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Summary of the Dissertation

The present study investigates the extent and limits of the claim that canonical texts

are the only source from which salvific knowledge of a transcendental reality can be

derived in order to obtain release.

We look at four thinkers: the Advaita Vedânta philosopher Œankara (probably
.

middle of the eighth century CE), the Lutheran theologian Johann Gerhard (1582-

. .1637) and their respective opponents, Mandana (ca 700 CE) and Hermann

Rahtmann (1585-1628). 

In order to investigate the role and significance of canonical texts with regard

to release as well as the role and significance of salvific knowledge in this process,

four questions were chosen as a basis for analysing texts. These questions are:

(1) In what way is the concept of release defined in the texts and how is release

connected with knowledge and with whatever impedes this knowledge?

(2) What is the relation between canonical texts and release? 

(3) What role do both reason as well as rational argumentation play in the

general acquirement of knowledge in the process of obtaining release? 

(4) What are the conditions for being released and what factors prevent human

beings from being released? 

Precisely because the function of canonical texts as the exclusive source of

knowledge that effectuates release is under discussion in different religious

traditions, it will be fascinating to discover whether the arguments used by both

proponents and opponents have a logic or plausible rationale in themselves. 

PART I: ŒANKARA
.

In this part we look at Œankara and his view of the relation between the Vedas and
.

release. In chapter 2 we explore the tenets concerning the epistemology of the

.Nyâya, the Mîmâmsâ and the Yoga to show their influence on Œankara. Chapter 3
.

discusses Œankara’s texts that describe the relation between the Vedas and release:
.

UpadeœasâhasrîPadyabandha (USP) XVII and XVIII, Upadeœasâhasrî Gadya-

.bandha (USG) I and BrahmaSûtraBhâsya (BSÛBH) the introduction; I, 1, 1-4 and

IV, 1, 1-2. These texts are analysed in chapter 4 by means of the four questions

mentioned above. Chapter 5 looks at Brahmasiddhi I (BSI), written by the Advaitin

. .Mandana, Œankara’s opponent. In chapter 6 we draw some conclusions.
.
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The analysis of Œankara’s texts demonstrates that the texts mirror different
.

aspects of release. First, release is either defined as or refers to the knowledge (vidyâ

or jñâna) that the Self (Âtman) is identical with Brahman. The term ‘knowledge’ has

two different meanings: it can refer either to rational knowledge, which is to be

acquired by means of reason and rational argumentation, or to experience (anubhava

or avagati), which refers more to the realization or awareness of the identity with the

Self. In most texts the latter is regarded as the key to escaping transmigration

.(samsâra), whereas the former is only auxiliary.

Knowledge that causes release is derived from the Vedas. Especially words

such as “you are that” (tat tvam asi, CHU 6, 8, 7) are very important. 

If one does not immediately understand the meaning of the Vedic passages one

.should hear (œravana), reflect on (manana) and contemplate (nididhyâsana) these

texts. Often means of rational argumentation such as metaphors, induction,

deduction and comparison are used. Although such means might be useful in

understanding difficult passages of the Vedas, they are not a valid means to release.

In short, right knowledge of Brahman is the most important factor that leads to

release. However, release is impeded by ignorance and ritual acts or meditation.

. .Mandana stresses the character of Brahman as bliss (ânanda). Release is attained

once the individual person realizes that he is not an individual at all but identical

with Brahman. Yet there is an important difference between the self and Brahman:

the individual self is constituted and defiled by ignorance, whereas Brahman is not.

This ignorance must be destroyed by knowledge of Brahman’s true nature. Thus,

prescriptions and injunctions for ritual acts are useful. Texts that have release as

their goal are generally considered useful. They do not, however, cause release.

Brahman can be known only through the ‘immediate knowledge’ that one acquires

not via texts but through continuous meditation and ritual acts. Only through

continuous meditation and ritual acts can ignorance be destroyed and Brahman be

fully known. 

By comparing the answers to the four questions by means of which we analysed the

. .texts, several differences between Œankara and Mandana emerge. The first
.

difference is the place of the Vedas. Œankara assumes that the Vedas are the only
.

source of knowledge of Brahman and the only means to release. The Vedas cause

. .release through reflection on them. Mandana, however, considers the Vedas to be

only a source of general knowledge of Brahman and not a means to release.
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The second difference is the relation between knowledge, ignorance and

release. According to Œankara, ignorance disappears the moment that the identity of
.

. .Brahman and the self is experienced. Mandana, however, assumes that knowledge

and ignorance exist at the same time.

The third difference concerns the function and goal of repetition. Œankara
.

assums that repetition of the right perception of knowledge by the teacher is

necessary as long as the pupil is not released; the goal of repetition is to hasten the

. .moment of release. According to Mandana, repetition of the right knowledge is

necessary to remove ignorance by neutralising the influence of transmigration.

Repetition is used by those who want to be released, and not by a teacher.

The fourth difference is their views of ritual acts and continuous meditation.

According to Œankara, both have only a preparatory function and are not able to
.

. .cause release. Mandana assigned as important a place to human activity, e.g. ritual

acts, as he does to the Vedas in attaining release. In doing so, he seems to be more

realistic and at the same time more traditional than Œankara, who seeks a more
.

‘logically’ satisfying solution.

PART II: JOHANN GERHARD (1582 - 1637)

In Part II we discuss Johann Gerhard’s view of Scripture as the only means of

salvation. We look briefly at Aristotelian philosophy in chapter 7, from which

Gerhard borrows some important epistemological concepts for his dogmatics, the

Loci Theologici. Relevant texts in which Gerhard expresses his position on salvation

and on Scripture’s role in attaining salvation are analysed in chapters 8 and 9: LT I

the introduction (Prooemium) and chapter (loc) 1; LT II loc VII, c VII; LT III loc

XVI, c I; LT VI loc XXIII c VI; Tractatus de legitima Scripturae sacrae

interpretatione (TR) and Methodus Studii theologici (MST). To show some of the

problems that Gerhard’s view of the relation between Scripture and the Spirit caused

we look at the opposing view raised by Hermann Rahtmann in chapter 10.

Gerhard’s concept of Scripture is influenced by his Lutheran predecessors and by

Aristotelian epistemology. Scripture (which is identical with God’s Word) is very

important in attaining salvation, especially because of its definition as a principle of

theology. God’s Word has two sides, just as human words do: there is an external

word (‘form’) and an internal word (‘matter’). The external word was the word itself
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(signum), which is revealed externally, either orally or in written form. The internal

word is the meaning of the word (signatum) which appears in the mind. However, in

the end, the internal and external words are ‘the same Word of God.’

Salvation is the goal God intended for human beings. It can be attained if one

accepts the word of God, if one’s heart is illuminated by the Spirit. Salvation is

closely connected with faith, which should give rise to a new life of piety that

consists in reading Scripture, prayer, meditation and temptation (oratio, meditatio,

temptatio). However, these are not conditions that must be fulfilled in order to attain

salvation but rather the means to preserve and increase faith. Without faith, the

acceptance of God’s gift of grace, one will not be saved. 

Faith is a gift from God, which means that it cannot be obtained by good works

or by one’s own merits. This gift, however, is not always gratefully accepted by

people. Although some accept it, others deliberately reject it. Thus, the fact that not

everyone is saved is not because of an absolute decree of election by God (in which

God chose beforehand who is to be saved and who is to be rejected) but rather

because of our sin and deliberate rejection of salvation.

Scripture and the Spirit always work in combination: Scripture does not effect

salvation without the Spirit nor the Spirit without Scripture. The close connection

between Scripture and the Spirit implies that the effectivity of Scripture presupposes

an internal power that cannot be separated from Scripture. 

Reason seems to play a background role in Gerhard’s theology. Reason is

useful: we can obtain a ‘natural’ (or general) knowledge of God by means of our

intellect. However, our intellect cannot arrive at the true, profound, salvific

knowledge of God – the reach of the intellect is limited. Only the illumination of the

Spirit can take us further. The influence of reason is great insofar as it concerns the

framework of Gerhard’s dogmatics, but its reach is limited as soon as the question is

one of understanding the divine mysteries and God. This dilemma is faced every

time the boundary between rational understanding and faith becomes visible.

Gerhard’s opponents questioned the effectivity of Scripture: Is reading or

hearing the words of Scripture indeed effective enough to lead to salvation?

Rahtmann, for example, considers Scripture to be a dead letter. He distinguishes

between the spoken (internal) Word and the written (external) Word of God. The

external Word only contains ‘dead letters’; it is ‘a human product’ and not effective
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at all. Consequently, the assumption that reading or hearing Scripture could effect

salvation is to claim that salvation depends on human action. In order to emphasise

that God alone is able to effect salvation, Rahtmann assumed that the Spirit precedes

Scripture, because the Spirit is the primum movens of the salvific knowledge of

Scripture.

PART III: CONCLUSION

The central question of this investigation is: What arguments are used to defend the

claim that canonical texts are the only means of salvific knowledge that leads to

release? We also wanted to deepen our understanding of the extent and limits of the

authority of these canonical texts. We intended to investigate whether the arguments

used by both proponents and opponents had a logic or plausible rationale in

themselves. 

Comparison of Œankara and Gerhard
.

An analysis of the line of argumentation provides four similarities:

1. Both defend epistemologically the exclusivity of the canonical texts as the

cause of release, even though Brahman and God are beyond reality and grasp

of human intellect.

2. Both distinguish between general knowledge about Brahman or God on the

one hand and salvific knowledge on the other. General knowledge can be

acquired by human reason and rational argumentation. However, salvific

knowledge can be acquired only from the texts themselves. 

3. Even though the canonical texts are perspicuous, explanation of the texts is

necessary for effecting release.

4. Certain means, other than those of hearing, reading or contemplating texts, are

necessary if people are to understand the meaning of these texts. This is due

either to the influence of ignorance (Œankara) or to the darkness of the human
.

heart and intellect. The impeding factors are not the texts themselves, even

though they might be difficult. 
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There are also differences between Œankara’s and Gerhard’s arguments: 
.

1. Œankara assumes that the most important reasons why someone does not find
.

release immediately after having heard the texts are ignorance and a false

perception of reality. Both reasons are are inherent to people. Similarly,

according to Gerhard, people are not released because of the darkness of their

hearts and intellect. However, contrary to Œankara, Gerhard argues that it is
.

actually possible to refuse the salvation offered by God. Consequently, the

people themselves choose to remain in darkness and not to accept salvation.

The choice to refuse release does not arise in Œankara’s philosophy.
.

Understanding the identity of Brahman and the self simply happens: either one

grasps the identity or one does not.  

2. According to Œankara, the Vedas are part of the same reality (characterised by
.

ignorance) as the reality in which people live. The Vedas neither refer to nor

‘guide’ people to a reality that is different from the one they already know.

Rather, the Vedas remove the veil of ignorance to show that it is the very same

reality, but now seen in a different way and from a different perspective.

Gerhard assumes that Scripture is not part of the reality in which people live

and which is characterised by sin. It is precisely because Scripture is not

influenced by sin that it is able to cause salvation. The Spirit, who is the author

of Scripture, is the connection between the reality to which Scripture refers and

the reality in which people live.

3. Œankara argues that people will be released immediately the moment they
.

understand the texts and the identity of Brahman and the self. Only if they truly

do not understand the texts, can auxiliary means be used. In this framework he

also introduces the idea of instruction by a special teacher, whose task is to

instruct ignorant people. Repetition and contemplation of the texts are also

important auxiliary means. However, they do not effectuate release themselves

nor are they absolutely necessary for acquiring valid knowledge. Rather, they

provide general knowledge of the Vedas, instead of the salvific knowledge of

the identity of Brahman and the self. Gerhard admits openly that people are

often not converted immediately after reading the texts. This can be deduced

from the important role he ascribes to the Spirit as the author and teacher of the

texts and the one who illuminates the human heart and intellect. Without the

Spirit Scripture is not a means to release. 
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. .Comparison of Mandana and Rahtmann 

. .Two remarkable similarities were found in the arguments used by Mandana and

Rahtmann to reject the claims of the opposing views of Œankara and Gerhard. First,
.

both argue that canonical texts are not a means to release, for they can provide only

general knowledge (instead of salvific knowledge) about Brahman and God.

. .Secondly, both Mandana and Rahtmann accept a means for effecting release that is

. .regarded as an auxiliary means by their respective opponents. Mandana regards

continuous meditation and ritual acts as the ultimate means by which immediate

knowledge of Brahman is acquired. Rahtmann pays much more attention to the role

of the Spirit at the expense of the role of Scripture.

The question remains, however, as to whether the means of gaining knowledge

of Brahman or God are ‘more’ valid than the canonical texts and more easily

defended, for the validity of knowledge that is transferred to meditation or through

illumination of the Spirit cannot be verified either. It cannot be proven whether the

knowledge of Brahman or God that is acquired in such a way is valid knowledge

instead of mere fantasy, daydreaming or ventriloquism.

. .The most important difference between Mandana and Rahtmann is the reason why

. .canonical texts are rejected as a means to release. According to Mandana the Vedas

contain only general knowledge of Brahman, which should be ‘transformed’ to

immediate knowledge. However, this knowledge can be acquired only through

. .continuous meditation and ritual acts. Mandana especially criticizes the

epistemological arguments of Œankara. Rahtmann considers canonical texts a human
.

product, for they were written by people. However, only God effects salvation.

Consequently, canonical texts can provide general knowledge only. His criticism of

Gerhard concerns Gerhard’s theological argumentation in particular, although he

also rejects Gerhard’s epistemology as well.

Tertium comparationis

The question has not yet been answered as to what Œankara’s and Gerhard’s motives
.

were in defending the role of canonical texts with regard to release. It seems that

Œankara chose the Vedas as a means to release because he is impressed by the so-
.

called ‘great words’ in the Vedas that proclaim the identity of Brahman and the self,

such as ‘you are that’ (tat tvam asi, CHU VI, 8, 7). The liberating function of those

three words are extended to the whole Vedas. Consequently, Œankara had to show by
.

epistemological argumentation that the Vedas provide valid knowledge in the same
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way as direct perception does. Actually, this is also the crucial difference between

. .Œankara and Mandana: are the Vedas a valid means of knowledge of Brahman? 
.

Gerhard bases the authority of Scripture theologically on the idea of the

intrinsic authority of Scripture as God’s Word and epistemologically on

Aristotelianism. He connects God’s Word inseparably with the Spirit. Thus, he

wants to ensure that only God causes conversion and that humans themselves cannot

have any part in effecting their salvation. Remarkably, Rahtmann also wants to state

that God is the only cause of salvation. However, Rahtmann denies the identity of

Scripture and God’s Word. He stresses the role of the Spirit and, according to

Gerhard, falls too much into the danger of subjectivity.

Conclusion

The question of whether the comparison is useful and enlightening can be answered

positively. There have been indeed remarkable analogies. First, Œankara’s and
.

Gerhard’s theories contain similar arguments and even more or less corresponding

structures of argumentation. Second, the essence of the claim regarding the

exclusive role of canonical texts is the close connection between the concepts of

canonical texts, release and knowledge. If one of these three concepts is confuted

and, consequently, the relation between them is questioned, the claim that only these

texts and the knowledge derived from them can cause release is completely

undermined. Third, the comparison demonstrates that the thesis requires a

fundamental epistemological foundation to justify the view that words are indeed a

reliable source of knowledge of something or someone beyond the reach of human

. .senses. Fourth, the discussions between Œankara and Mandana as well as those
.

between Gerhard and Rahtmann indicate that the thesis is problematic both

theoretically and practically. Both  Œankara and Gerhard admit that auxiliary means
.

are often necessary to explain texts that are not immediately understood. 

The fact that one cannot argue the exclusivity of the texts with regard to

release does not diminish the value or authority of the texts with regard to release:

for all four thinkers it is a moot point that these texts have a special meaning of their

own. Although additional factors might be necessary to acquire release, canonical

texts are essential and play an important, necessary role regarding knowledge of

Brahman and God respectively.

There is one unexpected result from the present comparative investigation: all four

thinkers try to achieve the same goal: they search for a means that is related
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immediately to the salvific reality of Brahman or God, and that is able to cross the

borderline between this salvific reality and the reality in which people experience

pain, suffering, love and hope for a better future.

The question arises as to whether we could not have drawn these conclusions if we

had examined only Œankara or Gerhard. Two points clearly show the advantage of a
.

comparison, in my view. This was demonstrated particularly through the meticulous

analysis of the texts and the comparison of the answers to the central question of

investigation. First, a fundamental epistemological foundation is required to justify

the view that words are indeed a reliable source of knowledge of something or

someone beyond the reach of the human senses and, moreover, are effective in

causing release. Second, the relation between the concepts of canonical texts, release

and knowledge is of crucial importance.

Of course, many arguments that were brought to the fore in defending the

absolute authority of canonical texts are related especially to a specific religious

tradition. Concepts such as ‘release’ can be compared only to a certain extent, for

Œankara’s definition of release (being aware of the identity of Brahman and the self)
.

is, of course, very different from Gerhard’s concept of salvation. Yet it is possible to

compare the function of these concepts and the way in which they are related to

other concepts such as ‘valid knowledge’ and ‘canonical texts.’ Thus, comparison is

possible at least at a more ‘formal’ level.

The similarities that are traced underline the importance of an eidetic point of

view before jumping to the conclusion that the differences between either people or

religious convictions are too divergent to be bridged. Moreover, one should

conclude that a careful investigation of the same central question in other different

traditions can lead to more analogies. In practice this means that there are indeed

important elements that are shared by widely divergent religious traditions which

enable representatives of these traditions to encounter and mutually understand each

other. After all, Rudyard Kipling in his famous “Ballad of East and West” was right:

Oh, East is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet, 

Till Earth and Sky stand presently at God's great Judgment Seat; 

But there is neither East nor West, Border, nor Breed, nor Birth, 

When two strong men stand face to face, tho’ they come from the ends of the

earth!


