Royce’s View of Religion, Evil, and God

The problem of evil is perhaps one of the most gripping philosophical questions, and Royce’s answer to that question drives him to his philosophical conception of God.  Here I will provide an account and critique of Royce’s view of religion, his answer to the problem of evil, and his resulting conception of God as he lays it out in “The Problem of Job”, “The Conception of God”, The Philosophy of Loyalty, and various other works.  The paper is divided into four sections: a. Royce and the philosophy of religion; b. Royce on the problem of evil; c. Royce’s radical revision of Christianity; d. Critical Conclusion.   

I disagree with Oppenheim
I. Royce and the Philosophy of Religion
In his 1885 work, The Religious Aspect of Philosophy, Royce attempts to define religion, or more specifically, what it means to call something religious, attempting to provide necessary or even sufficient conditions for something to be called ‘religious’. He first points out a number of things that ‘religious’ can not be applied to.  First, a belief or feeling cannot be called religious simply because it is strong, nor, second, because it is morally valuable, for if this was the case, patriotism would qualify as a religious feeling.  Third, a belief or feeling is not religious simply because it is elevated, for then higher artistic emotion would qualify as religious feeling.  Fourth, something cannot be said to be religious simply because it is a belief in the supernatural, because a) then all superstitions (like black cats and walking under ladders and beliefs in nymphs and leprechauns) would count as religious; and b) a belief in God need not be a religious belief, for example, one could believe in God simply to complete one’s ontology (greatest of all possible conceivable beings) or to explain natural phenomena (God of the gaps) without having religious feelings.  But on the other hand, (fifthly), religious beliefs about God need not be of a personal nature-- the Buddhist or Spinozistic conception of God may be quite impersonal, involving simply ideals of human conduct, yet they may be of immense religious value.  

Royce goes on to explain what religion then does entail.  First, “It has to do with action.”-- specifically: moral action or adherence to some moral code.  Royce admits that, “A totally immoral religion may exist, but it is like a totally unworthy ship at sea, or like a rotten bank, or like a wild-cat mine.”(“Religion as a Moral Code”, 36)
   One might imagine here some of the ancient gnostic sects who, thinking their bodies to be not in any way identified with themselves, took no responsibility for their body’s actions, and made no prohibitions against it.  But even to say “No acts barred” is in a sense a moral code.  At any rate, the teaching of a moral code is the first necessary (but not sufficient) condition of a religion.

Second, as a necessary condition, a religion requires a special attitude towards that code--enthusiasm, or a feeling of “devotion, reverence, love.”(“Religion as a Moral Code”, 36)  This is the element of religion which makes people at times willing to die for their faith.  Their beliefs are so central to their lives that they feel they cannot live without them.  Part of this zeal may often be a result of the third necessary condition of religion.

The third necessary condition of religion is theoretical-- a religion provides “a more or less complete theory of things”-- what is sometimes called a logos.  A religion must provide an account of the situation, of the way the world is, our condition, and why things are as they are.  Christianity does this insofar as it explains the creation, the fall, and gives a history of God’s covenants with His people and His revelation through Christ.  

A religion most adept at meeting the above criteria will be a superior religion. Royce’s project, as seen throughout the rest of his work, is to provide a fruitful reinterpretation which will result in a religion that is more thoroughly reasonable and non-superstitious.  Such a religion will be able to provide a basis for moral action, a source of enthusiasm and an explanation of the world for the modern thinker.  

Royce’s conception of God would fulfill all of these three essential criteria for religion.  Royces revisioning of Christianity provided a basis for morality, a source of reverence and devotion, and a satisfying account of reality-- in particular, an explanation of evil.   It is very important to note that Royce does not include belief in anything supernatural as a requirement for religion or the religious.  That will be a central feature of his concept of God.

II. Royce On the Problem of Evil

The problem of evil seems to be one of the central causes for Royces conception of God and his radical revisioning of Christianity.  Therefore, careful consideration of Royce’s answer to the problem of evil is necessary for understanding his concept of God.  The problem of evil is traditionally thought of as being the apparent incompatibility of three statements of fact.  


1) God is omnibenevolent (all-good)

2) God is omnipotent (all-powerful)

3) Evil exists/happens in the world

These three facts don’t seem to fit together-- if God is all powerful and all good, then why would He let evil happen?  The problem could of course easily be resolved if God is not all good, or all powerful, or if one denies that evil exists.  Hume mentioned the possibility that God might not be all good, or that perhaps there were many gods, like the Greek mythology, each with competing aims and goals.
  James attempted to weaken the second claim, arguing instead that God is finite.
  And some others still have claimed that evil does not really exist, a claim which Royce will criticize.  Lastly, one may claim that in fact the three of these can go together, if only we will look at things differently.  This last tack is what Royce intends as he tackles the problem of evil.

In his 1898 work, Studies of Good and Evil, Royce lays out the problem of evil in terms of Job-- the upright old testament figure who could not make sense of the suffering he had to endure.  The problem of Job is our problem, and it is essentially this: while we feel that the universe ought to have some intelligibility to it, and it ought to be friendly to the righteous.  “But-- here is the mystery- this God, as his works get known through our human experience of evil, appears to us not friendly, but hopelessly foreign and hostile in his plans and his doings.  The more, too, we study his ways with man, the less intelligible seems his nature.”(“Problem of Job”, 86)   The problem of evil is for Royce, as for James, a very central concern for his philosophy.  His solution, also much like James, will be more radical than the answers of traditional theodicy which he rejects.  Rather than focus on the problem of our understanding of the perceived “evil”, Royce will claim that we must reconstruct our understanding of God.  This is the turn which will launch Royce’s proto-process philosophical theology.  Royce explains and dismisses a number of traditional answers to the problem of evil.  These lay the groundwork for understanding why Royce comes to hold the position which he does on the problem of evil.

1. No Teleology
First, one may claim that it is futile to look for teleology in the world.(“The Problem of Job”, 88)  On this view, there is no purpose and order, so there is nothing to be surprised about.
  This view essentially throws out both the omnipotence and the omnibenevolence of God, because it supposes that there is no purpose, much less a good purpose, in the universe.    Such a view would be typical of philosophers like Sartre or Russell.  This view is inherently non-religious, because it fails to even attempt to provide a teleological  account of things (the third requirement of religion).  Royce claims that such a non-religious view is prevalent in his own day, and makes no move to criticize it.  But he desires to provide a teleological account of things, an achievement which he assumes will be better than the non-religious option.  In fact, this is Royce’s desire-- to provide a satisfying and reasonable account of the cosmos which can be called religious, in his own sense of that word.  The problem of Job is for Royce the problem of modern man trying to be religious:  How can modern man reconcile his desire to be religious with the world around him?

2. Evil Is a Natural Necessity
Second, another answer to the problem of evil is the claim that “the presence of evil in the creation is a relatively insignificant, and an inevitable, incident of a plan that produces sentient creatures subject to law.” (“The Problem of Job”, 89) Such a view sees pain, for example, as a useful warning signal so that children who put their hand on a stove, for example, will take it off the stove.  In addition, pain and suffering are necessary results of having laws of nature and regularity in the world.  As John Hick has pointed out, if, when people fell off a roof they gently floated to the ground, and when one ran a red light straight into another car a miracle occurred and the cars passed through one another, we could have no regular laws necessary for science.  The world would be a fantasy land of random chance occurrences.
  To demand such a world, on Hick’s view, is illogical.  The world is a soul-building-stage, set to help us learn and grow.  This seems to be the position that Royce has in mind here when he says, “If you are to be, first an infant, then a man, or first a savage, then a civilized being, there must be evils attended upon the earlier stages of your life- evils that make growth welcome and conscious.” (“The Problem of Job”, 89) But such an answer misses the point of Job’s problem, according to Royce.  Job’s real question is “why a God who can do whatever he wishes chooses situations where such a heaped-up mass of evil means become what we should call physical necessities to the ends now physically possible” (“The Problem of Job”, 91) In other words, why did God make the world in such a way that evil is required to make good occur?  Could He not have made it otherwise?  Without such necessity of evil?  To say that evil is necessary does not answer the question.  The question is, why is it necessary? 

But Royce's objection here may be asking why God cannot make a square circle.  To ask why God must have evil occur if good is to happen may be like asking why the principle of noncontradiction holds, or like asking why the sum of two and two is four, rather than five.  On this response, one would respond to the question, "Why must evil exist for good to occur?" by saying that it is for a reason very much analogous to the reason why positivity requires negativity, or why tallness requires shortness.  But to this defense, we might respond that the needless suffering of a child seems to be less necessary than the necessity of negativity for positivity.  

3. Evil Is a Result of Free Will
The third option Royce explains is the answer that “the presence of evil in the world is explained by the fact that the value of free will in moral agents logically involves, and so explains and justifies, the divine permission of the evil deeds of those finite beings who freely choose to sin, as well as the inevitable fruits of the sins.”(“The Problem of Job”, 92) On this view, normally known as the ‘free will defense’, the value of the infinite worth of free-worshiping subjects far outweighs the negative consequences of the sinful effects of their acts.
   But Royce is not satisfied with this free will defense either.  There are obviously many innocent people who suffer-- for example, children.  They do not suffer because of their freedom, but because of the freedom of others.  It seems obvious that those who suffer often suffer from the freedom of others, not their own, and then the question remains-- why do the innocent suffer?  

In response, the free-will defense will say that the suffering of others is part of the consequence of freedom.  It isn't that those innocent are guilty by their own free acts, but there is no way to compartmentalize the effects of the free acts of people.  If God allows people freedom, then some people like Hitler will commit atrocities which affect millions.  The question then becomes, "Is freedom really worth it?"-- we might wonder if the free-worship is worth all the suffering that this freedom also results in.  But even if it is, we might wonder why God does not intervene in particular situations.  If God has decided to allow us freedom, and then some catastrophe happens, like if a lazy electrician mis-installs a light switch which catches fire and burns down a house with a sleeping infant inside, we might wonder why God sits by idly without acting.  It seems analogous to a father who finally lets his son swim without the fathers help in the deep end of the pool, and then when the son falters and begins to fling his arms about, gulping water and call out "help, I'm drowning" that the father says "Well son, I have chosen to give you your freedom so that I might have the possibility of seeing you succeed completely on your own, and in order to have the possibility of seeing you succeed perfectly without my help, I must allow you to fail without my help as well."

4. Royce’s Solution: Philosophical Idealism
Royce’s solution is radical: “In the absolute oneness of God with the sufferer, in the concept of suffering and therefore triumphant God, lies the logical solution of the problem of evil.”  (“The Problem of Job”, 96)  Royce frankly admits: “Job’s problem is, upon Job’s presuppositions, simply and absolutely insoluble.” (“The Problem of Job”, 95)   The problem of Job is, according to Royce, a problem which has its roots in misconceptions about God.  These misconceptions are two: a) “God is a being other than this world” and b) “he is its external creator and ruler . . .” (“The Problem of Job”, 95)   Insofar as one maintains the traditional conception of God as self-sustaining creator and ruler of the world, the problem is unanswerable.  Royce says, “The answer to Job is: God is not in ultimate essence another being than yourself.  He is the Absolute Being.  You truly are one with God, part of his life.  He is the very soul of your soul” (“The Problem of Job”, 95)   Royce draws the logical conclusions then when he immediately says “When you suffer, our sufferings are God’s sufferings, not his external work, not his external penalty, not the fruit of his neglect, but identically his own personal woe.” (“The Problem of Job”, 95) Job’s question of why do I suffer now becomes the question “Why does God thus suffer?” (“The Problem of Job”, 95)  

This turn of the question is quite radical.  The answer is even more so: “Because without suffering, without ill, without woe, evil, tragedy, God’s life could not be perfected.” (“The Problem of Job”, 95) God’s grief is not a means to an end, rather, “It is a logically necessary and an eternal constituent of the divine life.” God is perfect through suffering.  God does not become perfect after he suffers, instead, he is perfection and his suffering are coextensive-- “He chooses this because he chooses his own perfect selfhood.” God suffers because he desires to be perfect, and in doing this, he brings about this world of his and “His world is the best possible world.” (“The Problem of Job”, 95) That God knows not only of joy and victory but of defeat and misery completes his infinite eternal perfection.  (“The Problem of Job”, 95-96) Royce’s doctrine here springs right from his philosophical idealism which “maintains that there is in the universe but one perfectly real being, namely, the Absolute, that the Absolute is self-conscious, and that his world is essentially in its wholeness the fulfillment in actu of an all-perfect ideal.” (“The Problem of Job”, 96) We individuals exist as “functions in the unity of the absolute and conscious process of the world.”  (“The Problem of Job”, 96) Royce explains why it is bad idealism to suppose that evil doesn’t exist.  He lists a number of claims acceptable to an idealist position:

1. Regard all finite experience as an appearance . . . of deeper truth

2. Admit that man can err about truth that lies beyond his finite range of experience.

3. All truth and all finite experience, exists in and for the mind of God, not apart from 
Him

But it is not good idealism to claim that finite experiences are mere illusions. “God’s truth is inclusive, not exclusive.  What you experience God experiences.  The difference lies in this, that God sees in unity what you see in fragments.” (“The Problem of Job”, 98) The nature of God for the idealist is quite different than the traditional notion of the nature of God.  Royce will not accept the traditional notion that God is simple, self-contained, absolutely other, etc.  “. . . not as the Infinite One beyond the finite imperfections, but as the being whose unity determines the very constitution, the lack, the tension, and relative disharmony of the finite world.” (“The Problem of Job”, 104)

Objections to Royce’s Answer to Job
1. Royce’s answer is much too abstract 
Royce’s answer to the problem of evil is a classic example of a logical solution to an existential problem.  Imagine a child suffering pain of a mortal illness, with mother at his side, both wondering why this has happened, and then imagine if we would respond to their sadness as Royce:

It is your fault that you are thus sundered from God’s triumph.  His experience in its wholeness cannot now be yours, for you just as you-- this individual-- are now but a fragment, and see his truth as through a glass darkly.  (“The Problem of Job”, 105)

This answer would most likely not bring much solace, nor would it clear things up.  Its hard to see how that this answer would be more satisfactory to anyone but a highly abstract thinker.  As he himself says, “But my theory is a philosophy.  It proposes to be coherent.” but what Royce needs here is a more pragmatic view which understands that if a belief cannot work out in practical life, then it cannot be counted as true.  

2. Royce’s View of God is Unorthodox
It appears that, if Royce does not already hold his later view that God is the community, he is heading towards that view.  The only sense then in which God is transcendent is that God is the overarching aim and meaning of all the lives of the members of the community.  This must not be mistaken to be simply the sum of all individuals.  As John Smith points out, 

A sum is a number and not a community, and in any case the idea itself is a muddle.  A community exist when many distinct individuals, using their ability to identify themselves with certain past events and beliefs and with certain hoped-for future events, all acknowledge these same beliefs and event as part of their own being and identity.  The individuals, thought distinct from each other, are united in common spiritual bonds-- . . . (Smith, “Experience”, 127)

So the community is more than just the group of the individuals, but is the group identified with a particular meaning.  But still, this community is quite a bit different than the God that any standard theodicy wants to defend.   At least most theodicies attempt to maintain God’s integrity while defending him.  Royce’s solution of the problem of evil simultaneously dissolves the traditional God of Christianity. 

In his later writing, The Philosophy of Loyalty (1908), Royce aligns himself with Nietzsche and positively speaks of Nietzsche’s Ubermensch saying “the Ubermensch is just as much of a god as anybody who ever throned upon Olympus or dwelt in the sky. . . .” and he goes on to say, “If our philosophy of loyalty is right, Nietzsche was not wrong in this appeal to the superhuman.  The superhuman we indeed have always with us.  Life has no sense without it.” (“Loyalty and Religion”, 338)   Royce’s God is Nietzsche’s Ubermensch-- nothing like God in the typical sense, but rather the ideal of our hope, and the purpose of our loyalty to community.  Of course, it seems to me that Royce is fundamentally correct to say that we have need of such an ideal, and that life makes no sense without it.  But we must be clear about what Royce is saying in agreeing with Nietzsche.  He goes on immediately to explain that his project is to exorcize what he calls the ‘magical’ and ‘superstitious’ elements out of religion, so that it can be seen how that a reasonable and non-superstitious religion may help to supplement our morality.  To take the traditional elements of the Christian story or Biblical theology literally then, is to fail to recognize the symbolic meaning of those symbols of Christianity, and to erroneously take it as an exclusive message about itself, rather than as a symbolic pointing to the universal loyalty to the community which Royce has pointed out to us. (“Loyalty and Religion”, 344)   Royce may be saving a remnant of Christianity for the authentically modern reasonable thinker, but unfortunately for Christianity, in doing so, Royce is a heretic (in the eyes of traditional orthodoxy).
III. Royce’s Radical Revisioning of Christianity (A Modern ‘John the Baptist’)

Royce identifies himself in his essay, The Problem of Christianity as filling the role of John the Baptist.
  This makes a great deal of sense when you realize the similarity of their roles.  As John the Baptist proclaimed a Christ which was to be nothing like what the Jewish Zealots expected, Royce was proclaiming a Christianity which was quite different from what many would expect.  The old Jewish ways of conceiving of the Christ were shattered by the radial proclamation of John the Baptist, and in the same way, the traditional reified literalist ways of interpreting the gospel message were to be shattered by Royce’s radical revisionary message.  But at the same time, both John the Baptist and Royce were calling their hearers not to a new and novel doctrine, but to what they saw to be the authentic interpretation of the previously-given scriptures.  Neither John nor Royce consider their proclamations to be a new departure, but to be a true authentic proclamation of the truth of the gospel.
  

What we find in Royce’s writings, by 1913, is a radically revised notion of what God means.  While his earlier writings were not so explicit, in his The Problem of Christianity, he claims to be undertaking “a modern revision of what is vital in Christianity . . .”  (“Philosophy of Religion”, 353)  This revision insists on the community and loyalty to that community as the central importance of Christianity.  Royce says that “Were there no Christianity, were there no Christians in the world, all these ideas would be needed to express the meaning of true loyalty, the saving value of the right relation of any human individual to the community of which he is a member, and the true sense of life.”  (“Philosophy of Religion”, 352) Loyalty and its saving value of the individual to the community are the truly important doctrines of Christianity, and “These doctrines, then, need no dogmas of any historical church to define them, and no theology, and no technical metaphysical theory, to furnish a foundation for them.” (“Philosophy of Religion”, 352-3) This is quite radical indeed, since Royce seems to be saying that the theology of Christianity (such as Christ being the son of God, the Trinity, salvation through faith, etc) and the church dogma and metaphysical thinking involved in such theological doctrines are not really the central importance of Christianity-- it is not one’s right relation to God the father through Christ that is important, but it is rather, one’s right relation to God the community through loyalty which is what Christianity is really about.  

Royce clearly replaces Christ and God with the community.  He says, regarding Christ: “Those, I say, are right who have held that the Church, rather than the person of the founder [Christ], ought to be viewed as the central idea of Christianity.” (“Philosophy of Religion”, 353)   Royce explicitly equates  the community with God when he says that “ . . . the doctrine of the community will prove to be a doctrine about the being and nature and manifestation of God; and our estimate of the relation of the modern mind to the spirit of a Christian creed will be altered and completed accordingly.” (“Philosophy of Religion”, 357)    He is quite aware when he says this that his revisioning is not quite traditional or orthodox when he adds that “This one doctrine will indeed not suffice to make us literal followers of tradition; but it will bring us into a sympathy with some of the most essential features of the Christian view of the divine being.” (“Philosophy of Religion”, 357-58) This revised version of Christianity conceives of the divine nature as being the community itself:   

And, if, in ideal, we aim to conceive the divine nature, how better can we conceive it than in the form of the Community of Interpretation, and above all in the form of the Interpreter, who interprets all to all, and each individual, and each individual to the world, and the world of spirits to each individual. (“The Problem of Christianity” 2, p.219)

Royce’s metaphysics of community is essentially a transformation of Christianity by which God or the Absolute is replaced with community: “This essentially social universe, this community which we have now declared to be real, and to be, in fact, the sole and supreme reality,--the Absolute,- what does it call upon a reasonable being to do?  What kind of salvation does it offer to him?” (“Philosophy of Religion”, 395)  The salvation offered by this Absolute-- the community-- is to stop living in the illusion of isolation, and accepting the reality of my social situation.  Royce expresses the attitude of the saved soul when he says, 

It is the attitude which first expresses itself by saying “Alone I am lost, and am worse than nothing.  I need a counselor, I need my community.  Interpret me.  Let me join this interpretation.  Let there be the community.  This alone is life.  This alone is salvation.  This alone is real” (“The Problem of Christianity”, 402)

The saved one is one who acknowledges that which cannot be denied, for to deny God is to deny community, and so, to deny self, for one’s individuality (that is, one’s uniqueness) is constituted by the community.  To deny God is to deny oneself.  Royce says of the above attitude, “This is at once an attitude of the will and an assertion whose denial refutes itself.  For if there is no interpreter, there is no interpretation.  And if there is no  interpretation, there is no world whatsoever.” (“The Problem of Christianity”, 402)   

So salvation might be fruitfully thought of here in a Sartrean sense of conversion from bad faith.  Bad faith, according to Sartre, can be described as pretending to be something we are not, for example, pretending we are a determined being when in fact we are actually free to choose.
  Royce’s interpretation of sin construes it much like a version of bad faith.  He says, “To sin is consciously to choose to forget, through a narrowing of the field of attention, and Ought that one already recognizes.” (“World and Individual”, 220) To deny that we are selves only in light of and loyalty to the community is to deny what is obvious upon brief consideration.  To embrace our individuality within and unity with the community is salvation, and to deny this is foolishness and an act of confusion.   

There are some passages in Royce's work where he speaks of God in quite traditional terms.  It might strike some as strange that Royce would use such traditional language if he means such untraditional things about God.   One must at least attempt to make sense of these fairly traditional-sounding statements.  For example, what does it mean when Royce says that “the Absolute possesses a perfect knowledge at one glance of the whole of the temporal order, present past and future.” if it doesn't mean that God exists independent of the temporal order and looks at it all at once? (“Moral Order”, 230)  I believe that we can best understand this and other such passages not by thinking that Royce is speaking like Boethius or Aquinas here-- considering God as an outside detached spectator viewing reality outside of time and space.  Rather, God is the totality of the community. 

In his 1899 essay The World and Individual, Royce repeatedly uses the image of harmony when he describes the relation of the eternal and the temporal.  He says for example that "The Temporal Order, taken in its wholeness, is for us identical with the Eternal Order."  He immediately goes on to explain:

There are, then, not two regions sundered in their Being, in one of which the divine Will reigns supreme, while in the other the success of the divine plan is essentially doubtful.  These two realms of Being are merely the same realm, viewed in one aspect as a temporal succession, wherein the particular present Being of each passing instant is contrasted with the no longer and not yet  of past and future, so that fulfilment never at one present instant is to be found; while, in the other aspect, this same realm is to be viewed, in its entirety, as one life-process completely present to the Absolute consciousness, precisely as the musical succession is present at a glance to whoever appreciates a phrase of the music. ("World and Individual", 236)

Royce later explains this unity of the temporal and the eternal first in terms of persons, and then in terms of God.  Regarding the unity of eternal and temporal in the human he says "A person is a conscious being, whose life, temporally viewed, seeks its completion through deeds, while this same life, eternally viewed, consciously attains its perfection by means of the present knowledge of the whole of its temporal strivings." ("World and Individual" 248)  Royce had previously in this essay concluded that the self is best thought of not as an immaterial substance, or as an empirical Ego whose unity "depends merely upon a certain continuity of our social and of our inner life of experience and memory." (“World and Individual", 196)  Rather, he supported what he called an "essentially Ethical Conception" and he claimed that "From this point of view, the Self is not a Thing, but a Meaning embodied in a conscious life.  Its individuality, in case of any human being, implies the essential uniqueness of this life.  Its unity, transcending as it does what we ever find presented in our present type of consciousness, implies that the true individual Self of any man gets its final expression in some form of consciousness different from that which we men now possess." (“World and Individual”, 198)  That meaning gets concretely  expressed through our deeds and ideals, but always only partially in the temporal order.  But the "Whole Meaning of the instant becomes identical with the Universe, with the Absolute, with the life of God."  So if we understand that the human person is both the individual in so far as he is unique, and unified, insofar as he is more than this present state, and that ultimate meaning of my life is what gives meaning to this individual instant, we can see that the person is both temporal and eternal, individual and whole, at once.

While the individual moments of a mans life are each unique, but together add up to a whole totality, so too the individual members of the society, each individual through their uniqueness and essential aspect, add up together as the absolute.  As the one is to the many, so is the human to each of his moments of living.  In a parallel way then, as the one is to the many, so is the community to the individual (or God to man). (“World and Individual”, 248)    With this understanding of person, we can begin to understand how that God mirrors this duality.  Royce says, 

Now from our point of view, God is a Person.  Temporally viewed, his life is that of the entire realm of consciousness in so far as, in its temporal efforts towards perfection, this consciousness of the universe passes from instant to instant of the temporal order, from act to act, from experience to experience, from stage to stage.  Eternally viewed, however, God's life is the infinite whole that includes this endless temporal process, and that consciously surveys it as one life, God's own life.  God is thus a Person, because, for our view, he is self-conscious, and because the self  of which he is conscious is a Self whose eternal perfection is attained through the totality of these ethically significant temporal strivings, these processes of evolution, these linked activities of finite Selves." ("World and Individual" 248)  

But again, this unity is not a once-for all point in time, where the end will come, or a culminating ending.  That would be Peircean.  Instead, the absolute unity is the melody of all the parts: 

The melody does not come into existence contemporaneously with its own last note.  Nor does the symphony come into full existence only when its last chord sounds.  On the contrary, the melody is the whole, whereof the notes are but abstracted fragments; the symphony is the totality, to which the last chord contributes no more than the first bar.  And precisely so it is, as we have seen, with the relation between the temporal and the eternal order.  God in his totality as the Absolute Being is conscious, not in time, but of time, and of all that infinite time contains. In time there follow, in their sequence, the chords of his endless symphony.  For him is this whole symphony of life at once.  (“World and Individual", 248) 

It becomes quite clear in Peirce's  work, the Problem of Christianity, that God is the community.    He begins by explaining that if we are going to have any theology at all, it "must depend upon the metaphysical interpretation and foundation of the community."  (“Problem of Christianity”, 357)  For Royce, the problem of Christianity is essentially this: How can we make Christianity be at all relevant to the modern mind which is unable to take the Bible literally?  The solution that Royce gives us is to describe Christianity purely in terms of the community.  One of the radical consequences of this theory is that God is no longer considered to be a transcendent being separate from the world, but is rather the community itself.  In other words, "the doctrine of the community will prove to be a doctrine about the being and nature and manifestation of God; and our estimate of the relation of the modern mind to the spirit of a Christian creed will be altered and completed accordingly." (“Problem of Christianity”, 357)  This indeed a radical revision of typical Christian doctrine, as Royce admits:  "This one doctrine will indeed not suffice to make us literal followers of tradition' but it will bring us into a sympathy with some of the most essential features of the Christian view of the divine being." (“Problem of Christianity”, 357-8)  For example, Royce thought he could maintain the emphasis on the love of the Church and the unity of the Holy spirit (as the unity of the Church).   He is, in effect, turning our attention to the practical results of faith, although he realizes certain metaphysical suppositions are being discarded.

IV. A Contingent  Hope 
In his earlier work, Royce had spoken in a postmillenialist tone-- as though this was inevitably happening, and that the present moment was inevitably a part of the Absolute, which is eternal already.
  For example, Royce wrote in 1899 that “When we say that, in the eternal order, the whole is good, we do not say that this evil-doer is wholly good, or that his deed has no ill effects, or that any fate predetermines how he shall take his pace in the good order.  We asset that he becomes a part of the perfect whole in so far as his evil deed is overruled for good, either by another or later, by his individual Self.” (“Moral Order”, 226)   This does help us see that there is a futoral element in the Absolute.  He says of this futoral aspect

The world is not now good, nor is Being at this instant a temporally present whole, not does either God or man at this instant of time see what now is as a fulfilment, or as right.  Hence the future is needed to supplement the present.  Hence it is that hope springs eternal in every finite instant.. . . Nowhere in time is the good finally found.  It is found, as the final good, only in the eternal order. (“Moral Order”, 228)

In his later work, Hope of a Great Community, it seems that Royce takes on a slightly different tone.  Of course he still believes that salvation is possible through community (Hope, 48-49), and he still thinks it is in some sense futoral, as an ideal, as something hoped for (Hope, 33, 35, 41), but now the certainty of the outcome seems to become more tentative.  Perhaps it is just that Royce is focusing more on the temporal order in this later work, but in his 1916 book he is quite aware of how that WWI threatens this hope:

It as been this vision upon which a recent international crime has so violently intruded.  The hope of the community lies in trying to keep before us a vision of what the community of mankind may yet become despite this tragic calamity. (Hope, 42)

Royce’s idealism could not keep from being affected by the war.  His idealistic tone seems more tempered in this work.  A triumphantalist postmillenialist attitude is replaced by a more sober assessment of the future.  The community is an ideal that we must work for.  In his earlier work, Royce often spoke as though the good would win whether or not we chose to align ourselves with it.  But in this later work, Royce is more consciously explicit about the importance of our keeping this vision of communal unity before us: “Liberty alone never saves us.  Democracy alone never saves us.  Our political freedom is but vanity unless it is a means through which we come to realize and practice charity, in the Pauline sense of that word. . . . Its liberty and union, when attained, will be ‘now and forever one and inseparable’” (Hope, 52)   No longer will the good inevitably win.  The success and reality of true union in community will come about only if we all work at this.  In the words of John Smith, “One loses one’s life in the cause, only to find it again through individual but cooperative endeavor with fellow beings unified by a bond of love and loyalty.” (Smith, “Absolute”, 151)   Only insofar as I let the other become my meaning for being, insofar as I take as my goal the good of the community, and see myself as an integral part of this nexus of others will I become fully individual-- as I realize my unique contribution to the community-- and fully consolidated in the harmony of unity as a part of the absolute/God/community.










V. Critical Conclusion
Royce’s philosophy of religion provides an interesting example of a philosopher’s struggle to make sense of his boyhood faith without maintaining those features which appear to be distinctively contrary to his reasonable mind.  In trying to make sense of Christianity as the penultimate example of true religion-- the individual’s relation to a community-- he provides one of the most illuminating philosophical analyses of loyalty, while simultaneously attempting to save a kernel of Christianity’s truth.  Some, like Oppenheim, have found Royce’s revisioning of Christianity, including its Christology and ecclesiology, to be prophetic and ahead of its time.  (Oppenheim, 343)  It seems though, that perhaps Royce threw out the kernel of Christianity itself when he rejects Christ, and the need for reconciliation to God the father, as well as most of the standard creedal dogmas and Christian metaphysical beliefs which undergird that theology.  

Yet, despite the fact that an orthodox believer may not be able to accept Royce’s mature revisionary theology, one can certainly benefit from his focus on the importance of community to the life of the believer.  Certainly salvation and reconciliation with God will result in a special communion with the community of believers, and that union of loyalty will be a source of increased grace and joy.  The problem for the orthodox believer will arise when it is claimed that the community itself is God, or that salvation is the right relation of the individual to that community.   Of course we must always keep in mind, as John Smith has pointed out, that Royce is a result of a particular era in which Christianity was being severely criticizes from all sides.  To those who would accuse Royce of simply trying to placate the modern mind with his transformed Christian message, Smith responds, “I would point out, first, that Royce insisted on the importance of the ideas in Christianity at a time when creeds were in low esteem, and second, that anyone trying to curry favor with the modern mind in America would not be likely to dwell on sin and atonement as topics.” (Smith, “Experience”, 127)    Whatever Royce’s reasons for producing a heterodox Christian message, it certainly is far from traditional.  As B. W. Bacon pointed out many years ago, 

As an interpretation of Paul’s doctrine of the Kingdom of God I am afraid that the “thesis of [Royce’s] book” that “the essence of Christianity as the Apostle Paul stated that essence, depends upon regarding the being which the early Christian church believed itself, and the being which I call in this book, the Beloved Community, as the true source, through loyalty, of the salvation of man” would hardly be acceptable to the Apostle Paul himself.  (Bacon, 327-28)

Bacon goes on to claim that Paul would call Royce’s interpretation a perversion, and that Royce would undoubtedly be declared ‘anathema’. (Bacon, 328)   According to Bacon, Royce took the second of the great commandments seriously, but neglected the first.  Christ said that the greatest command was to “Love the Lord your God with all your heart” and the second was like it: “To love your neighbor as yourself”.  Royce, with his great concern for community, has told us, “Thou shalt serve the beloved community”, but he seems to have taken the first command (to love God) to be a reiteration of the second, insofar as Royce took the community to be God.  

Again, the problem with Royce, according to one holding to more traditional Christian doctrines, is that he exorcises the centrality of Christ, the historical facts of the gospel story, and the literal interpretation of sin and salvation from Christianity.  While getting rid of such elements of Christianity may make Christianity somehow more acceptable to some contemporary tastes, it is difficult to seriously think that we are still left with Christianity at all.  To defend a position is one thing, to alter that position substantially to make it defensible is quite another.

We began with an exploration of Royce’s view of religion, followed by a close analysis of his answer to the problem of evil.    In the end, Royce’s view of God as community, while a provocative and fruitful conception, has problems on three fronts.  1) It appears to provide a theodicy which is at least as abstract (lacking existential answers) as other problematic theodicies 2) It appears to leave as ambiguous exactly how God can be community and transcendent, both finite and eternal, both me and transcendent to me, simultaneously.  3) It appears that Royce’s God is quite heterodox, and peculiar even in comparison with other heresies and near-heresies.  Nevertheless, Royce provides us with a fruitful and provocative example of an attempt to reconcile faith with the modern mind.   One wonders if he would have felt the need to make such a radical revision of Christianity and the concept of God, had he been living at a time like today when the field of philosophy of religion is one of the largest on the American scene.
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