the differences between the 
characters of individuals and various types of social char
acter. 

Examples in Various Poetic Expressions 
As an introduction to understanding the difference be

tween the having and being modes of existence, let me use 
as an illustration two poems of similar content that the 
late D. T. Suzuki referred to in "Lectures on Zen Bud
dhism." One is a haiku by a Japanese poet, Basho, 
1644-1694; the other poem is by a nineteenth·century 
English poet, Tennyson. Each poet describes a similar 
experience: his reaction to a flower he sees while taking a 
walk. Tennyson's verse is: 

Flower in a crannied wall, 
I pluck you out of the crannies, 
I hold you here, root and all, in my hand, 
Little flower-but if I could understand 
What you arc, root and all, and all in all, 
I should know what God and man is. 

Translated into English, Basho's haiku runs something 
like this: 

When I look carefully 
I see the nazuna blooming 
By the hedge! 

A FIRST GLANCE 5 
The difference is striking. Tennyson reacts to the flower 

by wanting to have it. He "plucks" it "root and alL" And 
while he ends with an intellectual speculation about the 
flower's possible function for his attaining insight into the 
nature of God and man, the flower itself is killed as a 
result of his interest in it. Tennyson, as we see him in his 
poem, may be compared to the Western scientist who 
seeks the truth by means of dismembering life. 

Basho's reaction to the flower is entirely different. He 
does not want to pluck it; he does not even touch it. All 
he does is "look carefully" to "see" it. Here is Suzuki's 
description: 

It is likely that Basho was walking along a country 
road when he noticed something rather neglected by 
the hedge. He then approached closer, took a good 
look at it, and found it was no less than a wild plant, 
rather insignificant and generally unnoticed by passers
by. This is a plain fact described in the poem with no 
specifically poetic feeling expressed anywhere except 
perhaps in the last two syllables, which read in J apa
nese kana. This particle, frequently attached to a noun 
or an adjective or an adverb, signifies a certain feeling 
of admiration or praise or sorrow or joy, and can 
sometimes quite appropriately be rendered into English 
by an exclamation mark. In the present haiku the 
whole verse ends with this mark. 

Tennyson, it appears, needs to possess the flower in 
order to understand people and nature, and by his having 
it, the flower is destroyed. What Basho wants is to see, 
and not only to look at the flower, but to be at one, to 
"one" himself with it-and to let it live. The difference 
between Tennyson and Basho is fuIly explained in this 
poem by Goethe: 

FOUND 

I walked in the woods 
All by myself, 
To seek nothing, 
That was on my mind. 
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I saw in the shade 
A little flower stand, 
Bright like the stars 
Like beautiful eyes. 

I wanted to pluck it, 
But it said sweetly: 
Is it to wilt 
That I must be broken? 

I took it out 
With all its roots, 
Carried it to the garden 
At the pretty house. 

And planted it again 
In a quiet place; 
Now it ever spreads 
And blossoms forth. 

Goethe, walking with no purpose in mind, is attracted by 
the brilliant little flower. He reports having the same 
impulse as Tennyson: to pluck it. But unlike Tennyson, 
Goethe is aware that this means killing the flower. For 
Goethe the flower is so much alive that it speaks and 
warns him; and he solves the problem differently from 
either Tennyson or Basho. He takes the flower "with all 
its roots" and plants it again so that its life is not de
stroyed. Goethe stands, as it were, between Tennyson and 
Basho: for him, at the crucial moment, the force of life is 
stronger than the force of mere intellectual curiosity. 
Needless to say that in this beautiful poem Goethe ex
presses the core of his concept of investigating nature . 

Tennyson's relationship to the flower is in the mode of 
having, or possession-not material possession but the 
possession of knowledge. Basho's and Goethe's relation
ship to the flower each sees is in the mode of being. By 
being I refer to the mode of existence in which one 
neither has anything nor craves to have something, but is 
joyous, employs one's faculties productively, is oned to 
the world. 

Goethe, the great lover of life, one of the outstanding 
fighters against human dismemberment and mechaniza-

A FIRST GLANCE 7 
tion, has given expression to being as against having in 
many poems. His Faust is a dramatic description of the 
conflict between being and having (the latter represented 
by Mephistopheles), while in the following short poem 
he expresses the quality of being with the utmost sim-
plicity: . 

PROPERTY 

I know that nothing belongs to me 
But the thought which unimpeded 
From my soul will flow. 
And every favorable moment 
Which loving Fate 
From the depth lets me enjoy. 

The difference between being and having is not essen
tially that between East and West. The difference is rather 
between a society centered around persons and one cen
tered around things. The having orientation is characteris
tic of Western industrial society, in which greed for mon
ey, fame, and power has become the dominant theme of 
life. Less alienated societies---such as medieval society, 
the Zuni Indians, the African tribal societies that were not 
affected by the ideas of modem "progress"-have their 
own Bashos. Perhaps after a few more generations of 
industrialization, the Japanese will have their Tennysons. 
It is not that Western Man cannot fully understand East
ern systems, such as Zen Buddhism (as Jung thought), 
but that modem man cannot understand the spirit of a 
society that is not centered in property and greed. Indeed, 
the writings of Master Eckhart (as difficult to understand 
as Basho or Zen) and the Buddha's writings are only two 
dialects of the same language. 

Idiomatic Changes 
A certain change in the emphasis on having and being 

is apparent in the growing use of nouns and the decreas
ing use of verbs in Western languages in the past few 
centuries. 

A noun is the proper denotation for a thing. I can say 
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that 1 have things: for instance that I have a table, a 
house, a book, a car. The proper denotation for an 
activity, a process, is a verb: for instance I am, 1 love, I 
desire, I hate, etc. Yet ever more frequently an activity is 
expressed in terms of having; that is, a noun is used 
instead of a verb. But to express an activity by to have in 
connection with a noun is an erroneous use of language, 
because processes and activities cannot be possessed; they 
can only be experienced. 

Older Observations: Du Marais-Marx 
The evil consequences of this confusion were already 

recognized in the eighteenth century. Du Marais gave a 
very precise expression of the problem in his posthumous
ly published work Les Veritables Principles de la Gram
marie (1769). He writes: "In this example, I have a 
watch, I have must be understood in its proper sense; but 
in I have an Idea, I have is said only by way of imitation. 
It is a borrowed expression. I have an idea means I think, 
I conceive of in such and such a way. 1 have a longing 
means I desire: I have the will means 1 want, etc." (my 
translation; I am indebted to Dr. Noam Chomsky for the 
reference to Du Marais). 

A century after Du Marais observed this phenomenon 
of the substitution of nouns for verbs Marx and Engles 
deal with the same problem, but in a more radical fash
ion, in The Holy Family. Included in their critique of 
Edgar Bauer's "critical critique" is a small, but very 
important essay on love in which reference is made to the 
following statement by Bauer: "Love is a cruel goddess, 
who like all dieties, wants to possess the whole man and 
who is not content until he has sacrificed to her not only 
his soul but also his physical self. Her cult is suffering; 
the peak of this cult is self-sacrifice, i!! suicide" (my 
translation) • 

Marx and Engels answer: Bauer "transforms love into 
a 'goddess,' and into a 'cruel goddess' by transforming the 
loving man or the love of man into the man of love,' he 
thus separates love as a separate being from man and 
makes it an independent entity" (my translation). Marx 
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and Engels point here to a decisive factor in the use of the 
noun instead of the verb. The noun "love," which is only 
an abstraction for the activity of loving, becomes sepa
rated from the man. The loving man becomes the man of 
love. Love becomes a goddess, an idol into which the 
man projects his loving; in thi!! process of alienation he 
ceases to experience love, but is in touch only with his 
capacity to love by his submission to the goddess Love. 
He has ceased to be an active person who feels; instead 
he has become an alienated worshiper of an idol. 

Contemporary Usage 
During the two hundred years since Du Marais, this 

trend of the substitution of nouns for verbs has grown to 
proportions that even he could hardly have imagined. 
Here is a typical, if slightly exaggerated, example of 
today's language. Assume that a person seeking a psy
choanalyst's help opens the conversation with the follow
ing sentence: "Doctor, I have a problem; I have insom
nia. Although I have a beautiful house, nice children, and 
a happy marriage, I have many worries." Some decades 
ago, instead of "I have a problem," the patient probably 
would have said, "I am troubled"; instead of "I have 
insomnia," "I cannot sleep"; instead of "1 have a happy 
marriage," "I am happily married." 
. The more recent speech style indicates the prevailing 
high degree of alienation. By saying "I have a problem" 
instead of "1 am troubled," subjective experience is elimi
nated: the I of experience is replaced by the it of posses
sion. I have transformed my feeling into something I 
posses!!: the problem. But "problem" is an abstract ex
pression for all kinds of difficulties. 1 cannot have a 
problem, because it is not a thing that can be owned; it, 
however, can have me. That is to say, I have transformed 
myself into "a problem" and am now owned by my 
creation. This way of speaking betrays a hidden, uncon
scious alienation. 

Of course, one can argue that insomnia is a physical 
symptom like a sore throat or a toothache, and that it is 
therefore as legitimate to say that one has insomnia as it 
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is to say that one IuJs a sore throat. Yet there is a 
difference: a sore throat or a toothache is a bodily sensa
tion that can be more or less intense, but it has little 
psychical quality. One can have a sore throat, for one has 
a throat, or an aching tooth, for one has teeth. Insomnia, 
on the contrary, is not a bodily sensation but a state of 
mind, that of not being able to sleep. If 1 speak of 
"having insomnia" instead of saying "I cannot sleep," 1 
betray my wish to push away the experience of anxiety, 
restlessness, tension that prevents me from sleeping, and 
to deal with the mental phenomenon as if it were a bodily 
symptom. 

For another example: To say, "1 have great love for 
you," is meaningless. Love is not a thing that one can 
have, but a process, an inner activity that one is the 
subject of. 1 can love, I can be in love, but in loving, 1 
have • •• nothing. In fact, the less I have, the more 1 can 
love. 

Origin of the Terms 
"To have" is a deceptively simple expression. Every 

human being IuJs something: a body,* clothes, shelter
on up to the modem man or woman who has a car, a 
television set, a washing machine, etc. Living without 
having something is virtually impossible. Why, then, 
should having be a problem? Yet the linguistic history of 
"having" indicates that the word is indeed a problem. To 
those who believe that to have is a most natural category 
of human existence it may come as a surprise to learn 
that many languages have no word for "to have." In 
Hebrew, for instance, "I have" must be expressed by the 
indirect form jesh Ii ("it is to me"). In fact, languages 
that express possession in this way, rather than by "I 
have," predominate. It is interesting to note that in the 
development of many languages the construction "it is to 

·It should be mentioned here, at least in passing, that there also 
exists a being relationship to one's body that experiences the body 
as alive, and that can be expressed by saying "1 am my body," 
rather than "I have my body"; all practices of sensory awareness 
attempt this being experience of the body. 

i I 
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me" is followed later on by the construction "I have," but 
as Emile Benveniste has pointed out, the evolution does 
not occur in the reverse direction. * This fact suggests that 
the word for to have develops in connection with the 
development of private property, while it is absent in 
societies with predominantly functional property, that is, 
possession for use. Further sociolinguistic studies should 
be able to show if and to what extent this hypothesis is 
valid. 

If having seems to be a relatively simple concept, 
being, or the form "to be," i& all the more complicated 
and difficult. "Being" is used in several different ways: 
(1) as a copula-such as "I am tall," "I am white," "I 
am poor," i.e., a grammatical denotation of identity 
(many languages do not have a word for "to be" in this 
sense; Spanish distinguishe& between permanent qualities, 
ser, which belong to the essence of the subject, and 
contingent qualities, estar, which are not of the essence); 
(2) as the pa!!sive, suffering form of a verb-for exam
ple, "I am beaten" means I am the object of another's 
activity, not the subject of my activity, as in "I beat"; (3) 
as meaning to exist-wherein, as Beneveniste has shown, 
the "to be" of existence is a different term from "to be" 
as a copula stating identity: "The two words have co
existed and can still coexist, although they are entirely 
different." 

Benveniste's study throws new light on the meaning of 
"to be" as a verb in its own right rather than as a copula. 
"To be," in Indo-European languages, is expressed by the 
root es, the meaning of which is "to have existence, to be 
found in reality." Existence and reality are defined as 
"that which is authentic, consistent, "true." (In Sanskrit, 
sant, "existent," "actual good," "true"; superlative Sat
tama, "the best.") "Being" in its etymological root is thus 
more than a statement of identity between subject and at
tribute; it is more than a descriptive term for a phenome
non. It denotes the reality of existence of who or what is; 
it states his/her/its authenticity and truth. Stating that 

*This and the following linguistic quotations are taken from 
Benveniste. 
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somebody or something is refers to the person's or the 
thing's essence, not to his/her/its appearance. 

This preliminary survey of the meaning of having and 
being leads to these conclusions: 

1. By being or having 1 do not refer to certain separate 
qualities of a subject as illustrated in such state
ments as "I have a car" or "I am white" or "I am 
happy." 1 refer to two fundamental modes of exis
tence, to two different kinds of orientation toward 
self and the world, to two different kinds of charac
ter structure the respective predominance of which 
determines the totality of a person's thinking, feel
ing, and acting. 

2. In the having mode of existence my relationship to 
the world is one of possessing and owning, one in 
which 1 want to make everybody and everything, 
including myself, my property. 

3. In the being mode of existence, we must identify 
two forms of being. One is in contrast to having, as 
exemplified in the Du Marais statement, and means 
aliveness and authentic relatedness to the world. 
The other form of being is in contrast to appearing 
and refers to the true nature, the true reality, of a 
person or a thing in contrast to deceptive appear
ances as exemplified in the etymology of being 
(Benveniste) • 

Philosophical Concepts of Being 
The discussion of the concept of being is additionally 

complicated because being has been the subject matter of 
many thousands of philosophical books · and "What is 
being?" has been one of the crucial questions of Western 
philosophy. While the concept of being will be treated 
here from anthropological and psychological points of 
view, the philosophical discussion is, of course, not unre
lated to the anthropological problems. Since even a brief 
presentation of the development of the concept of being in 
the history of philosophy from the pre-Socratics to mod
ern philosophy would go beyopd the given limits of this 
book, I shall mention only one crucial point: the concept 
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of process, activity, and movement as an element in 
being. As George Simmel has pointed out, the idea that 
being implies change, i.e., that being is becoming, has its 
two greatest and most uncompromising representatives at 
the beginning and at the zenith of Western philosophy: in 
Heraclitus and in Hegel. 

The position that being is a permanent, timeless, and 
unchangeable substance and the opposite of becoming, as 
expressed by Parmenides, Plato, and the scholastic "real
ists," makes sense only on the basis of the idealistic 
notion that a thought (idea) is the ultimate reality. If the 
idea of love (in Plato's sense) is more real than the 
experience of loving, one can say that love as an idea is 
permanent and unchangeable. But when we start out with 
the reality of human beings existing, loving, hating, suf
fering, then there is no being that is not at the same time 
becoming and changing. Living structures can be only if 
they become; they can exist only if they change. Change 
and growth are inherent qualities of the life process. 

Heraclitus' and Hegel's radical concept of life as a 
process and not as a substance is paralleled in the Eastern 
world by the philosophy of the BuOdha. There is no room 
in Buddhist thought for the concept of any enduring 

,permanent substance, neither things nor the self. Nothing 
is real but processes. * Contemporary scientific thought 
has brought about a renaissance of the philosophical 
concepts of "process thinking" by discovering and apply
ing them to the natural sciences. 

Having and Consuming 
Before discussing some simple illustrations of the hav

ing and being modes of existence, another manifestation 
of having must be mentioned, that of incorporating. In
corporating a thing, for instance by eating or drinking, is 

*Z. Fi~er, one of the most outstanding, though little-known, 
Czech philosophers, has related the Buddhist concept of process to 
authentic Marxian philosophy. Unfortunately, the work has been 
published only in the Czech language and hence has been inaccessi
ble to most Western readers. (I know it from a private English 
translation. ) 
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an archaic form of possessing it. At a certain point in its 
development an infant tends to take things it wants into 
its mouth. This is the infant's form of taking possession, 
when its bodily development does not yet enable it to 
have other forms of controlling its possessions. We find 
the same connection between incorporation and posses
sion in many forms of cannibalism. For example: by 
eating another human being, I acquire that person's pow
ers (thus cannibalism can be the magic equivalent of 
acquiring slaves); by eating the heart of a brave man, I 
acquire his courage; by eating a totem animal, I acquire 
the divine substance the totem animal symbolizes. 

Of course, most objects cannot be incorporated physi
cally (and inasmuch as they could, they would be lost 
again in the process of elimination). But there is also 
symbolic and magic incorporation. If I believe I have 
incorporated a god's, a father'S, or an animal's image, it 
can neither be taken away nor eliminated. I swallow the 
object symbolically and believe in its symbolic presence 
within myself. This is, for instance, how Freud explained 
the superego: the introjected sum total of the father's 
prohibitions and commands. An authority, an institution, 
an idea, an image can be introjected in the same way: I 
have them, eternally protected in my bowels, as it were. 
("Introjection" and "identification" are often used syn
onymously, but it is difficult to decide whether they are 
really the same process. At any rate, "identification" 
should not be used loosely, when one should better talk of 
imitation or subordination.) 

There are many other forms of incorporation that are 
not connected with physiological needs and, hence, are 
not limited. The attitude inherent in consumerism is that 
of swallowing the whole world. The consumer is the 
eternal suckling crying for the bottle. This is obvious in 
pathological phenomena, such as alcoholism and drug 
addiction. We apparently single out both these addictions 
because their effects interfere with the addicted person's 
social obligations. Compulsive smoking is not thus cen
sured because, while not less of an addiction, it does not 
interfere with the smokers' social functions, but possibly 
"only" with their life spans. 

A FIRST GLANCE 15 
Further attention is given to the many forms of every

day consumerism later on in this volume. I might only 
remark here that as far as leisure time is concerned, 
automobiles, television, travel, and sex are the main ob
jects of present-day consumerism, and while we speak of 
them as leisure-time activities, we would do better to call 
them leisure-time passivities. 

To sum up, to consume is one form of having, and 
perhaps the most important one for today's affluent indus
trial societies. Consuming has ambiguous qualities: It 
relieves anxiety, because what one has cannot be taken 
away; but it also requires one to consume ever more, 
because previous consumption soon loses its satisfactory 
character. Modem consumers may identify themselves by 
the formula: I am = what I have and what I consume. 
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sharing sorrow. The experience of sharing makes and 
keeps the relation between two individuals alive; it is the 
basis of all great religious, political, and philosophical 
movements. Of course, this holds true only as long as and 

, to the extent that the individuals genuinely love or ad-
ire. When religious and political movements ossify, 

w n bureaucracy manages the people by means of sug
gest ns and threats, the sharing becom~/ one of things 
rather han one of experiences. 

Whil nature has devised, as it~ wr , the prototype-or 
perhaps t e symbol-of shared enj ment in the sexual 
act, empiri lly the sexual act is at necessarily an en
joyment that 's ~hared; the J?aytners are frequently so 
narcissistic, se involved, and/ possessive that one can 
speak only of sim taneous, b~f not of shared pleasure. 

In another respe ,however, nature offers a less am
biguous symbol for e '~tinction between having and 
being. The erection of t penis is entirely functional. The 
male does not have a ection, like a property or a 
permanent quality (al aug how many men wish to have 
one is anybody's gu s). The en is is in a state of erec
tion, as long as t man is in state of excitement, as 
long as he desire the person who as aroused his excite
ment. If for on reason or anothe something interferes 
with this exci ment, the man has n ing. And in con
trast to pra cally all other kinds of 0 avior, the erec
tion canna be faked. George Groddek, e of the most 
outstand' g, although relatively little know psychoana
lysts, u /, d to comment that a man, after all, i a man for 
only ew minutes; most of the time he is a littl boy. Of 
cour e, Groddek did not mean that a man becomes little 
bo in his total being, but precisely in that aspect ich 
f many a man is the proof that he is a man. (See 

aper I wrote [1943] on "Sex and Character.") 

Joy-Pleasure 

Master Eckhart taught that aliveness is conducive to 
joy. The modern reader is apt not to pay close attention 
to the word "joy" and to read it as if Eckhart had written 
"pleasure." Yet the distinction between joy and pleasure 
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is crucial, particularly so in reference to the distinction 
between the being and the having modes. It is not easy to 
appreciate the difference, since we live in a world of 
"joyless pleasures." 

What is pleasure? Even though the word is used in 
different ways, considering its use in popular thought, it 
seems best defined as the satisfaction of a desire that does 
not require activity (in the sense of aliveness) to be 
satisfied. Such pleasure can be of high intensity: the 
pleasure in having social success, earning more money, 
winning a lottery; the conventional sexual pleasure; eating 
to one's "heart's content"; winning a race; the state of · 
elation brought about by drinking, trance, drugs; the 
pleasure in satisfying one's sadism, or one's passion to kill 
or dismember what is alive. 

Of course, in order to become rich or famous, individ
uals must be very active in the sense of busyness, but not 
in the sense of the "birth within." When they have 
achieved their goal they may be "thrilled," "intensely 
satisfied," feel they have reached a "peak." But . what 
peak? Maybe a peak of excitement, of satisfaction, of a 
trancelike or an orgiastic state. But they may have 
reached this state driven by passions that, though human, 
are nevertheless pathological, inasmuch as they do not 
lead to an intrinsically adequate solution of the hu
man condition. Such passions do not lead to greater hu
man growth and strength but, on the contrary, to human 
crippling. The pleasures of the radical hedonists, the 
satisfaction of ever new cupidities, the pleasures of con
temporary society produce different degrees of excite
ments. But they are not conducive to joy. In fact, the lack 
of joy makes it necessary to seek ever new, ever more 
exciting pleasures. 

In this respect, modern society is in the same position 
the Hebrews were in three thousand years ago. Speaking 
to the people of Israel about one of the worst of their 
sins, Moses said : "You did not serve the Lord your God 
with joy and gladness of heart, in the midst of the fullness 
of all things" (Deuteronomy 28:47). Joy is the concomi
tant of productive activity. It is not a "peak experience," 
which culminates and ends suddenly, but rather a plateau, 
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a feeling state that accompanies the productive expression 
of one's essential human faculties. Joy is not the ecstatic 
fire of the moment. Joy is the glow that accompanies 
being. 

Pleasure and thrill are conducive to sadness after the 
so-called peak has been reached; for the thrill has been 
experienced, but the vessel has not grown. One's inner 
powers have not increased. One has made the attempt to 
break through the boredom of unproductive activity and 
for a moment has unified all one's energies--except rea
son and love. One has attempted to become superhuman, 
without being human. One seems to have succeeded to 
the moment of triumph, but the triumph is followed by 
deep sadness: because nothing has changed within one
self. The saying "Mter intercourse the animal is sad" 
("Post coitum animal triste est") expresses the same 
phenomenon with regard to loveless sex, which is a "peak 
experience" of intense excitation, hence thrilling and 
pleasureful, and necessarily followed by the disappoint
ment of its ending. Joy in sex is experienced only when 
physical intimacy is at the same time the intimacy of 
loving. 

As is to be expected, joy must play a central role in 
those religious and philosophical systems that proclaim 
being as the goal of life. Buddhism, while rejecting plea
sure, conceives a state of Nirvana to be a state of joy, 
which is manifested in the reports and pictures of the 
Buddha's death. (I am indebted to the late D. T. Suzuki 
for pointing this out to me in a famous picture of the 
Buddha's death.) 

The Old Testament and the later Jewish tradition, 
while warning against the pleasures that spring from the 
satisfaction of cupidity, see in joy the mood that accom
panies being. The Book of Psalms ends with the group of 
fifteen psalms that are one great hymn of joy, and the 
dynamic psalms begin in fear and sadness and end in joy 
and ~ladness. * The Sabbath is the day of joy, and in the 
MessIanic Time joy will be the prevailing mood. The 
prophetic literature abounds with the expression of joy in 

*1 have analyzed these psalms in You Shall Be as God. 
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such passages as: "Then there will the virgins rejoice in 
the dance, both young men and old together: for I will 
turn their mourning into joy" (Jeremiah 31:13) and 
"With joy you will draw water" (Isaiah 12:3). God 
calls Jerusalem "the city of my joy" (Jeremiah 49:25). 

We find the same emphasis in the Talmud: "The joy of 
a mitzvah [the fulfillment of a religious duty] is the only 
way to get the holy spirit" (Berakoth 31, a). Joy is 
considered so fundamental that, according to Talmudic 
law, the mourning for a close relative, whose death oc
curred less than a week earlier, must be interrupted by 
the joy of Sabbath. 

The Hasidic movement, whose motto, "Serve God with 
joy," was a verse from the psalms, created a form of living 
in which joy was one of the outstanding elements. Sadness 
and depression were considered signs of spiritual error, if 
not outright sin. 

In the Christian development even the name of the 
gospels-Glad Tidings-shows the central place of glad
ness and joy. In the New Testament, joy is the fruit of 
giving up having, while sadness is the mood of the one 
who hangs onto possessions. (See, for instance, Matthew 
13:44 and 19:22.) In many of Jesus' utterances joy is 
conceived as a concomitant of living in the mode of being. 
In his last speech to the Apostles, Jesus tells of joy in the 
final form: "These things I have spoken to you, that my 
joy be in you, and that your joy may be full" (John 
15:11). 

As indicated earlier, joy also plays a supreme role in 
Master Eckhart's thinking. Here is one of the most beau
tiful and poetic expressions of the idea of the creative 
power of laughter aod joy: "When God laughs at the soul 
and the soul laughs back at God, the persons of tho 
Trinity are begotten. To speak in hyperbole, when the 
Father laughs to the son and the son laughs back to the Fa
ther, that laughter gives pleasure, that pleasure gives 
joy, that joy gives love and love gives the persons [of the 

. Trinity] of which the Holy Spirit is one" (Blakney, p. 
245). 

Spinoza gives joy a supreme place in his anthropologi
cal-ethical system. "Joy," he says, "is man's passage from 
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a lesser to a greater perfection. Sorrow is man's passage 
from a greater to a less perfection" (Ethics, 3, defs. 2, 
3). 

Spinoza's statements will be fully understood only if we 
put them in the context of his whole system of thought. In 
order not to decay, we must strive to approach the "mod
el of human nature," that is, we must be optimally free, 
rational, active. We must become what we can be. This is 
to be understood as the good that is potentially inherent 
in our nature. Spinoza understands "good" as "everything 
which we are certain is a means by which we may 
approach nearer and nearer to the model of human na
ture we have set before us"; he understands "evil" as "on 
the contrary ... everything which we are certain hinders 
us from reaching that model" (Ethics, 4, Preface). Joy is 
good; sorrow (tristitia, better translated as "sadness," 
"gloom") is bad. Joy is virtue; sadness is sin. 

Joy, then, is what we experience in the process of 
growing nearer to the goal of becoming ourself. 

Sin and Forgiveness 
. n its classic concept in Jewish and Christian theolo.gt
cal ught, sin is essentially identical with disobedlince 
toward e will of God. This is quite appare~n the 
commonly ld source of the first sin, Ada 's'disobedi
ence. In the J ish tradition this act was understood 
as "original" sin t all of Adam's desc dants inherited, 
as in the Christian titian, but only s the first sin-not 
necessarily present in Am's desc . ants. 

Yet the common eleme is )he view that disobedience 
of God's commands is sin, atever the commands are. 
This is not surprising if e co ider that the image of 
God in that part l0!ct e biblica story is of a strict 
authority, patterne~n the role of Oriental King of 
Kings. It is furthy more not surprising 1 we consider tlIRt 
the church, atmost from its start, adju d itself to a 
social order hat, then in feudalism as now 1 capitalism, 
required r its functioning strict obedience a e indi
vidual a the laws, those that serve their true inter ts as 
we as those tlIat do not. How oppressive or how liberal 
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te laws and what the means for their enforcement are 
rna e little difference with regard to the central issue: the 
peo e must learn to fear authority, and not only in the 
perso of the "law enforcement" officers because they 
carry apons. This fear is not enough of a safegu d for 
the prop functioning of the state; the citizen m t inter
nalize this ear and give disobedience a moral nd reli
gious qualit sin. 

People res ect the laws not only becaui e they are 
afraid but also ecause they feel guilty for tj{eir disobedi
ence. This feelin of guilt can be overcop{e by the for
giveness that ony the authority itself f an grant. The 
conditions for such rgiveness are: tho/~inner repents, is 
punished, and by ac epting punishnJent submits again. 
The sequence: sin (di bedience) feeling of guilt ~ 
new submission (punish ent) -7 f giveness, is a vicious 
circle, inasmuch as each act of disobedience leads to 
increased obedience. Only a f are not thus cowed. 
Prometheus is their hero. spite of the most cruel 
punishment Zeus afflicts him ith, Prometheus does not 
submit, nor does he feel gq' ty. e knew that taking the 
fire away from the gods d gi . g it to human beings 
was an act of compassio ; he ha been disobedient, but 
he had not sinned. He d, like man other loving heroes 
(martyrs) of thc hum n race, broke through the equa
tion between disobed' nce and sin. 

Society, though, j not made up of he oes. As long as 
the tables were sef for only a minority, a the majority 
had to serve the ;ninority's purposes and be atisfied with 
what was left oyer, the sense that disobedien is sin had 
to be cultivatIJd. Both state and church cultiv ed it, and 
both workedjtogether, because both had to pr tect their 
own hierare11ies. The state needed religion to ave an 
ideology ~at fused disobedience and sin; the church 
needed 9~lievers whom the state had trained in the 
of obe lence. Both used the institution of the f~IY' 
whos function it was to train the child in obedience rom 
the st moment it showed a will of its own (usuall at 
th latest, with the beginning of toilet training). e 
sf-will of the child had to be broken in order to prepare 
. for its proper functioning later on as a citizen. 
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