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The Second Religiousness of Western Society: The Forgotten Prophecy of Oswald
Spengler and its Relation to Jesus

The Soul of Culture

When the modern technological mind of the 19" and 20" centuries envisioned the
future it invariably conceived of it as holding forth the promise of space travel, rockets,
super-science and miraculous medicine. It seemed impossible that our future could be
dominated by anything other than science, freedom, rationalism and technology, all of
which would marginalize holy wars, crusades, astrologers, Ayatollahs, Popes, mysticism,
occultists, fideism and the like. Nevertheless, it was the dubious predication of the early
twentieth century German historian Oswald Spengler (1880-1936) that such would not be
the case.

Spengler believed that all Civilizations experience a return to their initial spiritual
sentiments as they reach their greatest material heights. He called this phenomenon a
“Second Religiousness.” Civilization goes supernova, so to speak, in its technological
and political development. It reaches a climax beyond which there can be no further
progress. All its possibilities are exhausted. Simultaneously, the masses become bored,
disillusioned and disgusted with this stage and experience a rebirth of that society’s

religious feelings. This means a return to traditional beliefs, even antiquated and
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anachronistic ones that were once held in ill repute during society’s rationalist phase,
such as occultism and mysticism. Second religiousness means a new spiritual hunger
develops in a post-rational world. “Belief in program [Socialism, Marxism, Nationalism,
Liberalism and Technicism] was the mark and glory of our grandfathers — in our
grandsons it will be proof of provincialism. In its place is developing even now the seed
of a new resigned piety, sprung from tortured conscience and spiritual hunger, whose task
will be to found a new Hither-side that looks for secrets instead of steel-bright concepts
and in the end will find them in the depth of the ‘Second Religiousness.”? To the
question can modern society live without God? Spengler answered a resounding No!

For Spengler all Cultures develop around an understanding of space and time. The
logic of space reveals the cause and effect nature of the universe, but the logic of time
speaks of direction and orientation of space. Time provides the basis for all religious
belief. ® This understanding represents no mere materialist concept as modern natural
science, physics and astronomy my wish to describe it, but a deep spiritual inwardness
known intuitively as inner necessity, which he called a “great soul.”® Culture means a
spiritual commitment to a way of thinking and living. The soul of a Culture is its spiritual
vitality represented by a central driving ideal of space and time. This ideal is captured by
a “prime symbol™ that represents the essence of each Culture. The prime symbol is
understood intuitively and informs the entire tenor of Culture including religion, art,

science, literature and politics.
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The long corridor of the Egyptian temple and architecture that led the living down
a straight path to death and the afterlife represented the Egyptian soul. The Arabian
(Judeo-Christian-Islamic) soul expressed it self in the cupola of Hagia Sophia and
represented cavernous space. The basilica and domed structures of churches and mosques
represented an immense but limited universe, a contained space. The Classical soul
(Greco-Roman) was exemplified by the polis the independent city-state culminating in
Rome and in the freestanding nude statue. In both cases Classical time and space were
bound and unextended, limited to the immediate horizon and concrete. The Classical was
firmly planted on earth in an eternal present.

The Western soul, however, is radically opposed to the Classical; it strives to
capture infinity, its prime symbol, best expressed in the soaring Gothic Cathedrals of the
latter Middle Ages. A Cultural ideal seeks to live out its full potential, after reaching this
goal the spiritual vitality of Culture gives way to a hardening and transforms into a
Civilization in which all of the logical possibilities of the initial Cultural soul become
realized. Soul finds itself exhausted resulting in only a mechanical unfolding of its initial
vision without the necessary vitality that had given birth to it. In the Civilization stage
soul loses its vital force and ennui becomes its principal characteristic. Civilization
continues its relentless materialist expansion but without the spiritual vitality that
supplied Culture with its original impetus. This does not mean an immediate end to
Civilization for a Civilization can continue in this petrified state for centuries even
millennia such as China, India and Islamic cultures. This condition creates a sense of
alienation and tension between the ideals of society and everyday life styles of its people

that can overtime lead to decline and eventual collapse as in the case of the Roman



polis, one of Spengler’s favorite analogies for the future of Western Civilization.®

According to Spengler contemporary Western society had its precursor in the
Nordic myth of Valhalla, a place of limitless and infinite loneliness and solitude.” This
eternal sense of space and time became Christianized in the Gothic Middle Ages around
1000 A. D. represented by the architectural achievements of the Gothic Cathedrals,
Chartres, Notre Dame, etc., which have their modern materialist counterparts in today’s
sky scrappers, colossal buildings attempting to capture the infinity of space with their
ever upward spires. In literature Bernard of Clarivaux represented Gothic mysticism, an
inward soaring after infinity.® The greatest expression of the search for infinity was in the
divinity of the Holy Eucharist. The essence of the Gothic spirit was to strive to capture
infinity of space, to rap time around the eternal as in Eucharist theology. Spengler called
this world-feeling Faustian after the character Dr. Faust from the famous German poet
Johann Wolfgang Goethe’s play Faust. Faust sold his soul to the devil in order to gain
knowledge and power. Spengler felt this image best captured the Western drive and
striving for power over infinity. “Knowledge is power” has become the Baconian maxim
for the modern world.®

Spengler credited the global extent of Western society and its unprecedented
economic and technological prowess to its Faustian ideals of infinite striving over time
and space. It is the cresting, ebb, exhaustion and eventual death of these ideals (in their
modern scientific and materialist form) in the soul of the Culture that marks the onset of

Civilization and the eventual return to religious feeling. However, this second coming of
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religious sentiment is unable to save Civilization. In short, the ideas of a Culture die not
because they have been refuted by other ideals but because they have lost all appeal in
later generations. They have become boring and exhausted. People in the Civilization
phase return to them much the way the elderly return to the forgotten faith of their
childhood, for comfort and solace at the end of one’s days, but it cannot rekindle the
original flame in spiritual life of youth. Now there is only a long farewell before passing
into eternity. “The soul thinks once again, and in Romanticism looks back piteously to its
childhood; then finally, weary, reluctant, cold, it loses its desire to be, and, as in Imperial
Rome, wishes itself out of the overlong daylight and back in the darkness of
protomysticism, in the womb of the mother, in the grave. The spell of a ‘second
religiousness’ comes upon it, and Late-Classical man turns to the practice of the cults of
Mithras, of Isis, of the Sun — those very cults into which a soul just born in the East has
been pouring a new wine of dreams and fears and loneliness.”*

One commentator gives us a succinct description of the Civilization phase
according to Spengler that leaves future inhabitants disgusted and longing for the inner
certainty and meaning that only religious belief can deliver,

Civilization as Spengler used the word, is the inevitable destiny of an advanced

society, its last, most external and artificial condition. Once a Culture’s aim is

attained — its idea, its entire content of inner possibilities fulfilled and made actual

— it suddenly hardens. It mortifies. Its blood congeals. Its creative force breaks

down. The fire in the soul dies. Life is fatigued. The society experiences no more

fullness but, instead, inward poverty, coldness, emptiness, an intellectual chill and

void. Values built up and maintained within the Culture begin to fall away. A

sweeping transvaluation, a rejection, a persistent nihilism remolds all the old

forms, understands them otherwise, practices them in different ways. The society
begets no more but only reinterprets — and therein lies the negative mood common

to all such periods, whether the age of the Buddha in India, of Socrates in Greece,
or of Rousseau, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and Wanger in Western society.
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Everything begins to change. Religion of the heart yields to dead, abstract
metaphysics or scientific irreligion. Reverence for tradition and respect for age
vanish in cold, matter-of-fact practicality. Patriotism diminishes and
internationalism increases, while home, race, and fatherland give way to a
cosmopolitan outlook. The economic base of the fruitful earth is abandoned in
favor of money. Quality succumbs to quantity, appeals for the best giving way to
appeals for the most. Concern for creativity and growth is displaced by concern
for comfort and luxury. Hard-earned rights are replaced by natural rights. The folk
becomes the mass. Motherhood is replaced by sexuality. Social unity crumbles in
social divisiveness. Ideals lose their power, and all further strivings are no more
than struggles for animal advantage.™*

Spengler described the secularization process in which the spiritual and religious
forces of society are drained and only the material form remains. This creates a rank
skepticism and rationalism that gives birth to great scientific and technological
achievements. This stage was passed in the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries.
However, the age of rationalism leaves the world cold and metaphysically empty. This
creates the conditions for a new religious feeling in society, a return to Civilization’s
initial spiritual beginnings. Every Civilization experiences this second religiousness as a
sequel to its highest point of material development, which spells the end of its great
scientific and technological accomplishments. Spengler’s explanation may be applied to
the current impasse in sociology of religion that finds both a persistence of secularization
as well as new revival of religious consciousness taking place.'* Secularization and

revival can operate simultaneously, even stoking each other’s growth. However,

according to Spengler religion must prevail. Spengler believed that sometime in the
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twentieth century there would be a new religious turn that signaled the on set of this
condition,

In this very century, | prophesy, the century of scientific-critical Alexanderianism,
of the great harvests, of final formulations, a new element of inwardness will arise
to overthrow the will-to-victory of science. Exact science must presently fall upon
its own keen sword. First, in the 18™ Century, its methods were tried out, then, in
the 19" its powers, and now its historical role is critically reviewed. But from
Skepsis there is a path to “second religiousness,” which is the sequel and not the
preface to the Culture. Men dispense with proof, desire only to believe and not to
dissect.

The individual renounces by laying aside books. The Culture renounces by
ceasing to manifest itself in high scientific intellectuals. But science exists only in
the living thought of great savant-generations, and books are nothing if they are
not living and effective in men worthy of them. Scientific results are merely items
of an intellectual tradition. It constitutes the death of a science that no one any
longer regards it as an event, and an orgy of two centuries of exact scientific-ness
brings satiety. Not the individual, the soul of the Culture itself has had enough,
and it expresses this by putting into the field of the day ever smaller, narrower and
more unfruitful investigators.®
The return to religion comes in two phases. The first is trivialization, a toying
with religious and occult beliefs as a past time and entertainment, a way of escape from
the doldrums of sterile rationalism. In Classical civilization there was the Isis-cult in
Rome that functioned as a past time for high society. “The Chaldean astrology was in
those days a fashion, very far removed from the genuine Classical belief in oracles . . . . It
was ‘relaxation,’ a ‘let’s pretend.” And, over and above this, there were the numberless
charlatans and fake prophets who toured the towns and sought with their pretentious rites

to persuade the half-educated into a renewed interest in religion. Correspondingly, we

have in the Euorpean-American world of to-day the occultist and theosophist fraud, the
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American Christian Science, the untrue Buddhism of drawing rooms, the religious arts-
and-crafts business (brisker in Germany than even in England) that caters for groups and
cults of Gothic or Late Classical or Taoist sentiment. Everywhere it is just a toying with
myths that no one really believes, a tasting of cults that is hoped might fill the inner void.
The real belief is always the belief in atoms and numbers, but it requires this highbrow
hocus-pocus to make it bearable in the long run.”**

Although religion begins to make its reappearance in the form of playful curiosity
and escapism (something plainly evident in popular culture today) the fact of its existence
is a significant harbinger of a more serious and genuine spirit of religious consciousness
to come. This will comprise the second phase of second religiousness. A serious and
deep-seated piety grips the soul of late Civilization and returns it to a youthful
exuberance. For Western Civilization there is no doubt that this must include a return to
forms of Gothic Christianity in both its light and dark senses. This means adherence to
the cult of the Virgin Mary, Angelology as well as the whole hierarchy of demonology
and medieval folklore and “Devil-myth,” including belief in crusades, witches,
werewolves, ghosts, spirits, exorcism, black magic, spells and superstitions of all kinds,
which were also perpetuated in Protestantism, however without the cult of Mary and the
Saints.™ New forms of religious syncretism impossible to predict will arise, which
Spengler felt would resemble Christian Adventism.'® “The material of the Second
Religiousness is simply that of the first, genuine, young religiousness — only otherwise

experienced and expressed. It starts with Rationalism’s fading out in helplessness, then
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the forms of the Springtime become visible, and finally the whole world of the primitive
religion, which had receded before the grand forms of the early faith, returns to the
foreground, powerful, in the guise of popular syncretism that is to be found in every
Culture at this phase.”*” The twentieth century would only see the beginning of these
developments, although, it would not be until the twenty-first century that the second
religiousness would be felt in its full effects, “decline . . . will occupy the first centuries

of the coming millennium.”*®

A New Religious Age

Spengler’s predication of a new religious consciousness has resonance for us at
the beginning of the twenty-first century especially since the belief of modern secularists
since the Enlightenment was that with the growth of secular modern belief traditional
religion would decline and eventually fade away. One prominent sociologist of religion
Peter Berger noted in 1968 that by “the 21% century, religious believers are likely to be
found only in small sects, huddled together to resist a worldwide secular culture.”*® The
new religious sentiments of our times have refuted the secularization theory of religion.
Berger later recanted, “That idea is simple: Modernization necessarily leads to a decline
of religion, both in society and in the minds of individuals. And it is precisely this key
idea that has turned out to be wrong.”20 “For nearly three centuries social scientists and

assorted Western intellectuals have been promising the end of religion. Each generation
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has been confident that within another few decades, or possibly a bit longer, humans will
‘outgrow’ belief in the supernatural. This proposition soon came to be known as the
secularization thesis.”**

Secularization meant the adaptation of traditional belief systems to modern
progressive and Enlightenment naturalism that held to central ideals of progress and
technology as found prominently in Liberal Protestantism and most recently in the
aggiornamento program of Vatican Il in Roman Catholicism. Other modernizing
programs in non-Christian religions such as Judaism, Islam and Eastern faiths were also
attempted. The resurgence of traditional Christian religion, Islam, New Age philosophy, a
host of other metaphysical movements including Theosophy, Ufology, the occult,
witchcraft, belief in Nostradamus, astrology, the growth of Eastern faiths, belief in the
paranormal, pseudoscience and the tidal wave of religious and apocalyptic themes in
popular culture, The Matrix, Terminator, Star Wars and Left Behind for example, has

brought the modernization program of the twentieth century into serious question and

leaves its viability for the twenty-first century in doubt.?? Even harden skeptics admit
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that society has taken a new religious turn toward belief in the supernatural, paranormal
and traditional beliefs. They agnst over the negative effects such popular spirituality will
have on science and reason as well as technological progress.” We live at the edge of a
new religious age.

Since the 1970’s traditional religion often called “Fundamentalism” has sought to
reverse what they believed to be the alienating effects of secularism on faith.
“Fundamentalists do not entirely reject Enlightenment-based modernity, however. They
like many of its products — rapid transportation, telecommunications, electricity, medical
science — but are wary of the values that seem to accompany these technological and
scientific marvels. One such value of secular modernity is the superiority of human
reason to all other means of knowledge, including religious revelation (that is, knowledge
revealed to chosen people through extraordinary or supernatural means). When people
agree that only rational discourse is permissible in a society, something of even greater
value is lost say the fundamentalists . . . . Fundamentalists would restore spiritual
considerations to a central place in public and private discourse and would do so directly,
by basing many of the laws and customs of society on the sacred scriptures or traditions
which they believe to be the most authoritative guide to the Spirit who inspires all human

goodness.”?* Fundamentalist belief in special revelation discerned through faith asserts a
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direct threat to the established values of enlightenment rationalism and pluralism.
Fundamentalism neatly parallels Spengler’s prediction of a new religious consciousness
that will sweep over modernity. “Around 1975 this whole process [modernization] went
into reverse. A new religious approach took shape, aimed no longer at adapting to secular
values but at recovering a sacred foundation for the organization of society — by changing
society if necessary. Expressed in a multitude of ways, this approach advocated moving
on from a modernism that had failed, attributing its setbacks and dead ends to a
separation from God. The theme was no longer aggiornamento but a ‘second
evangelization of Europe:’ the aim was no longer to modernize Islam but to ‘Islamize
modernity.””?

According to one study the twenty-first century is shaping up to be one of the
most religiously volatile ages since the Protestant Reformation. Across the world
traditional supernatural religion is growing in popularity and acceptance including
Protestant Pentecostalism, Neo Orthodoxy, pre-Vatican Il Catholicism, belief in miracles,
healing, the cult of Mary and the Saints, as well as beliefs in witchcraft, superstition,
spiritism and radical Islam. One scholar noted, “The twenty-first century will be regarded
by future historians as a century in which religion replaced ideology as the prime
animating and destructive force in human affairs.”?® The global return to traditional

religion, according to this study, finds itself primarily located in non-Western cultures
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with Western sentiment lagging behind, still embroiled in secularism. However, this new
wave of religious belief will eventually make itself felt in modern Western society,
especially with the increase of migration from Latin America and other non-Western
countries and will be experienced as nothing less than a return to Medievalism with the
dawn of a new Christendom located primarily across Latin America, Asia and Africa.
“The parallels to the Middle Ages may be closer than anyone had guessed.”?’

With the return of religion in the latter part of the twentieth century Spengler
appears to be vindicated. Secularization with its values of progress, science and
technicism has begun a retreat for the simple reason that it cannot provide metaphysical
satisfaction in the lives of people. Secularism has not been rationally disproved; it has not
been demonstrably refuted. Its inherent atheism has laid the seed of its own demise.
Modern secularization has failed because it has proven to be untenable and unlivable.
People cannot live without a metaphysically satisfying notion of transcendence which

modernism denies. Life settles all arguments.”® God’s death was short lived!

What Does the Future Hold?
According to Spengler the machine society of the modern world will eventually
be viewed as the antithesis of God’s sovereignty as something Satanic. “And these
machines become in their forms less and less human, more ascetic, mystic, esoteric. They

weave the earth over with an infinite web of subtle forces, currents, and tensions. Their
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bodies become ever more and more immaterial, ever less noisy. The wheels, rollers, and
levers are vocal no more. All that matters withdraws itself into the interior. Man has felt
the machine to be devilish, and rightly. It signifies in the eyes of the believer the
deposition of God. It delivers sacred Causality over to man and by him, with a sort of
foreseeing omniscience is set in motion, silent and irresistible.”*’

Technological modernity still has some good decades if not centuries left and the
world has not yet trembled under the full impact of modern technique. Yet, already in the
fields of genetic engineering, cloning, artificial intelligence, war and industry, believers
traditional and otherwise sense a terrible foreboding.*® The outline of Mephistopheles has
begun to take shape in modern progress. Even scientists themselves warn of impending
danger and catastrophe (mass plagues due to scientific error and terrorism) if the
problems created by science and technology such as nuclear, chemical and biological
weapons, genetic engineering and nano technology are not addressed. This may well
mean restricting research in certain areas and not sharing scientific results in others to
keep dangerous technology out of the wrong hands.** Such ideas spell the end of a major

plank of modern scientism and secularism that knowledge is power. Our technology has

grown too dangerous we must pull back on the reigns of progress before it’s too late.
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Even the world’s most notorious atheist recognized the importance of limits when
Nietzsche said, “there is a great deal | do not want to know — Wisdom sets bounds even
to knowledge.”* How can Christians fail to do likewise? According to Spengler progress
will leave future generations of the second religiousness with a sense of the machine’s

evilness and seek their salvation in mysticism instead of rationalism.*

Jesus and the Second Religiousness

Spengler is forgotten because his prediction of a return to religion predates all
current analysis of the phenomenon, but is never acknowledged. Perhaps because he
remains unread by intellectuals and is simply written off as too pessimistic and
deterministic. He exists as someone once said in a “high profile obscurity.” Nevertheless,
his accuracy, however flamboyant or exaggerated his style, is undeniable. If secularism is
waning and there appears to be a new religious sentiment in society how does this effect
our view of Jesus?

French philosopher Gabriel Marcel once noted that there exists an ontological
need in human beings;** or a thirst for the transcendent as someone else pointed out.* It
is this need for transcendence that our high tech modern society has co-opted and left us
in a sterile condition. “Modern nonreligious man assumes a new existential situation; he

regards himself solely as the subject and agent of history, he refuses all appeal to

transcendence.”*® The new religiousness was entirely predictable given the highly
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rational conditions of the modern world. This can be a great boon for Evangelicalism if
we can begin to make an adjustment to a greater religious mindset. In the past our
apologetics have been oriented around evidentialist, foundationalism and rationalism, in
light of the new religiousness we can begin to focus on presuppositionalism.®” However,
either in an age of rationalism or religiosity our message should remain consistent. It was
Jesus who said, “Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and | will give you
rest” (Matt11:28). Jesus liberates from the mechanicalness of rationalism as well as from
the burden of a new works salvation that must inevitability come with increased religious

sentiments.
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